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      A stubborn sense of gloom hung over Darryl like the dark clouds overhead, threatening to unleash a blinding late-winter snowstorm as he drove deeper into the heavy pines of Tahoe National Forest. The last strings of sunlight had disappeared over the horizon several miles back, and Darryl relied on the bright headlights of his Tesla to guide him along the route the car’s navigation system had laid out after plugging in the proper address for his meeting. His phone hadn’t picked up a tower signal for twenty minutes, and if the car lost satellite reception, he feared he would never find his way back to the highway.

      About two miles ago, before he narrowly missed running over a rabbit, Darryl questioned if the address to Benjamin Foreman’s mountain cabin, as his assistant had described it in her email to him yesterday, was correct. Not even all-knowing Google had a satellite or street-level image of the property. He half expected the unusual invitation of a hush-hush, private meeting to be a ruse, a punishment of sorts for his boss’s foot-dragging after pledging to muster support on the Senate Armed Services Committee for Foreman’s latest high-tech weapons program. And if the address was correct, this far from civilization, Darryl expected the hunting cabin to be off-the-grid rustic, heated by a roaring fire with a deer head wearing a rack of antlers the size of King Kong mounted above the stone mantle.

      But making the last turn listed in the navigation instructions proved him wrong. Dead wrong. “A mountain cabin, my ass,” he said. It was no coincidence this place didn’t show up on Google. A man of Foreman’s wealth and connections could scrub all evidence of its existence from the public domain.

      When the car straightened on the road and passed through an opening in the stone wall, a cavalcade of warm amber lights popped on in succession, illuminating the compound of a majestic mountain home fit for royalty. Darryl knew Foreman was rich, but this was off the charts. The multi-peaked alpine structure dressed in wood and stone accents was virtually a football field long and concave, forming a crescent moon shape along the ground. Four-car garages flanked both ends of the three-sectioned two-story house. Each window, smaller than expected for a home in such a scenic setting, glowed from the inside, telling of much more than a deer’s head awaiting Darryl’s visit.

      A driveway of pavers lined with accent lights meandering between the lush landscaping and rocky central pond invited Darryl to the dramatic entrance at the center of the building. He parked there. Stepping out of the car, he smoothed his wool winter overcoat for vanity and tightened it to combat the rare frigid mountain temperature this late in the season.

      A glint of motion high on the portico covering the steps leading to the sizable double doors caught his attention. A security camera was following his movement, and a scan of the building’s lines and edges confirmed several more cameras were as well. They made him uneasy. Working in the Russell Senate Office Building and the Capitol for Senator Jackson over the last decade had numbed Darryl to video and audio surveillance at work, but he loathed the intrusion outside the Beltway, no matter the circumstance, and intentionally kept his lifestyle void of too much tech. If he wanted a documented account of his life twenty-four-seven, he would never leave his office and have Siri and Alexa respond to every curiosity.

      “Welcome to Shangri-La, Mr. Yarborough,” a disembodied female voice greeted him through a speaker built into the portico ceiling. “Other than your near miss with a rabbit, I take it the drive was uneventful.”

      What the hell? How did she know about Thumper? Suddenly, Darryl felt trapped in an Orwell novel under the careful watch of Big Brother, and it was unnerving. “Yes, I had no problem finding the place.”

      “Mr. Foreman is expecting you.” The door lock clicked softly. “He’ll be with you shortly. Please come in. His man, Harold, will be happy to take your coat and get you something to drink.”

      “Thank you.” Darryl turned the knob and opened the right door, expecting the inside to match the alpine exterior. He was not disappointed. The massive scale of the two-story entry room was impressive, more so than the elite Washington mansions along the Potomac he frequented over the years as Senator Jackson’s chief of staff. Darryl let a furtive grin grow on one corner of his lips. All the trust fund babies at Harvard who turned their noses up at this former scholarship kid from Bakersfield would have chewed off their right arm to be in the fabled home of Benjamin Foreman, the third wealthiest CEO in the country.

      A short, trim man dressed crisply in a black tux stepped from behind the wooden log bar that took up more real estate than Darryl’s kitchen. As Darryl unbuttoned and removed his coat, the man crossed the room, carrying a silver tray with a single cocktail glass in the center. “Good evening, Mr. Yarborough. A Manhattan with Canadian Whiskey, not Rye.”

      This was becoming a little scary. Harold had prepared his go-to drink to a T. If a little man popped out, offering a basket of his favorite brand of toothpaste and body wash, Darryl would hightail it out of Shangri-La. “Wow. Thank you, Harold.”

      “I’ll also take your coat, sir.”

      After the exchange, the man retreated behind the bar, and Darryl explored the room, sipping his perfectly crafted cocktail. He wasn’t far off with the deer head fantasy, finding two elk heads mounted above the fireplace, each angled in opposite directions, protecting their flanks. Leather couches and chairs and tables made from polished knotty pine adorned the rest of the room.

      Dark brown and red fabric accents nicely complimented the Charles Russell original canvas paintings on the walls. One caught his eye. The muted aged oils depicted three Old West cowboys subduing a grizzly bear twice their size while on horseback, using only lassos for weapons. The horses strained against the animal’s thrashing to escape its bindings, and the men were the picture of calm and determination under extreme stress. If one rope broke, any of them could have died.

