Gut Instinct: A Taskforce Story
Brad Taylor
	Аннотация
	Brad Taylor. Gut Instinct: A Taskforce Story
	Letter to Reader
	Chapter 1
	Chapter 2
	Chapter 3
	Chapter 4
	Chapter 5
	Chapter 6
	Chapter 7
	Chapter 8
	Chapter 9
	ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Аннотация
Retired Delta Force officer Brad Taylor delivers an action-packed short story that sets Pike Logan’s partner Jennifer Cahill against a fellow Taskforce operator in a mission that will put their authority, careers, and innocent lives on the line.

Fresh off of a brutal mission with the Taskforce — a top secret counter-terrorist unit that operates outside the bounds of U.S. law — Pike Logan and Jennifer Cahill are still dealing with its aftereffects. With his injuries on the mend, Pike is forced to let Jennifer take the lead when another Taskforce team asks for her help. But when her stint spying on two women suspected of involvement in a terrorist plot leads her in another direction, the team leader won’t take her seriously. Butting heads with him costs them credibility, but Jennifer won’t let it go. Determined to uncover the true target, Pike must trust Jennifer’s instincts more than ever. Being wrong means risking their reputations and future with the Taskforce, but being right means averting a threat that nobody else can see. A threat that may be bigger than they can handle.


Brad Taylor
Gut Instinct: A Taskforce Story


Letter to Reader

Dear Reader,
Like the other Taskforce short stories, Gut Instinct gives readers new insight into different parts of the series. In this case, Gut Instinct begins where All Necessary Force ends. I received a multitude of correspondence from readers who wanted to know what had happened to Chase, Jennifer’s ex-husband. So I had a little fun writing that scene here. As for the story, I thought it would be interesting to put Jennifer in the hot seat for a change. Recovering from wounds received in All Necessary Force and not able to protect her as he had in the past, Pike is forced to take a backseat while she conducts the mission. Unfortunately, the Taskforce team Jennifer’s helping doesn’t want to listen to what she’s found, compelling Pike and her to go it alone. Read on and see if you think she passes the test.
Best regards,
Brad Taylor

Chapter 1

June 2011
Charleston, South Carolina
Jennifer went through the office with a dust mop one more time. Pike would be home any minute, and she wanted the place to look perfect. He had called earlier in the morning, from inside the airplane of his connecting flight in Atlanta, letting her know he’d managed to snag a standby seat.
She was starting to believe that the government was going to use him as a sacrificial lamb and had felt relief hearing his voice. Initially sure that the men in the upper echelons would do what was right, she’d grown worried that they would protect their own careers at the expense of his, regardless of the selfless acts he had accomplished saving those same bureaucrats — while getting pieces of his life chipped away in the process. He said he was walking okay, but the last time she’d seen him, he’d been in bed with broken bones and bullet holes.
She still hadn’t made a decision about what she was going to do concerning their fledgling company, an archeological firm designed to shield covert counterterrorist operations. Pike had talked her into becoming a partner because of her degree in anthropology — and other unique skills. At first she’d thought it would be exciting, but after seeing the toll it took, both on herself and on Pike, she was no longer sure. She’d thought of little else since her last conversation with Pike and had realized that it was really up to him. She knew in her heart that she couldn’t stay if he didn’t find a way to control the blackness inside him. She’d end up hating him, and she would rather leave first to prevent that from happening.
She went into their office bathroom, checking one more time to see if something nasty had magically appeared in the toilet in the last ten minutes. She heard the front door open and someone shout, “Hello?”
Her face split into a smile, and she ran out, shouting, “Pike!”
Standing in the doorway was her ex-husband, Chase. All six feet four inches, oozing false charm.
“Hello, baby. How’s it going? I told you I’d be coming by.”
She felt the terror seize her and circled the desk, putting it between them. She sat down so he wouldn’t notice her trembling.
“What do you want? I told you not to come here.”
“I just want a little help. Is that too much to ask?”
He clapped his hands, causing her to jump. He smiled at her reaction, making her feel weak and cowardly. You’re not the same girl. You are not the same girl.
He kept his hands clasped, pretending to survey the office.
“You’re doing pretty well for yourself, I see. I heard about that temple you found. Full of gold is what I heard. All I want is a little gift. Call it payback for all the money I spent on you.”
The door opened behind him and Pike entered the office, awkwardly walking with a cane, one arm in a sling. Jennifer saw his smile melt into confusion. Jesus, this just got bad.
“And you must be the partner,” Chase said. “Really good to meet you.”
Pike shook his hand, saying, “And you are?”
Jennifer said, “Pike, this is Chase, my ex-husband.”
She saw Pike’s face harden and knew that Chase was now in serious danger. Jennifer had told Pike everything her ex-husband had done, a sort of therapy to excise the fear she still held because of the beatings she had taken at his hand. It had been a mistake. Pike had become enraged, wanting to fly to Texas and confront her ex. She had stopped him, but she feared what he would do now. He might kill Chase. Literally.
Pike said, “Why don’t you just get the fuck out of here, while you can still walk.”
Jennifer shouted, “Pike! This isn’t your business. Go. Please.”
Chase said, “Yeah, you ought to listen to her. I’m just here for what’s rightfully mine. You say anything else to me, and you’ll have both arms in a sling.”
Like a child poking an alligator lying in the sun, Chase had no idea of the danger he was in. Jennifer had seen the darkness in Pike’s soul. Seen it spill out like pus from a boil, his ability to control it completely gone. She knew Pike could kill him easily, even with only one good arm.
She saw Pike begin to close the distance and shouted again, “Pike! Stop! Now!”
He did, although she could tell it was taking all of his self-control.
“Please leave,” she said. “I can handle this.”
Pike’s glare remained fixed on Chase. “You sure?”
“Yes.”
With what looked like superhuman effort, he slowly turned toward the door. She could sense the pain he felt at the act. But he’s doing it. She felt a sliver of relief, then realized what had just happened. He was leaving because she’d asked. No other reason. He wanted to beat Chase within an inch of his life, probably wanted to punish him more than anything else on earth, and he was leaving.
I’m his stopgap.
For reasons she couldn’t explain, the fear left her.
Pike had his hand on the knob, when Chase said, “That’s a smart decision. This isn’t your business anyway.”
Jennifer said, “Pike?”
“Yes?”
She tried to remain serious but couldn’t prevent a smile from leaking out. “I’ve changed my mind. I think I could use a little help here. To keep the fight fair.”