      “It’s titled Capturing the Grizzly Bear,” a distinctive man’s voice said from over Darryl’s shoulder. He had studied dozens of videos to prepare for today’s meeting and didn’t have to turn to know it was Benjamin Foreman, founder and CEO of Falcon Industries, the premier developer of high-tech military weapons. The man’s intentionally slow cadence and confidence behind every word were recognizable and had butterflies swarming in Darryl’s stomach.

      “It’s violent but oddly awe-inspiring.” Darryl kept his gaze on the painting, trying to appear more cultured and collected than the little fanboy melting inside. He took another sip of his drink to calm his nerves.

      “You have a good eye. The painting is my favorite piece for that very reason. It depicts the power of synergy, showing nothing is insurmountable when you have the right people with the right tools and enough fortitude.”

      Darryl finally turned. In his job as chief of staff to the second-highest-ranking senator in the Republican Party, he’d met presidents, prime ministers, movie stars, and musical performers of all genres. He even shook Bono’s hand once. But they all paled compared to Benjamin Foreman. He was the Howard Hughes of their time—a rich, powerful, and creative mover and shaker who had become a recluse last year. Darryl sympathized with Foreman’s solitary lifestyle and his closing ranks from a relentless media. Politics was a dirty business, and he often found himself on the receiving end of a rabid press attacking his boss for any of a thousand reasons. The hit pieces on the military-industrial complex last year were no better, driving Foreman behind these walls.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Foreman.” Darryl extended his hand, which Foreman shook. Eat your hearts out, Buffy and Chaz, he thought. This scholarship kid had made it to the top while his tormentors were still hustling to get their names in Page Six of the Times. “Senator Jackson sends his apologies. His presence was needed in Washington for several critical votes tonight, but he should be in the area tomorrow for the fundraising gala at his estate in Incline Village.”

      “It’s criminal how Congress has abdicated its responsibilities through continuing resolutions. They should budget based on the present and future, not the past. Sometimes I think we should rid ourselves of all five hundred thirty-five and start from scratch.” Foreman’s matter-of-fact tone was disturbing, bordering on having put in considerable forethought and planning. If some drunk at the corner bar had said such a thing, his friends would have waved off the statement as merely blowing off steam. But Foreman had the means and the money to make such a cataclysmic event happen, making him dangerous and potentially a formidable enemy.

      “If we did, I would be out of a job, but yes, our system of government needs a gradual overhaul.” Darryl laced his reply with a positive tone, hoping to steer it in a less creepy direction.

      Foreman harrumphed, cocking up one corner of his lips—a quirk they had in common but for entirely different emotions. “Gradually takes too much time, Mr. Yarborough. Time we don’t have with the Russians, Chinese, and radical Islamists breathing down our necks.”

      “I can’t disagree. Time is short, but there’s still time for diplomacy.” Darryl sensed the man’s patience running thin, requiring a deft pivot. “Your home is impressive, Mr. Foreman. How long did it take to build?”

      “Four years from groundbreaking to the champagne party.”

      Darryl issued a whistle of amazement. “Why so long?”

      “Materials mostly.” Foreman checked his watch. “We have some time before my team will be ready for a demonstration.” He extended an arm to his side. “Care for a tour of the slicker features?”

      What sane person wouldn’t want to see the inner recesses of Benjamin Foreman’s Shangri-La? Buffy and Chaz would give up their firstborn to be in Darryl’s shoes. “I’m intrigued, yes.”

      Foreman winked and shifted his head slightly toward the room’s center. “Computer, red alert. Shields up.” At his command, metal plates slid into place with sharp, echoing thuds, covering each window and glass slider simultaneously. A similar sound came from the entry foyer.

      Darryl followed the sounds, spinning his head like a swivel. If he guessed correctly, Foreman had sealed them inside. “That was intense.” And the real-life Star Trek command was beyond cool.

      “An Air Force A-10 Thunderbolt pilot sits in a titanium bathtub up to one and a half inches thick. It can withstand anything up to 57mm explosive rounds. I doubled it, creating a high-grade titanium shell for the main part of the house. In theory, it can withstand everything short of a bunker buster bomb.”

      “You’re set for an invasion and a zombie attack.”

      “Computer, shields down.” The titanium plates retracted, and Foreman glanced over his shoulder at Darryl after stepping toward a hallway past the bar. “Aren’t you?” He gestured his head in his direction of travel. “Now for the really cool stuff.”

      Darryl swigged the last of his Manhattan and placed the crystal glass on the bar on his way by, issuing Harold a grateful nod. “The drink was perfect, Harold. Thank you.”

      The long corridor led past several rooms—a butler’s pantry off the bar, an office, and a game room with a billiards table—and ended at an elevator door. The door swooshed open automatically when Foreman approached it, revealing a long car six feet wide, like the ones in hospitals used to transport gurneys between floors. There were two buttons, up and down, hinting this thing made only two stops, here and wherever the really cool stuff was.

      Once settled inside, Foreman pressed the down button. Darryl expected a quick ride to the basement, but it continued much longer than expected. “How deep is this place?”

      “About four stories down. The capsule is deep enough to withstand a nuclear blast.”

      “The capsule?”

      “My control room. I based the blueprints on the Minuteman III launch capsule but scaled it to my needs. You can’t be too careful. North Korea already has long-range missiles capable of reaching the California coast. It’s not as sophisticated as NORAD, but it will do in a pinch.”

      The door slid open to a deep, underground seven-foot-tall concrete tunnel leading to an open blast door. The door dimensions were incredible. Over three feet thick of solid steel, it had six retractable five-inch round steel pins to lock the door in place. The thought of needing that much stopping power was mind-bending.

      Once past the threshold, Foreman stepped aside, revealing a two-level communications center in low lighting equipped with every high-tech gadget imaginable. Seamless, integrated LED screens adorned an entire wall and showed several scenes from a test lab to a city intersection to remote rocky terrain to several feeds of security cameras of the interior and exterior of Shangri-La. Operators with headsets dressed in black utility uniforms occupied a half-dozen workstations along the lower level watching the screens, while one man in a suit sat behind a desk at the top level, surveilling the action below.

      As he and Foreman stepped toward the room’s center, Darryl marveled at the operation center, wondering what activities Foreman would need to track as they happened. “This is impressive. It’s like the situation room at the White House.”

      “It’s much better without the bureaucracy. My team manages the security of my mountain cabin from here and oversees every test of every weapon in development at Falcon Industries. They can communicate with every department and team in real time. I haven’t needed to visit our Virginia headquarters in over a year. I see everything firsthand without layers of management to dilute my observation. This way, I make decisions based on accurate data.”

      “I’m curious. How far does your surveillance around your cabin reach?” Darryl asked.

      “The cameras are close in, but the early warning radar system provides three-hundred-sixty-degree coverage two hundred miles out.” When Darryl furrowed his brow, Foreman continued. “You’re wondering how we knew about your near miss with the rabbit.”

      “It was a little disturbing.”

      “It is all part of tonight’s demonstration.” Foreman extended his arm, inviting Darryl toward the exit. “Shall we?”

      Once they returned above ground, Foreman led Darryl to the dining room, where three men were seated around the polished dark oak table with seating for ten. The room was smaller than expected, considering the scale of the entry room, but the closer walls, floor-to-ceiling sheer green curtains, amber soffit accent lighting, and a stone wall with a floating fireplace created a warm, intimate atmosphere.

      The men at the table stopped their conversation and stood when Foreman entered.

      “Gentlemen,” Foreman stepped toward the men gathering near the fireplace, “I’d like to introduce Darryl Yarborough, Senator Keith Jackson’s chief of staff.” He pivoted, and one by one, he introduced the men, and Darryl shook their hands. “Mr. Yarborough, I’d like you to meet Andrew Bohm, my legal counsel, Kyle Sands, project manager, and Robert Segura, chief engineer.” Each was dressed impeccably and had the appearance of being in their thirties or forties, but Segura didn’t carry himself with poise like the others. He appeared shy, making only brief eye contact.

      The kitchen staff served a delicious three-course meal, and the conversation around the table centered on politics and the country’s direction with the first female president at the helm. Opinions differed only slightly, but they all agreed the United States needed to return to its constitutional roots and project more decisive leadership on the international stage. Segura, however, had remained mostly silent, offering only brief comments, making his political leaning hard to discern.

      While Darryl savored the last bite of the apple crumble, Foreman wiped the corners of his lips with a cloth napkin after receiving a message on his phone, and then he reached to the edge of the table’s underbelly. A moment later, the framed picture above the fireplace rose mechanically to the ceiling, revealing a sixty-inch monitor. A video filled the screen.

      It took several seconds and him seeing a rabbit dart across the road for Darryl to make out what he was watching. It was a recording of his car as it had traveled toward Shangri-La an hour earlier, but the feed wasn’t from a fixed position. It paralleled Darryl’s vehicle and kept pace. The drone was there to scout for his boss must have shadowed Darryl along the route without him seeing it.

      “Mr. Yarborough, you asked how we knew about your run-in with our local wildlife,” Foreman said. “This is how.”

      A fly circled Darryl’s head, and he swatted at it when a buzzing noise near his right ear got loud. Foreman, Sands, and Bohm laughed while Segura fiddled with his cell phone in both hands. The fly landed on the table between the five men. Darryl glanced at the screen above the fireplace, discovering the video feed had changed. It showed him at the table, sitting next to Bohm, at an angle that could have only come from the tabletop.

      Darryl squinted at the fly. Bigger than a common housefly, it rivaled the size of a horsefly, maybe slightly larger. It rose and lowered an inch several times, bouncing as if saying hello.

      “That’s enough playtime, Mr. Segura,” Foreman said with a fading smile. He returned his attention to Darryl. “Now imagine a special forces unit controlling this little fella from miles away. It can relay live video and audio feeds to its handler who can transmit it via satellite with only a two-second delay. It can carry a two-ounce payload and has a battery life of twelve hours.”

      “Payload? The executive summary you sent said nothing of payload capabilities. What can it carry?”

      “Anything. Munitions, explosives, poison, electronics, electrical current. You’re only limited by weight and imagination.” Foreman redirected Darryl’s attention to the monitor. “You asked for a realistic demonstration of its capabilities. What better test than from an operative in the field?”

      The video feed changed. It was daytime, and the drone video showed it skirting across rocky terrain, similar to the one Darryl had seen earlier in the underground control center. A building came into view when the drone reached the top of a cliff. It was rudimentary, made of clay and planks. Four older men dressed in long tunics and colorful keffiyeh were in front of it, sitting in rickety metal chairs.