The pain on Pike’s face drained away, replaced by a smile that matched her own. Instead of turning the knob, he locked it.
“As you wish.”
Chase’s face scrunched in confusion, going from Pike to Jennifer. She circled around the desk, no longer trembling. She brought forth the memories she had tried hard to bury. The nights curled on the floor, begging him to stop. The shame of getting pummeled and being able to do nothing about it. Most of all, the loss of a daughter she never knew. She wanted to bring a little of that to the man in front of her, and she knew she now had the skills to do so.
Pike said, “Remember, hands high. Protect your head.”
Chase said, “What the fuck? A crippled man and a woman? You think that sort of two-on-one is a winner?”
Pike said, “No. It’ll be one-on-one. I’m just here to make sure you don’t use a weapon when you realize you’re going to lose.”
Jennifer saw Chase’s eyes flicker, for the first time seeing his confidence wane. The sight brought her strength. He said, “I’m not going to fight a woman. This is stupid. No matter how it turns out, I’ll go to jail.”
Pike said, “From what I’ve heard, you’ve never had trouble hitting women. Fighting’s a little different, huh? I’ll tell you what: You make it past two minutes and I’ll open the door. You get away from her before she puts you in the hospital, and you can run away.”
Chase’s mouth opened and closed, nothing coming out.
Pike continued, “But you ever come back, I’ll kill you.”
Pike’s face was a stone mask, but she could tell Chase saw the truth in the statement. She moved past him to the door, deciding to give him one more chance, “Chase, get out of here. This doesn’t have to end badly for you. Just go and don’t come back.”
He snatched her left arm in an iron grip she knew all too well. “I’ll go after I get my fucking money.”
Bad choice.
She rotated her left arm in a tight circle, breaking his hold, and used her right to pop him with a jab, snapping his head back. She danced out of range, saying nothing.
He put his hands to his face, wiping his nose, his eyes scrunched shut. When he opened them again, Jennifer saw the temper. A look that used to generate fear now made her realize how pathetic he was. He walked toward her with his fists balled up at his sides, too proud to raise them and admit he needed to defend himself. Mistake.
She feinted another jab and he clumsily flung up his arms to ward it off. She leaned in low and hammered him with an uppercut into his floating rib When he reacted, she thumped his face with two fast strikes, then jumped back out of his reach. She found herself torn between wanting to keep hitting and wanting to drag it out. The thought surprised her.
Chase straightened up and screamed, charging at her, his arms windmilling in the air. She easily ducked under and booted him in the ass, driving him into the wall. He slowly rolled over, and she said, “Remember the miscarriage? The one you caused? She would have been about six now. About to start school. I often think about her when I’m alone. Then I fantasize about today.”
He slowly stood up, his face dripping rage, showing no intention of stopping his attack.
She felt a tremble return to her arms, but not from fear. From anticipation of what she was about to do. From joy. Chase sneered and charged again, this time in control. Jennifer popped him twice and he wrapped her up, trapping her arms. He flung her bodily into the desk, hammering her head. He then rocked the other way, slamming her into the wall. She felt her head swim, fearing she was about to lose, the potential outcome causing shame to surface. He began to fling her back onto the desk, and she frantically stabbed her hands between her legs, searching for something vulnerable. And finding it.
She ground her hands and pulled, hearing him shriek. He threw her across the room, cursing and cupping his genitals. He screamed again, and she saw him charge. She tucked, and Pike tripped him with his cane, sending him sprawling short of her.
On her knees, she shouted, “No!”
She stood and wiped a ribbon of blood from her nose, her eyes on Chase. “No help. He’s mine, win or lose.”
Pike backed off and nodded but remained ready. She knew he wouldn’t listen if it came down to it. She said, “Get up, you shit.”
Chase looked at the door, breathing hard, a thin stream of sweat rolling down his cheek. Pike pointed at his watch. Chase said, “Fuck you.” He turned to her, clenched his fists, and charged again, repeating his earlier move, intent on knocking her out — or worse. This time she was ready and ducked under him, letting him pass. She circled an arm around his waist and threw her hip out, using his own momentum against him, flinging him up and over her body and slamming him into the hardwood floor.
She fell on top of him and crooked his arm, dragging his hand up as if she was painting the floor with it and torquing his shoulder. He let out a high-pitched wail and she said, “You ready to run yet? You want the door?”
He said something unintelligible, spittle flying out of his mouth, and she cranked up no more than a half inch, causing him to slap his other arm against the floor, then to beg. “Yes, yes, yes…”
She paused for a moment, torn. Wanting to permanently harm him but not having the heart to do so when he was helpless. She exhaled and let go. He made a show of slowly getting up, then swung a hard right cross and hammered her in the mouth. She rolled right and he was on her, sitting on her waist with his full weight. He grabbed her hair with both hands and began banging her head against the floor. She snaked her arms out, hitting the crooks of his elbows and trapping his forearms against her chest. She bucked hard, throwing him forward off balance and forcing him to let go in an attempt to break his fall. She kept the pressure on his arms, trapping them, and then rolled, hammering his head into the floor and ending up on top again. Before he could recover, she had him back in the same shoulder lock.
She paused, savoring the triumph. She saw fear in his eyes and said, “You should have taken the out.”
She cranked his arm up, against the way it was designed to bend, feeling something tear, then pop, causing him to scream and buck on the ground. She leaned into his ear and whispered, “That’s for our daughter. In case you ever think about swinging this fist at a woman again.”
She rolled off him and stood, waiting. He cradled his destroyed arm, then limped to the door. Pike said, “Looks like you missed that two-minute mark.”
Chase said nothing, exiting the door and beginning to trot, then run. Pike followed him with his eyes across the lot until he got into his car, then turned to Jennifer.
“You okay?”
She sat down in a chair, moved her chin back and forth, and said, “Yeah, I’m fine. Physically.”
“And mentally?”
She shook her head. “That felt way too good. I don’t like it. I think I saw a little of you inside me.”
Pike smiled and rubbed her shoulder with his one good arm. “Nothing wrong with that. I thought for a minute I was going to have to step in when he was drumming you into the desk. How’d you break free?”
She smiled ruefully. “He always used to brag about ‘going commando.’ I guess he found out what that means.”