      The drone focused on one man near the center. Foreman asked, “Do you recognize his face?”

      Darryl strained to distinguish the man’s features and soon realized the man on the screen was the number two al-Qaeda man in Afghanistan. “Aziz Sarbaz.”

      The drone floated closer to Aziz, circling once.

      “A conventional drone strike would entail a rocket launch with enough explosive power to take out all four men and the building, but the Locust is cutting-edge technology in military-offensive precision. It is a force multiplier, particularly when swarmed. Its firepower is limitless.” Foreman brought his cell phone to his ear. “Identity confirmed. You have a green light.”

      A wave of nausea swept through Darryl. He’d confirmed Aziz’s identity, but for what purpose?

      The drone circled again, this time stopping to hover at the back of Aziz’s head. The feed switched to a second drone hovering nearby, showing a frontal view of the four men.

      A bang. A puff of smoke.

      Debris sprayed from Aziz’s head, pelting the two men on either side of him. Aziz slumped in his chair before tumbling to the ground. The camera focused on the body, showing half of the man’s head was missing.

      Darryl flicked his stare to Foreman, looking for confirmation of what had unfolded on the screen. The muted grin on his lips confirmed Darryl had witnessed an assassination in real time. The other men in the room appeared unaffected.

      Darryl stood dumbfounded, requiring a Herculean effort to open his mouth to speak. “Who authorized this?”

      “This was an off-book CIA op. You must know it wasn’t sanctioned, but I can tell you the DNI could have shut it down but chose not to.”

      Darryl remained still and silent, weighing the implications of a virtually undetectable weapon explicitly designed for assassination. If their enemies got hold of this technology, the commonly accepted agreement of placing heads of state off limits to assassination would be void. The Locust was a game changer. The world stage would become a Wild West show, reminiscent of the days before diplomacy.

      “Senator Jackson’s instincts about this weapons system were right, and so were those of the other Republicans on the Emerging Threats and Capabilities Subcommittee,” Darryl said. “The concept could revolutionize warfare, but so did nuclear weapons. In the wrong hands, they threaten all humankind, as the new president has warned. There is no way Senator Jackson will support funding this, especially when I tell him about your demonstration and its true intended use.”

      Foreman’s face flushed; his eyes narrowed. His stiff posture left no doubt. He was angry. “The Locust will save countless lives of the men and women in our special forces and intelligence community. We will no longer have to send operators into the lion’s den to gather intel or exact justice.” Foreman rose from his chair and leaned forward, placing his fists on the polished wood tabletop. “I can’t believe Senator Jackson would turn his back on our brave service members.”

      Darryl flinched, reading a veiled threat behind those words. And when Benjamin Foreman made a threat, people typically fell like dominoes. But Darryl wasn’t about to back down. He was the chief of staff to the second-ranking Republican in the Senate, a position of much power in government circles.

      After pushing back his chair, Darryl rose to his feet. “I think I’ve seen enough. If Harold would be so kind, I’d like my coat.”

      Foreman stood straight and snapped his left thumb and middle finger together. “Very well.”

      Seconds later, Harold entered, carrying Darryl’s coat. It was freshly pressed and cleaned. He held it out for Darryl to slip on.

      “Thank you for dinner and excellent hospitality, Mr. Foreman.”

      “Harold will see you out,” Foreman said, his tone flat without emotion.
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        * * *

      

      The moment Yarborough stepped out of the room, Benjamin snapped his fingers at Robert Segura. “I’m ahead of you, Mr. Foreman,” Robert said while thumbing his phone screen at a feverish pace.

      A new video feed appeared on the monitor above the fireplace, showing Shangri-La’s exterior front portico. The door opened, and Yarborough walked through. Harold followed steps behind. When the Tesla’s parking lights flashed, signaling Yarborough had unlocked the car using the key fob, Harold rushed ahead and opened the driver’s door for him.

      “Drive safely, Mr. Yarborough. The roads can be tricky at night.”

      Yarborough settled in behind the wheel, and Harold retreated up the stairs when the car door shut. The engine started, waking the bright headlights. After Yarborough’s car departed and the compound’s main gate closed, the on-screen video feed above the fireplace switched to a Locust clinging to a backseat headrest.

      “Signal jammer, please, Mr. Segura. Just in case,” Benjamin said. Cell service was spotty in the forest, but there were a few areas outside the tree canopies where roaming service came in. He couldn’t take a chance.

      “Of course, sir.” Robert fiddled again with his phone. “I’ve narrowed the band to only the tower used by his service provider.”

      After Yarborough drove down the access road and turned onto the two-lane public road, he said, “Siri, call Ballbuster.” He waited a moment before throwing his phone in the front passenger seat. “That’s right, no signal.”

      “Have you picked a spot?” Benjamin asked. The grin on Robert’s face said he had.

      After several twists and turns, Yarborough approached the section of road where he’d narrowly escaped hitting the rabbit. Robert flicked some virtual toggles on his phone screen, sending the Locust into a slow, controlled flight. It flew to the front dash, landed there, and bounced up and down several times.

      “You have a cruel sense of humor, Robert,” Foreman said.