Chapter 2

Six weeks later
I dropped from the chin-up bar after ten reps, limiting each set so as not to push my injury. My shoulder and clavicle had healed up nicely, and I’d finally been given the go-ahead to start working out on my own. Which made me happy because I was sick of going to physical therapy, where I rolled a medicine ball up and down a wall or played with large rubber bands. The only thing I regretted was the move back to my boat. I told myself that Jennifer’s apartment was much more comfortable, but I knew it was more than that. Not that I would admit it to her or to myself.
I had taken her to dinner after her little altercation with Chase, and we’d had a pretty good night. It was the first occasion in a long while where we both weren’t worried about trying to kill someone or getting our own asses killed. She’d joked about the people in the restaurant living their lives blindly and having no idea of what she had been doing just five days before. For the first time Jennifer was experiencing what I’d felt coming home from training or deployment almost my entire military career. It was a weird connection, something I’d had only with male teammates, but there nonetheless.
After dinner, and after a few drinks, she’d demanded that I move in with her because of my injuries. I fought back, but she did have a point. It would be damn hard to get up and down the small galley of my boat with my arm in a sling and using a cane. Not to mention working the bathroom. After she’d made it plain that there were two bedrooms and both would be used, I’d relented, fairly sure it wasn’t the rum talking. I’d eventually moved in, but after a week, I was also fairly sure she’d regretted ever offering. Suffice to say we didn’t see eye to eye on the definition of “messy.”
Now I could definitely be defined as “back on my feet,” the worst injury being the bullet wound in my thigh. It was still stiff, but I no longer needed a cane. I might not be fully mission capable for Taskforce work, but I could certainly get up and down my boat. The thought brought a little melancholy.
I started my wussy little box squats, wincing at the pain, when I heard a distinctive ringtone that brought a small jolt of adrenaline. It was my Taskforce cell, playing the Mission: Impossible theme song — because I’m a smart-ass — and when it came to life it usually meant some high adventure was coming my way.
Our way.
I followed the sound, racing into my bedroom, not remembering where I’d put the damn thing. I heard Jennifer come home as I was jerking drawers open and kicking shoes. She appeared in my doorway as I found it, just before it went to voice mail. I answered and was a little surprised at the conversation.
I hung up and said, “That was Kurt. He’s got a mission on a tight timeline.”
She frowned and said, “You’re nowhere near capable of doing operational stuff. He knows that. Did he say there was nobody else in the Taskforce who could do it?”
“Well, actually, he did. He didn’t ask for me. He wants you. He’s flying down here from DC right now.”
* * *
We met him on the outdoor deck of Red’s Ice House on Shem Creek, a stone’s throw from our “Grolier Recovery Services” office in Mount Pleasant, the town across the river from Charleston. He was already at a table near the water, a Corona in front of him, looking a little out of place in his khakis and oxford shirt. The only other patrons were at the bar wearing flip-flops and T-shirts, but Kurt’s day-old beard and tousled hair belied his businessman attire, giving off a vibe that he’d rather be wearing a T-shirt as well.
The men at the bar ignored me when we walked in, focusing on Jennifer, something that always sent a spike of aggravation through me. I’m sure they wished she’d just come off a boat sporting a bikini, but she was wearing a sensible sundress, her dirty-blond hair pulled back into a ponytail. True to form, she didn’t even notice.
We took a seat across from him, resting our arms on the plain wood table. He said, “If someone wanted to track you, all they’d have to do to find a pattern is stake out every pub within a mile of your office.”
I smiled and said, “That’s a risk I’m willing to take. You can’t watch the dolphins swim in a parking garage.”
Kurt chuckled. As the commander of a counterterrorist unit so off the books it didn’t even have a name, he managed a plethora of companies like ours, all designed to camouflage the ongoing shadow war, allowing us to penetrate and execute operations where the traditional defense and intelligence communities couldn’t. Or wouldn’t because of restrictions inherent in United States Code. The question in my mind was why our company was needed for this mission.
He said, “Remember that JI guy you followed to Cairo?”
Jemaah Islamiyah, or JI, as we called it, was an Indonesian terrorist group affiliated with al-Qaeda. We’d tracked a guy tied to them from Indonesia to Egypt, where he’d been blown apart by another terrorist group.
“Noordin Sungkar? Yeah. But he’s dead.”
“That’s true, but the computer penetration you did to locate him also led to other interesting intelligence. His shipping company made multiple deliveries to Manila, and we’ve found the man who received them. He’s a manual laborer at Aquino International Airport, but more importantly, he’s a facilitator for MILF. He’s a small-time player, but we’ve got chatter about something going on. He’s the only thread we have and we want to walk up the chain.”
MILF stood for the Moro Islamic Liberation Front, an Islamic group from the southern Philippines that was contesting the government for autonomy. Unlike the name implied, they weren’t a bunch of hot cougars looking for mates. They were killers. In truth, they were more nationalistic than outright terrorist, but, like all such organizations, they would do what was necessary to survive, including helping JI on terrorist attacks against American interests if it meant a quid pro quo.
“So what’s that got to do with us? Why Grolier Services? Is there something archeological that you need Jennifer to penetrate?”
“Not exactly. It’s not your company per se. It’s Jennifer herself. The wife of the MILF — quit grinning, Pike — is a courier. She’s a conduit to the heavy hitters, we’re sure. We want to walk up the chain, find out what they’re up to.”
Jennifer said, “I don’t get why that means me. What do I have to offer?”
“The wife goes to a workout facility every day. She spends about thirty minutes in the female locker room, and we have no idea what she’s doing. Whoever she’s meeting there is the next link in the chain.”
“Wait, wait,” I said. “You want Jennifer because she has tits? Not because of her skills?”
Both Jennifer and Kurt glared at me. Kurt said, “Jesus, Pike, come on. Johnny’s team is the one who asked for her. Apparently they were impressed with her work in Indonesia. As for her other ‘assets’ you so indelicately stated, yeah, that’s what makes her special. She can get into the locker room.”
I snorted and leaned back. “So you don’t need our company. Don’t need what we can provide. You just need a female.”
Jennifer said, “Pike, what’s gotten into you? Kurt’s here because of our company. Jesus, don’t turn this into some feminist rant. If anyone should do that, it’s me, and I don’t see it. It’s like you’re mad because they didn’t ask for you.”
That stung. “Bullshit. I know Johnny’s team. They won’t listen to you.”
Kurt said, “Calm down, damn it. It’s a simple mission. Get in the gym locker room and report. Four days at most. She’ll be home before you know it.”
“Huh? You mean I’m not going?”
“I don’t see why. She can handle herself. She’s already proved that, and you’re nowhere near mission capable. You’d be better served continuing your physical therapy.”
I was about to really lose it when Jennifer said, “He’s going. We’re a team.”
Kurt said, “Jennifer, this is just as much about your position in the Taskforce as it is about the mission. I want you to succeed.” He looked at me. “And so does Pike. You can’t have him holding your hand all the time if you want to earn the trust of the operators.”
I wasn’t sure what to say. I desperately wanted to go for the very reasons Kurt said I shouldn’t. And he might be right.
Jennifer settled it.
“I don’t give a shit about your macho operator issues. He’s going because I trust him. No offense, but I can’t say the same for Johnny’s team. He doesn’t go, I don’t go.”
I didn’t say a word, but it wasn’t necessary. A smug grin split my face and Kurt rolled his eyes.
“The dynamic duo. Great. Just remember, this is Johnny’s mission, not yours.”

Chapter 3

We met Johnny in the Long Bar at the Raffles hotel located in Makati city, a financial hub in Manila. His team was here on some sort of bigwig telecommunications contract, so he got the five-star treatment to support his cover story. Grolier Services didn’t rate. As a small, independent business, we were relegated to a Best Western about a mile away. After seeing the place, I was considering how to increase our revenues. Or at least make it appear that way on paper.
The bar was a replica of the original Long Bar at the Raffles hotel in Singapore where the Singapore Sling was invented, and where I’d spent some serious time while working with their Special Forces. Another life a long time ago. Comparing the one here to the real one was a little like comparing the Pirates of the Caribbean ride at Disney World to a real Caribbean island. It looked the same, but in a fake sort of way.
Johnny showed up wearing a business suit, which made me laugh. I’m sure he’d have given up the hotel and slept in a hammock in the jungle if he could have gotten rid of the tie. He did wear it well, though.
The first words out of his mouth set the tone. At least to me. “Hey, I heard you were coming over as well, but I want to make sure we’re on the same page. We don’t need you. We need Jennifer.”
Man, am I getting sick of hearing that. I knew he was just setting the playing field, making sure that I understood who was in charge. I was good with that. I’d have done the same.
I said, “I got that, but we had to come as a team for the cover. It made no sense for Jennifer to come on her own.”
He gave me a look, and I knew the story sounded as lame as it was.
“Fine, but I’m briefing Jennifer, not you.”
I gritted my teeth and nodded, letting him get on with it.
He said, “How much did you get before you left?”
Jennifer said, “Just the connection between the wife and the MILF guy, and that she frequents a gym.”
“That’s about the sum of it. The ‘MILF guy’ is Bayani Matapang. He’s very, very poor. He lives in a shantytown over in Maharlika village, right next to the Blue Mosque, in a Moro community. He received four shipments from Sungkar before that guy was killed in Cairo, and all of the shipments failed to go through customs. He managed to clear them through his job at the airport, which is where he fits into this piece. He’s just a way station. What we need to know is where the packages went and what’s in them.”
“And you think the wife will lead you to that?”
“Yes,” he said. “We’ve watched Bayani for a couple of weeks, and all he does is go to work, the mosque, and home. We’ve wired the mosque and gotten nowhere. Same with work. Which leaves the wife.”
He passed across a digital photo. “She goes to a place called Fitness Forever over in Taguig city, near the old Fort Bonifacio. The place is a state-of-the-art facility used by the upper crust. There’s no way she can afford it. Someone’s footing the bill, and that someone is a connection up the stream.”
“How will I get in?”
He passed across a small cylindrical key fob made of metal, not unlike those used in American gas stations to speed-pay for fuel. “We got you a membership. Don’t worry, it’s tied to Grolier Services, not us.”
“What’s my timeline?”
“No rush. We’ll stake out the house and call when she’s on the way. She usually comes in the afternoon, but not on any set schedule. She also doesn’t always work out. Sometimes she heads straight into the locker room and spends about thirty minutes in there, then leaves again. She does nothing suspicious in the gym itself, but we have no idea what she’s doing in the locker room. Spend the first day getting a feel for the place. Find some vantage points in the locker room for static surveillance.”
“And the mission?”
“Simple. Get us a photo of whoever she’s meeting, then get us the new target’s address.”
“How am I going to do that?”
“Wait until she secures her locker, then break in. Get a scan of whatever you can find.”
“Okay… Sounds easy enough.”
Johnny said, “It is easy. Easier than that break-in we had you do in Indonesia, I promise.”
* * *
After ten minutes with no target, Jennifer slowed the pace of the treadmill in case she was going to be on it for an hour. Johnny had texted that the wife was on the way, but clearly she was taking her time.
Jennifer had conducted a recce of the gym the day before and found it rivaled anything she’d seen in the United States. A stand-alone two-story structure, it held just about every type of exercise equipment in existence, from CrossFit tires, rope, and kettle balls to computer-activated weight machines. Unfortunately, all of that equipment was outside the view of the front door, which had a stand-up juice bar and small pro shop. The only thing available was a long string of treadmills that faced a bank of mirrors, allowing her to turn her back to the entrance and still see everyone who entered. Provided she could remain focused on the mirror. Long-distance running was not Jennifer’s forte, and she wished the rope and acrobatics section was in view of the front doors. Or the climbing wall was on the inside.
An attractive Filipino woman of about thirty-five took the treadmill to her right and began sprinting, then walking, working intervals to Jennifer’s slow jog. She wore a thick necklace with a heavy gold cross, and Jennifer was amazed she could concentrate on her run with the thing bouncing and flying all over the place.
Jennifer caught a flash from the front door opening and saw the wife enter. She continued her jog, waiting for the woman to commit either to the gym or to the locker room. The wife looked right at her, staring for a second, sending a spike of adrenaline through Jennifer. The woman to her right stopped the treadmill and exited, walking toward the locker room. The wife fell in behind her.
Jennifer waited a full three minutes, then followed suit, grabbing a towel and entering the large female changing area. She saw nobody in the anteroom, passed by the sink and makeup area, and went into the locker section. She listened and heard a giggle at the far end. She continued on, acting like she was headed to the toilets. She passed a row of lockers and saw the wife sitting on a bench next to the woman with the cross. They were whispering to each other, both now wearing towels. When they heard her coming, the woman snatched her hands to her sides, as if she’d been caught doing something wrong.
Jennifer continued on, locking herself into a stall and listening. She heard more whispers, then the rustle of the women standing. She saw a shadow pass by her stall, moving farther into the locker room toward the sauna. She waited a beat, then exited, moving swiftly to their last known location.
Since they were in towels, it stood to reason they’d changed right in this row of lockers. The lockers themselves had keys that stayed in the doors until used, each with a little accordion wristband. If the door was locked, the key could be removed. When the door was unlocked, the key stayed in the door until the next user came along.
Jennifer studied the bank and saw that five of the lockers were without keys. She went to her own locker two rows over, broke out her lockpick kit, and returned. Hanging on the inside of locker three’s door she found the cross. She dug through the woman’s belongings until she located a wallet. She laid out anything that looked like official identification, including credit cards, and photographed them with her smartphone. She didn’t waste time with the woman’s purse, not wanting to be discovered. She packed everything up as she’d found it and relocked the door.
She still had one task left: the photo of the woman. She went back to her locker, intent on rigging a small button-cam in her blouse, then waiting at the juice bar until the woman left. She picked up her clothes, then thought about the sauna. What if she could glean more information besides the nickel task of taking a picture?
You’re not in danger of compromise. After the picture, you’re out of here.
She put the clothes back, stripped, and put on her towel. She walked to the sauna and opened the door, the steam and heat hitting her immediately. She heard rustling; then her eyes adjusted to the darkness and she saw the two women sitting very close together.
She smiled and sat down, her intuition pinging. She said, “Hi. Is it okay if I come in?”
The woman who had been wearing the cross spoke in accented English. “Yes. Of course.”
Jennifer sat, and the wife inched away from the woman, leaning in the opposite direction. And Jennifer knew this wasn’t about terrorism.
They sat for another five minutes; then Jennifer said, “Sorry, but this is a little bit hot for me. I guess it’s something you need to get used to.”
She stood, and the woman with the cross smiled. Jennifer left and rapidly changed, then spent the remainder of the time waiting at the juice bar. Finally, she saw the wife leave, followed by the woman, now wearing the cross again. She turned on the digital recorder in her purse and tracked them both as they left the facility.