      “My benefactor has trained me well,” Robert said with a measured smile.

      “I’ll have to thank him for loaning you out the last three months. Your work improving my design has been impeccable.”

      “Thank you. Once I acquired what I needed in Mexico City, the fix was simple. I’ll pass along your message.”

      “What have you loaded this unit with?” Foreman asked.

      “Sodium azide in a plastic casing and in sufficient quantity to cause instant death.” Mr. Segura smiled, proud of his invention. “An electrical pulse will trigger a reaction, turning the powder into nitrogen gas. The gas will explode instantly. It’s the same compound found in airbags, so investigators will think it malfunctioned, causing his head injury.”

      “Brilliant.”

      Seconds later.

      “Shit!” Yarborough swatted frantically at the Locust, but Robert kept it out of his reach. The drone circled to the rear of the cabin. “Shit. Shit. Shit.” The car swerved.

      The feed went dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      The warmth Lexi discovered waking in her wife’s arms was as comforting as the first spring breeze, but the peaceful feeling vanished once the silence took over. Two years of building a life together, a safe place to seek refuge in, wasn’t enough to hold her demons at bay. Every recent failure haunted her, starting with Kris Faust’s death and ending with her mother’s.

      The familiar sting of guilt punctuated the memory of how she’d become careless, unable to see the dangers that had stared her in the face. She’d almost lost Nita and her father and thought her mother had escaped Tony Belcher’s rage, but her nemesis had exacted his revenge from the grave when her mother succumbed to her head injury weeks later. Common sense told her there was no accounting for a madman, and no precaution could have prevented Belcher from striking at her heart.

      The logic terrified her when the Raven, every bit as evil as Belcher, sent her a message three months ago. He was coming for her, so she could never leave her family vulnerable. So when it was time to replan their honeymoon, what better place to go than a resort swarming with Secret Service agents in advance of the president’s coming visit this weekend? There were more badges and SIG-Sauers per square foot at the Silverado Resort than at a police convention. She felt safer here than at home, which reminded her of the security improvements she still wanted to make at the Ponder house—more cameras, more exterior lights, a security door on the back porch, and a fence around the property perimeter. There was so much to do.

      Nita stirred, shivering and squeezing her arms tighter around Lexi’s torso. “It’s cold.”

      Their room had become humid last night after making love—or was it earlier this morning?—so Lexi had slid their patio door open halfway hours ago to draw in the crisp air from outside. The room had cooled too much in the dewy Napa morning, so Lexi raised the blanket covering them. “I’ll close the slider.”

      Nita pulled her in much tighter. “Don’t you dare leave this bed. I’m not done with you, Mrs. Mills.” She drifted a hand down Lexi’s abdomen, skimming the skin ever so slightly, waking Lexi’s core with the first twinges of desire. She whispered, “Spread your legs.”

      A loud clang rang outside their hotel room sliding door, sounding like someone had kicked over a chair around the gas firepit on their private patio or the small table between them.

      “Damn it,” a familiar voice uttered in a failed whisper from the other side of the screen door, breaking the mood completely.

      Lexi raised the covers over her exposed chest and shifted to a less embarrassing position for her next words. “Dad? Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine, Peanut. Go back to sleep.”

      Lexi had thought Nita would have balked at the unorthodox idea of insisting her father go with them on their honeymoon. They had delayed it by three months until both were emotionally stable after the death of Lexi’s mother, and both needed the time alone together. But Lexi couldn’t bring herself to travel while her father was home alone. Who would be there to keep him company? And more importantly, who would protect him?

      “I called the hotel. They can set us up with a suite with two bedrooms and bathrooms separated by a living area and kitchen. We won’t even know he’s there,” Lexi had said. Thankfully, her wife knew the meaning of unconditional love and encouraged him to say yes. Little did she know their private patios were connected, and her father would get up early each morning and go to her and Nita’s side to watch the golfers tee off from the fourth hole.

      “We’re awake. Give us a few minutes.” Lexi flopped back, her head hitting the pillow with a quiet thud against the goose feathers. She came to terms with a sad fact. Her honeymoon wasn’t turning out as she’d hoped.

      “Not so fast,” Nita whispered before cocking her head toward the door. “We need to take showers, Dad. Give us an hour.”

      “Just like your mother in her younger days,” her father said through the screen door. “So much time primping.”

      Nita returned her attention to Lexi, a naughty grin forming on her lips. “I’m not letting that shower bench go to waste even for one day.”

      “You are bad.” Lexi mirrored her playful expression, thinking certain things were back on the morning menu.

      An hour later, sated and dressed for a walk along the resort trail, Lexi drew back the drapes and fully opened the glass and screen doors. Her father was seated near the gas firepit, facing the lush fourth hole and nibbling on the complimentary continental breakfast the hotel delivered daily to their suite.

      Lexi walked out, holding Nita’s hand. Eight months ago, she wouldn’t have dared to display such affection in front of her father, unwilling to upset him further and put more distance into their already fractured relationship. But his miraculous transformation, thanks to his friend Gavin and her mother, had changed him from narrow-minded and unforgiving to sharing a suite with Lexi and her new wife on their honeymoon.

      Low flames warmed their cozy covered patio, removing the bite of the cool mid-morning air. “Good morning, Dad.” Lexi kissed him on the forehead.