Chapter 4

Jennifer crossed her arms, clearly pissed, and said, “Pike, I’m telling you they’re tracking the wrong target.”
“Not our call. Just give ’em what they want and we can go on home.”
“What do you mean it’s not our call? What do we get paid for? Robot surveillance reports like a red-light camera? Or our judgment?”
I exhaled, getting to the point she didn’t want to hear. “Jennifer, everything you described is consistent with someone attempting clandestine information sharing. If you ask me, you proved the woman with the cross is the contact.”
“So you don’t believe me.”
“Believe what? You won’t say your damn theory. All I know is you found the wife doing something suspicious with another woman in the locker room, which is exactly what Johnny thought you’d find.”
She glanced out the window, saying nothing, letting me drive.
We were headed back to the Raffles hotel to turn our — I mean Jennifer’s — information over to Johnny and hopefully would be flying home today. But something told me that Jennifer wouldn’t let whatever was in her head go. When she got on target, she was like a dog with a bone. Well, more like a wolverine with a rabbit, or whatever wolverines ate.
I said, “So? What’s the big secret?”
“Pike, I saw them together and they weren’t acting like terrorist contacts. They were… intimate. They acted like close friends.”
I kicked that thought around, trying to see where she was going. “So you think they’re just friends? That’s your big intuition? How does that not also make them terrorists? Do me a favor. Don’t tell Johnny your theory when we get to his room. It’ll just make us both look stupid.”
I pulled into the parking lot of the Raffles hotel and shut off the engine. “Why would a destitute Moro woman be friends with some rich Filipino, and only meet in an upscale gym? And why were they sneaking around? You’re not making any sense.”
She said, “Pike, I don’t know how to convince Johnny, but I’m serious. My instinct tells me this isn’t the right track. They need to refocus on Bayani. Find a new thread.”
“Your instinct. Really. Because they acted like friends.”
She rubbed her face, glanced out the window, then turned and looked me in the eye. “Because they’re lovers. That’s why they’re acting the way they are.”
If I’d been drinking a bottle of water I would have spewed it all over the car. Before I could say anything, she started talking in rapid sentences. “Pike, the woman wore a cross. She’s Catholic. Why would she have anything to do with a MILF terrorist attack? And they were intimate. I mean really close. I got that vibe as soon as I saw them together. They were acting secretive because there’s no way a Muslim woman could express something like that. She’d probably get her head cut off. Somehow those two found each other, and they’re worried about anyone else knowing.”
I said, “Did you see them kiss or something? Anything besides your gut?”
“No. I didn’t need to. The big secret here isn’t terrorism. It’s the wife wanting to stay in the closet.”
“So you have no proof?”
“Pike, I know. I don’t need a sex tape.”
I said nothing, considering her evidence. The biggest point in her favor was the cross the woman wore. That, and I’d learned to trust Jennifer’s instincts. She was rarely wrong, whether she was reading me or someone else. I don’t know how many times she’d seen through whatever subterfuge I’d tried to put up.
She said, “You don’t believe me, do you?”
“It doesn’t matter if I do. It’s whether Johnny will.”
* * *
Johnny looked at the products Jennifer provided and said, “Excellent. Better than excellent. Smart thinking on the credit cards. We’ll be able to run this to ground in no time.”
He looked at the photos of the woman with the cross Jennifer had pulled off the video and whistled, “Yeah, she’s a MILF all right. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a terrorist that hot.”
He started giving orders to the team, getting reach-back with the Taskforce intel analysts to run to ground who the supposed end guy was. Jennifer looked at me with a question. I just shrugged.
Johnny said, “It took you less than two days to get it done. You were slated for four, so why don’t you two take a couple to see the sights.” He waved a hand around his suite. “If I could, I’d give you a room here, but cover is a bitch.”
He smiled, clearly happy with the progression of the mission. I saw Jennifer’s expression and knew that wasn’t going to last.
She said, “Johnny, I have to tell you something else.”
“What?”
She looked at me, and I shrugged again, saying Go ahead with my expression.
“I think you’re on to the wrong scent. Yes, they were being secretive, but it’s not because of terrorism.”
He said, “Go on.” And she laid it out. I saw Johnny’s face go from incredulous to aggravated. Eventually, he rolled his eyes and held up his hand.
“Enough.”
He turned to his team and began issuing orders again. Jennifer said, “Why enough? I was the one on the inside. The ‘man on the ground’ you guys always talk about listening to, and I’m telling you it’s the wrong target. You go mucking around on this thread and you’re liable to burn the entire operation. Worst case, you waste so much time trying to find evidence that isn’t there that you miss the connection. Miss preventing a terrorist attack.”
I saw his face grow dark. “Jennifer, don’t tell me my fucking job. I didn’t pull you over here because of your woman’s intuition. I pulled you because you’re a split-tail, period. I’ve got plenty of operators here for advice. Operators that have actually hunted terrorists for a while.”
She looked like she’d been slapped. She turned without a word and left the room. I said, “Hey, that was a little harsh.”
He said, “Fuck harsh. She’s acting like she’s an operator. I get she has some technical skills, but she needs to learn her place, and it ain’t telling a team leader his job — or any other operator, for that matter.”
“So she’s good enough to carry your water but not worth listening to? You saw her execute in Indonesia. Saw her use her judgment to succeed. She’s just as smart as anyone in this room. Smarter on some things. Like this. What about the cross in the picture? Why would a Catholic be working with a Moro terrorist organization?”
“So she’s wearing a cross. So what. I’m not going to shift focus based on your chick’s gut instinct.”
That comment made me jerk to my feet. I raised my voice, causing the rest of the team to stop what they were doing. “You fuck, she’s not ‘my chick.’ She’s a damn team member, just like anyone else in this room, and her gut instinct has saved my life on more than one occasion.”
He realized he’d pushed a button he shouldn’t have and raised his hands. “Pike, I told you I wasn’t going to get into a pissing contest of who’s in charge. It’s my mission and my execution. I’m going to trust the operators on my team. You can trust the chick and we’ll see how that works out.”
I walked to the door before I did something I’d regret. I said, “Yeah, we’ll see how it works out. But it isn’t just a matter of ‘I told you so.’ You’d better hope this doesn’t end with a bunch of twisted metal and dead bodies because you chased the wrong target.”
I left before he could answer, regretting I’d said any of it. I knew the word would spread about the argument, and as incestuous as the Taskforce was, I’d be painted as having lost my focus because of Jennifer. All the other operators who hadn’t met her would now be suspicious of the whole endeavor, not only harming her ability to succeed, but possibly harming future operations.
Maybe you have lost focus. I shunted that thought to the side as soon as it entered my head. Jennifer was due the same respect as anyone else in the Taskforce.
I exited the hotel and saw her in the passenger seat of the car, watching me approach. I wasn’t sure what to say. She was already on the fence about staying in the organization, and this certainly wouldn’t help her attitude any, and I didn’t blame her. If it was me, I’d have told them to stick it up their ass and walked away.
I sat behind the wheel and said, “Hey, that was bullshit. Don’t take it personally. They just don’t trust you yet.”
As usual, I’d underestimated her tenacity. She said, “Pike, I want to have another go at the gym. Get them the proof.”
Wolverine with a rabbit.
“It won’t do any good. They won’t care. I’m assuming you were listening when he called you a split-tail.”
“I don’t give a shit about that. Well, I do, but this mission is more important. They can belittle me all day if it saves someone’s life. I want to penetrate the gym again.”
I said, “Seriously, after what they just did to you?”
“Yes.”
Those assholes upstairs could learn something from her.
I laughed and said, “Honey badger don’t care.”
“Huh? What’s that mean?”
“You know, that YouTube video about the honey badger that gets bitten by cobras and attacked by bees but keeps on going? The weirdo narrator says, ‘Honey badger don’t care,’ whenever something gets in the way of his goals.”
She just looked at me with a blank expression. Must be a guy thing.
“Never mind. We can’t go back to the gym. Johnny’s right about one thing: It is his mission. We can’t risk spooking them, even if you are correct.”
“I’m right, and I want show that to his team before it’s too late. Before they lose the thread that’s hiding somewhere else.”
“Jennifer, the only thing that’ll convince them is a lesbian porno starring the wife and the woman with the cross.”
“Yeah, I agree. That’s what I’m going to give them.”

Chapter 5

Jennifer placed the binoculars on the dashboard. Pike said, “You still want to do it?”
“Yeah. The only tricky point will be getting from the stairwell to the women’s locker room. There was no guard at the front desk in the daytime. Just the folks checking people in and out.”
Pike said, “Okay, but remember, there’s a fine line between hero and zero. You get caught in there and it won’t screw up the mission, but it sure as hell will destroy your reputation.”
Jennifer smiled, “You mean your reputation.”
“Yeah, that too.”
She said, “What do you think?”
“I think I’d like to stick the tape you get up Johnny’s ass. But I’m not going in.”
“Pike, we talked about this. You can’t scale the climbing wall with your leg and—”
He cut her off. “Yeah, yeah, I know. Doesn’t make it any easier to sit here.”
She smiled and punched his shoulder. “But if I get caught, I don’t want any excuses about your leg keeping you from helping me out.”
“Now we’re just wasting time. You ready?”
“Yeah. Let’s roll. I’ll open the door once we’re past that streetlight. You planning to circle back here?”
He reached up and disabled the overhead light, then put the car in drive and entered the street that circled around the gym. He said, “Yep. I’ll keep an eye on Barney Fife. Holler when you want me to call the gym.”
They passed under the light and she felt the adrenaline begin to flow. The drop-off was on a two-way road paralleling the side of the building, forcing a rolling insertion to prevent suspicion from anyone who was watching the car. Thirty meters beyond and Pike said, “Go.”
She opened the door without a word and slid out of the car, rolling into the ditch beside the road. She watched the taillights disappear, then scuttled across. She waited a beat, then sprinted across the parking lot of the gym, away from the circles of light pockmarking it. She reached the climbing wall and paused, staring up but unable to see where it ended because of the darkness.
During her orientation on the first day, she’d been shown how to use the wall and had scampered up it like a lizard on brick, enjoying the freedom of the climb. She’d reached the top, then had rappelled back down with ease to find her gym guide openmouthed. He’d said, “I thought you were a beginner.”
She’d silently wanted to kick herself for giving up her skill. “Well, I’ve done it before. This one isn’t as hard as the one I used in the States.”
He’d said, “You took the hardest lane.”
She’d just shrugged and they had continued on, exploring the rest of the facility.
When she’d come up with her idea of getting proof, it had hinged on what she’d seen at the top of that climb, where the roof met the climbing wall. Pike had initially balked, thinking she meant she wanted to simply repeat the previous mission in the hopes of getting proof. She’d convinced him that she needed to emplace a camera and couldn’t do that in the daytime with all the members about. She could retrieve it during the day, but installation always took much longer than removal. The final straw in her favor was the fact that she’d be de-linking this mission from the one Johnny was on. If she were caught inside at night, it wouldn’t point to the wife.
Now, staring up the wall, she wondered if this was the right call. A part of her knew it was a little bit of pride driving her forward. Wanting to prove to the chauvinist assholes that she was right. A bigger part truly believed she was possibly preventing a terrorist attack by redirecting Johnny’s team.
Before she thought about changing her mind, she grasped the first plastic rock jutting from the wall and pulled up. Seconds later, she was scaling rapidly. Not as fast as she had in the daytime, but still fast enough to look like she was being hoisted by a rope, never stopping for more than a split second to find another hold. She reached the roof and flipped over the parapet. She waited a beat, listening. She keyed her Bluetooth and said, “I’m up. Any movement?”
Pike answered, “Nope. Barney’s sitting still watching TV.”
“Roger. Moving to the door.”
She checked the frame for alarm leads, finding none. She spent three minutes with a headlamp and a pick gun to break the lock. She said, “Opening the door.” When Pike acknowledged, she eased it a crack and waited.
“No movement,” Pike said.
“Going inside.”
Pike said, “Be careful. No stupid stuff.”
She snicked the door closed and said, “That’s your department.”
She eased down the stairs, her headlamp on its lowest setting. She reached the bottom landing, turned off her light, and cracked open the door, seeing the juice bar just at the corner of her vision. Guard is to the right.
She closed the door and keyed her Bluetooth. “Pike, I’m set. Give him a call.”
“Roger.”
She heard the phone ring. And ring and ring and ring. Pike came on. “It went to voice mail. He didn’t take the bait.”
Damn it. She’d wanted him focused on the phone while she went behind his back.
“Is he still watching TV?”
“Yeah, but believe it or not, I think he was asleep before I called. He just stood up and changed the channel.”
Great.
“Okay, I’m going to work my way down. Tell me if he gets up.”
“Give it about five minutes. Get him complacent again.”
“Roger.”
She waited, running through her head what she could do. How she would react, analyzing the floor plan in her mind, developing contingencies before they happened. She saw seven minutes had passed and called Pike. “I’m moving.”
“Good to go. His head is leaning forward.”
She opened the door and slithered through, keeping to the wall. She saw the treadmills ahead and focused on the mirrors. Moving at a crouch, she finally saw him. Or more precisely, she heard the television and saw the back of his head. She had one brief moment inside the emergency lighting, then was back in darkness. She went through the free-weight room, passed the acrobatics room to the right, and paused at the hallway to the men’s locker room. There was a light in the space that separated her from the woman’s side. She glanced back at the front desk, saw a black head of hair doing nothing, and sprinted across. She went down the hall and entered the female locker room.
She went straight to the sauna, now cold in the night. Using her headlamp, she spent thirty minutes installing the camera. It was battery operated and controlled via a wireless remote. The problem was that she needed the receiver near the door. It would do no good to have the thing fail to function when it was needed.
She positioned the pinhole camera in the corner near the ceiling, then checked the feed on the receiver. It would capture almost everything in the sauna, unless the women sat underneath the camera itself. Since it was near the steam-producing stove, she didn’t think that would happen.
She fed the line through the redwood planks and affixed the receiver under the bench as close to the door as she could, the device itself encased in a Ziploc bag to protect it from the steam.
Satisfied, she left the sauna, telling Pike, “Coming out.”
He acknowledged, and she went slowly back down the hallway. She reached the end, then scuttled through the lit area to the men’s side. She was about to retrace her steps to the stairs when Pike came on. “Guard’s up. Moving to the rear. Probably using the bathroom. Stay in the women’s locker room.”
Shit.
“I’m already across. I can’t cross back without him seeing.”
“Hold what you got, then. Let him get in the bathroom. It works out perfectly.”
“Pike, I’m in front of the men’s room.”
She heard intensity in his voice for the first time. “Get out of sight. Now.”
“I’ve got nowhere to go.”
She whipped her head left and right, backing up and hitting a cork bulletin board with various announcements tacked to it. One was a schedule for American boxing classes, complete with a miniature set of gloves hanging from it. She jerked them off the board and returned to the entrance of the hallway. When she saw a shadow, she tossed them lightly into the free-weight area.
The guard reacted, pausing, then pulling out his flashlight. When he moved forward, bathing the area in light, she turned the corner and ran, tucking into the acrobatics room.
She knelt down and began breathing with an open mouth, straining her ears. She saw the light bounce her way.
Shit. He heard me.
She backed up into the acrobatics room, and the light got steadily brighter, herding her like cattle. She entered the room, knowing there was nothing in here to hide her. A plain square area with mats, bars, and rings. She frantically searched for something. Anything. And saw the ropes. One-inch hemp, they went up into the darkness of the room, two stories high.
She saw the light enter the hallway and leaped up, grabbing the rope. She climbed as fast as she could, the rope dangling and whipping below her. She reached the ceiling just as he entered the area, shining the flashlight left and right. She froze, seeing the rope twitching below her.
The light splayed across it but didn’t stop. By the time it came back, the rope had ceased moving. She didn’t have time to anchor herself with her legs and didn’t dare reseat them now, knowing it would make the rope flick like a horse’s tail swatting a fly. She began to slide.
She clamped her hands into the hemp, the sweat causing her grip to fail. All it would take was one wrap of her leg, and she could stay up all night long. But that movement might bring the light up into the rafters, highlighting her. She waited, the sweat rolling down her face and her hands losing inches down the rope. Losing the ability to hold on.
The man swept the room one more time and turned to leave. She felt her grip peel in slow motion, and electricity fired through her body as she began to fall backward. She wrapped her arm around the rope, feeling the hemp tear her skin as she slid down. She locked in her legs, seeing the open line twitching like a cat’s tail five feet behind the man’s back. She held her breath.
The guard exited the room.
She waited, feeling the sweat build on her face and drip down into the light. Her earpiece came to life, Pike asking for a status. She said nothing. When she was sure the guard was gone, she slid down the rope, reaching the mats. She exited the room and duckwalked to the hallway, seeing the light bouncing in the free-weight area. In between her and the stairs.
Now what?
She saw the main doorway and considered. Get him back in this section and just exit. Right out the front door. She knew it automatically locked, with the patrons having to push a button to the left to release it, but it wouldn’t be alarmed because the guard himself had to use it to come and go. Why pay a guard to sit in front of the door if you were going to place an alarm on it? And she’d seen no alarm leads on the roof door, a much better place to put them if you had hired a guard for the front.
The idea was risky, and she began to second-guess her ability to execute it, fearing what would happen if she committed. She was going to be caught inside. Arrested for breaking and entering and made a fool for all to see.
You don’t have any other choice.
Whatever she did, the man was going to hear her, and trying to race down the outside climbing wall with a guard chasing her was asking to get caught. He could simply run down the stairs and wait until she reached the bottom.
She keyed her Bluetooth, “Pike, I’m coming out the front. I’m playing cat and mouse right now.”
“What do you want me to do? You want a diversion?”
“No, no. I’m going to do that in here. I just need you out front, because I’m going to be running.”
She heard nothing for a moment, then, “Roger all.” Cool as ice, as if he were ordering pizza. Asshole.
In truth, the words brought her off the ledge and gave her confidence precisely because he was so calm. As if he expected her to succeed.
She reentered the acrobatics room and picked up the chalk block that gymnasts used on their hands. She crept back to the end of the hall and waited until she saw the flashlight. It had moved closer, coming back her way. She heaved the block over the light, hearing it smash into a piece of equipment. The light whipped in the direction of the noise and illuminated the plume of shattered chalk like a column of smoke. The guard swore and began running to investigate.
She sprinted behind him, running around the front desk to the door. She hit the exit button and the door buzzed. She heard the guard shout and broke into the parking lot. She began running full out, looking over her shoulder and seeing the light bouncing up and down in chase. She reached the front road just as Pike pulled up. She ripped open the door, jumping inside with Pike pulling away while it was still open.
She slammed it shut, panting from the run and adrenaline itself.
Pike said, “It might have been easier just to hire a couple of hookers for the sex tape.”