      His eyes still held the sadness of losing a life partner of forty years, but the sign of being lost in the world had finally left them. “Good morning, you two. The cold snap finally passed through, so I thought you might enjoy sitting out here today.” He gestured toward the glass door, where a serving cart with covered food trays, juice, and a coffee carafe sat. “I hope you don’t mind, but I had your breakfast delivered out here today.”

      “It’s perfect, Dad,” Nita said, kissing him on the forehead before selecting some pastries, a hard-boiled egg, and a yogurt container.

      Nita had started calling him dad at his insistence on their wedding day, but saying it took on special meaning after Nita had brought her mother back to life following a devastating brain bleed, if only for a few hours. Whenever Nita said dad or he referred to Nita as his daughter, Lexi’s heart melted around the meaning behind those words. She doubted he understood how profoundly his gesture had affected both women. Nita had lost her father as a teenager and hadn’t had a fatherly figure in her life since. The joy in her wife’s eyes after realizing she finally had a dad again meant more to Lexi than all the accolades and riches in the world.

      Lexi retrieved her food and sat in an end chair next to Nita. Two golf carts had pulled up to the farthest tee box, and four men lined up, preparing to hit their drives. It had been decades since Lexi had accompanied her father in a golf cart, but after the first man hit and the ball had barely trickled past the forward tees, it became abundantly clear they had no business playing from the tips.

      Lexi and her dad chuckled.

      Memories flooded back of Lexi as a little girl, joining her father on weekdays during the summer when his crew was home for a rare week off. Her feet had barely reached the pedals, but he let her drive the cart between shots once they cleared the first hole and the watchful eye of the starter near the clubhouse. Those daredevil days had fueled her desire to test drive her father’s racing car for the first time.

      “Hey, Dad. Now that you have more use of your leg, do you think you’ll ever take up golf again?”

      He reached across his chair arm and patted Nita’s hand. “Thanks to this one, it’s a possibility again.”

      “I’ve helped several golfers rehab injuries and get their swing back. With a little more work, I’m sure we can get you playing,” Nita said with certainty in her eyes.

      “Maybe. With Gavin,” he cleared his throat and visibly swallowed, “and your mother gone, I might need another hobby.”

      Lexi forced back the emotions swelling her throat and welling her eyes with moisture. Gavin was his best friend, mechanic, and crew chief, dating back to when they were young men. His death at Belcher’s hands had delivered her father a crushing blow, and losing his wife weeks later came close to destroying him. All he knew was tinkering with cars with Gavin and doting on his wife, and with them gone, he would need something to occupy his time.

      “Maybe I should learn,” Lexi said.

      Nita squeezed Lexi’s hand. “We can all take lessons together.”

      Her father’s silent nod meant taking up golf again was more than a possibility.

      Lexi’s phone buzzed in her hoodie pocket. She’d turned off notifications for all her apps, including the news, and had turned on “Do Not Disturb,” allowing messages and calls from a select few on her contacts list. Everyone on the list knew she was on her honeymoon and had strict orders not to contact her unless it was important. So the humming in her pocket meant something needed her attention, according to whoever was calling.

      Lexi pulled out her phone, receiving a side-eye from Nita. She had promised Nita and herself not to let anything interfere with their honeymoon, but curiosity had gotten the best of her. She had to know who was trying to reach her, so she turned the phone over. Nita likely picked up on Lexi’s deep, breathy sigh after she glanced at the screen. Her boss was calling.

      Lexi thought the call might have had something to do with the Raven, but she’d given her partner explicit instructions to text first and label his message with “SOS.” This had to be something different since Willie Lange was calling. When Lexi left the office last Friday, she’d made it clear to her boss that she was unreachable until her return the following Sunday night unless the country was under attack or something time-critical involving the Raven came up.

      Despite her continued curiosity, Lexi rolled her neck and chose her family. She pressed the power button, sending the call to voicemail, and squeezed Nita’s hand while letting a self-satisfied grin sprout. “It can wait.”

      Before Lexi returned her phone to her pocket, it whirred with an incoming text. She closed her eyes, expecting the message to blow up her honeymoon, and took in three calming breaths, her custom before disarming every bomb. Lange’s text read Urgent. Call ASAP.

      Lexi squeezed Nita’s hand again and forced herself not to frown. “Lange says it’s urgent.”

      Nita hid her frustration well, but her eyes couldn’t lie. She was upset. “I understand.”

      Lexi brought Nita’s hand to her lips and kissed it. “I’m not happy about this either. Let me see what it’s about, and I’ll be right back.” She pushed herself up from the chair, grabbed a pastry and the glass of juice she’d poured, and went inside their suite bedroom, closing the slider behind her. Whatever Lange was calling about, Lexi wanted Nita to hear it from her, not from a one-sided conversation.

      She dialed. The call connected on the first ring.

      “Mills, great. Thanks for calling me back.” Lange sounded harried.

      “My wife wasn’t happy I took your call.”

      “She’ll understand when she hears nine lives are at stake,” Lange said.

      Lives hanging in the balance were Lexi’s kryptonite. No matter how much resolve she had to put her family first, she had to act when innocents were at risk. “What’s happening?”

      “Two hours away from your location, a bank manager equipped with a bomb vest took four employees and five customers hostage. A teller tripped the silent alarm. When police arrived, he claimed a man had held him at gunpoint this morning, put the vest on him, and ordered him to rob the bank and drop the money off in a remote location. Now he just wants the damn thing off. The regional bomb squad is out of their depths and asked for ATF assistance.”

      Lexi recalled reading the ops bulletin before leaving for her overdue honeymoon. “If I remember correctly, the San Francisco Field Division Special Response Team is in Denver, augmenting for an international summit. That’s why you’re calling me.”

      “Right,” Lange said. “I realize this is a big ask, but because of its location, we can’t get a team there for at least four hours. You could cut that time in half.”

      “Why the urgency?”

      “The vest has a timer with three hours remaining.” The scenario Lange laid out hit each of Lexi’s buttons—innocent lives and time sensitive.

      “Fine.” Lexi ran her free hand down her face, wondering how to explain this to Nita. Whatever she said, it had to start and end with a kiss. “Text me the info. I’ll leave in ten minutes.”

      After sliding the phone into her hoodie pocket, Lexi considered changing from her joggers but couldn’t find her preferred cargo pants with extra pockets in the dresser drawers. She remembered packing only one pair, not expecting to work on her honeymoon, and recalled she’d worn them on the plane and spilled a drink on them. They must have been in the laundry bag.

      Without time to waste, she returned to the patio door. Leaving weighed heavy on her shoulders while she watched the action before her. Her father had explained to Nita the flaws in the golfer’s swing and instructed her how to maintain a smooth, fluid motion from the backswing to follow-through. He smiled, demonstrating the ideal golf swing, the first outward display of happiness Lexi had seen grace his lips since before he found his wife unresponsive in bed. Three months was a long time to go without feeling joy, and leaving him now felt like punishment for being good at her job.

      Both turned to face Lexi when the screen door she slid skidded loudly across the rail. Her father had a broad smile, and Nita matched it inch for inch. Nita approached, circled her arms around Lexi’s neck, and kissed her. “Your expression tells me you’re torn. Don’t be. I trust your judgment.”

      Lexi swallowed the emotion growing thick in her throat. “If I leave now, I can save nine lives.”

      “Text me where you’ll be.” Nita lowered her arms.

      “Only if you promise not to come.”

      “I learned my lesson in Gladding.” The sincerity in Nita’s eyes said she meant those words. Witnessing the danger of Lexi’s role in a bomb disposal scene firsthand last spring was more than Nita could handle. If she did it again, Nita would stumble harder in her battle with addiction, a consequence Lexi couldn’t live with.

      “Thank you.” Lexi turned to her father. “Dad, I’m sorry, but I have to go.”

      “I know, Peanut.” The corners of his lips dropped, and sympathy filled his eyes. Thankfully, the cloud of grief hanging over his shoulder was less prominent this morning. “Nita gave me a heads-up. They wouldn’t have asked for you unless you could help. We’ll be fine here. Those people need you more than we do.”
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      To get a feel of the accident scene, Detective Jan Hopkins bent near the starting point of the skid marks, assuming the catcher’s crouch he’d perfected while on the high school varsity team. Surprisingly, the knees still worked like they did when he was a teenager, making roadside investigations a snap well into his forties.

      While his partner imaged the scene, Jan focused on the road in the direction the car had come from, staring into the bright morning light. The location and skid marks perplexed him. Ninety percent of mountain accidents happened on the curves due to speed, conditions, or critters. The other ten percent occurring on the straightaways, like this one, related to poor weather conditions, but last night’s snow hadn’t reached this far down the mountain. With five hundred investigations on these roads under his belt, Jan suspected something else was at play.

      Once Jan pushed himself upright, he set his sights on the wrecker lowering the winch below the shoulder drop-off to the vehicle’s rocky, brush-covered grave. The Tesla had come to rest at a steep enough angle to prevent him from inspecting it before the equipment arrived, but the photographs the firefighters had taken before removing the body were enough to convince him the extensive head injuries might make a quick determination of death impossible without a full autopsy. Now, the real investigation was about to begin.

      Jan shifted his attention to the coroner’s technician kneeling over the body firefighters had brought up moments ago on a gurney. He walked toward the scene when the tech inserted a thermometer into the victim’s torso.

      The tech popped his head up when Jan stopped three feet away. “Taking into account the overnight temperature, I’d place the time of death between eight and midnight last night.”

      Jan acknowledged with a nod. “What can you tell me about his injuries?”

      “Trauma to the head and chest is severe and consistent with a rollover accident.” The tech pointed to the right side of the victim’s head. “He has more damage on the right side than the left.” He stood, removing his latex gloves. “We’ll have to wait until we get him on the table to learn the cause of death, but I found no signs of gunshot or knife wounds.”

      “I figured as much. Can you tell Doctor Moore to give this one a critical eye? Something isn’t right here.”

      “Sure thing, Detective Hopkins.”

      Once the coroners loaded the body into the rig, Jan set his focus on the vehicle being brought roadside. The Tesla remained surprisingly intact for a rollover crash, a good sign he might find a clue to what happened here last night.

      The wreckage landed on the soft shoulder with a dull thud. Lines and cracks covered the shattered windshield, making it completely opaque. A collection of wires extending from the door dangled the crushed driver’s side mirror. The body had dents and scrapes, but not as much as Jan expected if the car had rolled over completely, making him rethink the rollover theory. The nitrogen gas had escaped the deployed side airbags, leaving them floppy and looking like the durable shower curtains in his high school locker room.