Chapter 6

Jennifer felt her face turn red, both from watching the video and from the fact that she’d hidden the camera. In effect, violating the privacy of two women doing the most intimate things.
She’d gone back to the gym earlier in the day, and the woman with the cross was already there. She’d stepped onto a treadmill and waited, doing a slow jog until the wife entered. She saw the woman with the cross go to the locker room, then the wife. At the time she’d felt apprehension that the camera wouldn’t activate. Now she felt shame at what she’d done.
She watched the wife arch her back and could take no more. She reached forward to turn off the monitor and Pike slapped her hand away.
“No, no. We need to make sure. They could be faking it. Maybe they know the camera’s inside and they’re just really dedicated terrorists.”
She glared at him and turned it off.
He said, “Well, looks like ‘I told you so’ time.”
She said, “I don’t want them to see the tape. Just tell them. It’s not fair to the women.”
“Fine by me. That way it’s still virgin for posting on the Internet. You know how much money we could get for pay-per-view?”
“Pike, that’s not funny. At all. I feel like I need a shower after watching it.”
“Really?”
“Pike!”
He saw he’d pushed past her limit and raised his hands. “Okay, okay. Just kidding. You have to admit this whole mission is full of jokes ripe for the picking. MILFs, lesbians. What the hell is next?”
“I don’t see a joke. I just see a tragedy if this tape gets out, and I know you guys would have it copied and in every team room in minutes. I feel like a sleazy Peeping Tom for rigging that sauna.”
“Hey,” Pike said. “You were following your instinct and it had to be done. Better to watch a tape than watch them take down the woman, dragging the wife into it. By the time Johnny had figured out it was the wrong lead, it wouldn’t matter. They’d both probably be exposed. Look at it that way.”
She didn’t reply. He said, “You want to call or you want me to do it?”
“You. That asshole won’t listen to me.”
He nodded and said, “I’ll put it on speaker.”
He dialed and set the phone on the table next to the monitor. Johnny’s voice came on, the encryption making it sound tinny, as if it was coming through a tube.
“What’s up, Pike? I thought you were headed home.”
“We were, but we investigated a little further. Jennifer’s instinct was correct. Those two aren’t terrorists. They’re adulterers. Of the same-sex type.”
“What’s that mean? What did you do?”
She held her breath, wondering if Johnny was going to lose his cool. Pike downplayed the mission, making it seem like the easiest thing in the world, stretching the truth to the breaking point. He ended by saying, “I’ve seen the tape, and it’s real. They spent a little time just talking in the beginning, but it was in Tagalog. The Taskforce is translating the audio, but we won’t have the transcript until later today or tomorrow. Either way, you can save your energy on the MILF with the cross.”
Johnny’s voice came through with controlled anger. “I ought to fucking call Colonel Hale right now. You were not authorized to do that. You might have compromised the whole mission. You are not in charge here.”
“Johnny, come on. The risk was all ours. It wouldn’t have compromised anything, and we wouldn’t have had to do it if you’d have listened to the man on the ground. Don’t turn this into something personal. Just take the information.”
“Fine, but while you were risking a Taskforce cover for no good reason, I got the readout on cross-woman. She’s married to a Muslim man who works for DHL at the Aquino airport. Is this ringing any bells with you? Bayani works at the airport. Bayani is Muslim. Bayani’s wife contacts a woman who’s married to another Muslim who works at the airport. In a freight shipment company. None of Sungkar’s packages went through customs — probably because they were shifted straight to DHL for onward movement. I don’t give a shit what they did in that sauna; I’m on the right track, so why don’t you just pack up and go home. You wasted your time and risked compromise for nothing. We’ll call it even right now because it looks like Jennifer was partially right, but you keep fucking around and I will call Colonel Hale.”
She saw Pike’s face redden and knew he was deeply embarrassed. She started to say something, but he held up a hand, shaking his head.
He said, “Okay, Johnny. Your show.”
“Thanks for letting me take charge.”
Even with the encryption, Jennifer could hear the sarcasm. Johnny hung up.
Pike stood still for a moment, then said, “Pack your stuff. We’re flying home.”
She started to say something, but he shook his head. “Just pack. We were in the wrong. I don’t blame you, because your instincts were right, but we shouldn’t have interfered. It didn’t make a difference in the end.”
She said, “Okay,” but stood for a moment, checking him. Trying to see how much damage had been done.
She said, “Pike, it was a good call.”
He exhaled, threw a duffel on the bed, and said, “I know. Just go pack, please.”
She hesitated, then said, “You okay?”
He turned from his bag and said, “Jesus, Jennifer, this isn’t a sorority. Yes, I’m fine. Please go pack.”
She left the room. Thirty minutes later she knocked on his door with her bags. He let her in and she said, “Pike, let’s leave tomorrow. After we get the transcript.”
He held the door open and simply stared at her for a moment, then turned from the entrance and said, “Jennifer, you have no idea how embarrassing that was. I made a huge mistake based on wanting you to be right. I wasn’t thinking with the mission. We did the operation they asked. Let’s get out of here while we’re still somewhat ahead.”
She rolled her bags inside his room and gathered her courage. “I know. I’m sorry. Maybe we’re completely wrong on this, but we should—”
“Jennifer, stop. There’s no maybe. Your instincts were correct, but at the end of the day they were also irrelevant. I’ve checked flights out and there’s one leaving at eight. I got us exit rows. It’ll probably be the last bit of comfort I get until I’m stateside.”
He turned to continue packing, and she waited. He threw a couple of shirts in his duffel, then said, “What?”
“Pike, all that information Johnny threw out could very well be exactly what it looks like. A terrorist connection. It’s certainly worth exploring. I’m not saying don’t let Johnny go on, but I was thinking about it while I packed, and it could also be innocent.”
He said, “What the hell are you talking about?”
“The big question was how a Catholic upper-class woman had met up with a poor Muslim woman, and the connection Johnny found explains that. Both husbands work at the airport in a city that’s not too favorable to Muslims. The overwhelming majority are Catholic, and they’ve been fighting a war in the south against Muslims forever. The press here is constantly talking about infiltration of terrorists into the Muslim community.”
Pike interrupted. “Jennifer, that’s exactly what Johnny’s team is tracking. You’re talking about his mission right now.”
She let a little aggravation slip out, putting her hands on her hips. She knew Pike would let her continue. He always did. “Can I finish?”
He threw his hands in the air. “Can I stop you?”
She began again as if he hadn’t said a word. “The religion alone would transcend the monetary class. Two Muslims working in the pressure cooker of a security zone would bring them together. They’ve probably been on the end of multiple slights. Maybe this connection is innocent. Maybe it simply explains how the women met. Just because both are Muslim doesn’t mean both are terrorists.”
“Jennifer, come on. You’re grasping at straws.”
“So what? All we have to do is wait on the transcript. See what they said. If it’s terrorist related and confirms Johnny’s theory, I’ll send it to him with my apologies. He’s certainly not going to read it, and it might help the mission.”
“And if it doesn’t?”
“Then we take what we know and work with it. There is no downside. You said you weren’t thinking about the mission before. I’m asking you to do it now.”
He halfheartedly tossed a shirt into his bag. “Shit. Honey badger don’t quit, huh?”
She tried to contain it, but her face split into a smile, knowing she’d won. “No. Honey badger don’t quit.”