      “Thanks, fellas,” Jan said to the tow crew resetting the winch to load the vehicle onto the wrecker. “I’ll need a few minutes.”

      “You got it, Jan,” one said. “Let us know when you’re ready.” He returned to his partner at the back of their truck and accepted a steaming Thermos cup from him.

      First responders had pried open the driver’s door to extract the victim, and it was ajar. Jan opened it with a loud creak after putting on latex gloves. Shards of glass littered the seats and floor, and blood covered the deflated driver’s airbag. The tablet-sized touchscreen mounted on the dashboard had several cracks but still had power, a testament to Tesla’s sturdy construction.

      A glance at the rearview mirror disappointed Jan. This Tesla model didn’t have an interior camera installed. However, pressing on the touchscreen made him smile. It was still responsive, so Jan navigated to the footage from the exterior front camera and played the last file stored when the car was in motion. It showed the headlights illuminating the path ahead as the car twisted through a turn on the highway. The road straightened, but the driver suddenly swerved for no reason. No deer or other animals. No oncoming cars or motorcycles. No cyclists. Nothing. The road ahead was clear. He thought the driver might have experienced a medical emergency like a heart attack or stroke.

      An inspection of the front area yielded a cracked cell phone but no other clues, so Jan moved to the backseat. The door popped open easily, lending credence to his theory. The car didn’t roll over but had only been beaten up by going through the shrubs and glancing off a tree. One question popped into his head if his hypothesis were true: Why did the victim have such severe head trauma? He concluded this was no ordinary accident.

      Jan combed through the back with a flashlight, looking for anything out of the ordinary, but the Tesla was well kept. The only things on the seat and floor were glass shards and bits of plastic from the airbag covers. Jan shined the light underneath the leather driver’s seat. Several wires and mechanisms blocked most of the view, but the light glistened off something shiny—one, no, two small pieces of metal. He retrieved them with a pair of tweezers from his coat pocket and placed them into separate clear plastic evidence bags. A more thorough inspection of the interior cabin did not reveal the source of the remnants he’d collected.

      Once Jan searched the trunk, he inspected the metal pieces in the evidence bags more closely. One appeared thin like a sewing needle but a quarter of the length. The larger one had some type of electronics attached to it. While Jan was by no means an expert on this make of car, and the only times he’d stepped foot into a Tesla was to investigate a crash, these items didn’t appear to be native to the vehicle. They weren’t much, but beyond the pending autopsy, they were the only evidence he had to go on.

      Jan returned to the wrecker team. They were still standing near the back of their rig, sipping on the contents of their Thermos. “All done?” the older one asked.

      “For now. I’d like this one dropped off in our evidence bay, not the yard.”

      “Sure thing, Jan. Can you tell them to expect us?”

      “I can do better. Would you mind if I catch a ride to the department with you?”

      “Not at all, but you get the middle. My legs are too long and don’t work so well these days.” The older one grimaced, patting his left leg.

      “No problem.” Jan noted the clouds overhead. Some were dark, and he remembered there was rain in the forecast. “And could you toss a tarp over this one? I don’t want the rain washing away evidence.”

      “You got it.”

      While the crew readied the Tesla for transport, Jan walked to his partner documenting the scene with a 360-degree camera. “How’s it coming, Chet?”

      “Just finishing up.”

      “Would you mind wrapping up here?” Jan held up the bags with the evidence he’d collected at the crash site. “I want to run these ASAP.”

      “What’s the rush?” Chet asked. His partner was a competent investigator with the tools of the trade, but he lacked instinct when reading a scene. That was Jan’s strong suit. His gut rarely led him astray.

      “Things aren’t adding up,” Jan said.

      An hour later, after the tow truck crew stowed the wreckage safely in the county sheriff’s evidence bay, Jan arrived at the open door of their on-site lab. Only one person was working this morning. He knocked on the frosted glass window.

      “Morning, Micha.” Jan hoped the early departure from her bed this morning without saying goodbye hadn’t put her in a sour mood. He’d never met a man or woman more capable of holding a grudge.

      She glanced up. The glint in her eye suggested all was forgiven, but the twinkle turned quickly into a scowl. “A goodbye might have been nice.”

      Jan stepped closer. “You looked like you were having a pleasant dream. I didn’t want to wake you.” The corners of her lips drew slowly upward, saying he was on the right track. Now to hit it out of the park. “Maybe I can do it right the next time.”

      “You’re assuming there will be a next time.”

      “Just hopeful, Micha.”

      “We’ll see.” She smirked.

      Jan held up two evidence bags. “Is there a chance you can run these today?” He offered an impish smile. “Before lunch?”

      “You’re assuming benefits outside the office equates to benefits inside.”

      “Would dinner at Joe’s help?” A meal at their favorite steak place might be enough to tip the scale in his direction.

      “Not really,” she shrugged with an unreadable expression.

      Jan had struck out. The only card left to him was to appeal to Micha’s political junkie side. “Would it help if the victim worked for Senator Jackson from Nevada? And that I think the crash might not be an accident?”

      Micha snatched the bags from his hand. “Why didn’t you say so in the first place?”
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