Chapter 7

I heard someone knocking on my door at seven A.M. and had no doubt who it was. I thought about ignoring it in the hopes she’d go away, but I knew she knew I was in here, and she’d keep banging away until I answered.
I got out of bed and answered in my T-shirt and boxers, barefoot. I wished I didn’t keep my hair cut so close because I would have liked it to be sticking out all over the place to make a point.
I opened the door midknock. “Did you already set your watch to CONUS time? Or maybe you’re having trouble reading it.”
She brushed past me, saying, “Where’s the computer?”
“On the desk. If that transcript hasn’t arrived and you’ve woken me up for nothing, you’re going to pay.”
She ignored me and sat at the desk, bringing up our secure “company” e-mail. There was one message waiting. She clicked it open, and I read over her shoulder.
OLDER WOMAN: What happened to your face?
YOUNGER WOMAN: It’s nothing. He slapped me. He does that when he’s under stress.
— Garbled. Movement.

YW: I have a plan to get out. Were you serious about me becoming your maid? Will your husband allow that?
OW: Oh yes. I’m very serious. I’ve already set it in motion. My husband suspects our current maid is stealing from us. By the end of the week, he’ll be sure. I’ll have her fired.
YW: Can I come live with you? We didn’t talk about that, but I have a plan. I’m going to need someplace to live.
OW: What plan? What do you mean?
YW: My husband is doing something criminal. I don’t know what it is, but I went to his workshop last night. He was building something. Two packages. When I came in, he screamed at me to leave. That’s when he hit me. He locked them in a cabinet.
OW: And? What are you going to do?
YW: He’s leaving tomorrow. Going to visit family in Mindanao. After he’s gone, I’m going to call the police and have them break into the cabinet. Whatever is in there is bad. They’ll arrest him when he comes home — and I’ll be free.
OW: Are you sure?
YW: Only if you want me to come live with you. I can’t stay at that house. His family will come for me.
OW: [Garbled.] Yes. [Garbled.]

— Moan. Movement. Garbled.

The rest of the transcript consisted of the word moan or garbled, with an occasional yes thrown in. I couldn’t believe the analysts actually put every sound on the page. Perverts.
A little surprised, Jennifer said, “I’m right, aren’t I? They don’t have anything to do with terrorism. She’s going to sic the police on her husband.”
“Looks that way.”
“What do you want to do now? Call Johnny?”
I thought about it. He was pretty damn pissed and wouldn’t really listen to anything we had to say at this stage. It would be better to just send him the transcript and my analysis in a flash message. He’d have to read it because of the priority, and after he got over the aggravation that I’d sent it, he’d do what was right. The main point was to let him know his original anchor was about to be arrested. That would throw a wrench into things for sure.
“I’ll shoot him a flash. He’ll do the right thing with it. Then, when we see him again, you can ask for your case of beer for being correct. Go ahead and pack your stuff. Since you got me up, maybe we can catch an early flight.”
She nodded and stood up from the computer. Before she reached the door I said, “Jennifer.”
“Yeah?”
“That was some good work. Don’t think it wasn’t noticed.”
“That’s not why I did it.”
“I know. But if there’s only one exit row, I’ll let you have it.”
She smiled and left the room. I completed the message for Johnny and sent it, then went to our travel website. I found a Delta flight leaving at ten A.M. By the time I’d packed, she was back with her luggage.
We checked out and began driving to the airport. I had just accessed the Luzon Expressway, minutes away from the terminal, when Jennifer said, “Hey, why don’t we swing by Bayani’s house? Just to see what’s going on. It’s on the way.”
What the hell?
“Jennifer, it’s not on the way. It’s farther down the expressway, away from the airport. Why?”
“I was just thinking about what the wife said. About Bayani leaving today. Maybe it’s nothing, but worst case we can send an update to Johnny about what we find. That transcript said she was going to call the police today.”
“I don’t even know how to get there.”
She pulled out her GPS and said, “I’ve already got it programmed.” I rolled my eyes while the device locked on to the satellites. When it did, she said, “It’s just another seven minutes.”
I saw the runways of Aquino International Airport off to my right and said, “We’re going to miss our flight.”
“So we catch another one. Next exit.”
I swore under my breath but did as she asked. We wove around the streets, the township growing more decrepit, with houses made out of cheap tin, some looking like they actually used flattened beer cans.
We passed the Blue Mosque and I knew we were close. It was the only one in Maharlika village, and one of the oldest in the city. I remembered Johnny saying Bayani lived nearby.
Three minutes later, we didn’t need the GPS. The road was crammed with police cars, some with lights turning. A policeman stopped us but gave out no information. Jennifer pointed down the road, and I saw the wife standing in front of a shanty, hands in her face, crying.
I pulled around and parked outside the police perimeter, thinking about how I could get some information. Just outside the line of cops I saw a man with two cameras draped around his neck holding a notebook.
Reporter.
“Jennifer, see that guy over there? The one with the cameras?”
“Yes.”
“Go work your female charms on him. See if he’ll tell you what he knows.”
She exited without a word, jogging toward the man. I saw them talk for a couple of minutes, and she came jogging back.
“Well, I found out why the wife was crying.”
“What’s up?”
“They cracked the cabinet and there wasn’t anything inside. The reporter said it was a busted story, but the wife is now petrified of what will happen to her when he returns and finds out she called the police.”
“There was nothing incriminating?”
“Nope. Maybe this whole thing has been off base.”
I fired up the engine and jammed the car into drive, shouting orders. “Call the Taskforce right now. Get a lock on Bayani’s phone. They’ll have the data from Johnny’s earlier work.”
“What? Why?”
“Bayani’s the link. There is no other connection. There was nothing incriminating because he took it with him. He’s going to attack. Today.”

Chapter 8

We were back on the Luzon Expressway before the Taskforce responded, telling us the phone was at the airport on the western side, in between terminal one and terminal two, meaning we’d have to drive all the way around. I said, “Get out your tablet. Find out what’s at that location, and find a way inside the perimeter. I want to take him from inside.”
I dialed Johnny. He answered with a weary tone. “Yes, Pike, I got the flash message. I’m evaluating it.”
“Forget that. We just went by Bayani’s house. The wife’s already called the police and—”
“You what? Pike, I’m getting a little sick of the meddling.”
“Well, get used to it, because I’m about to bring some more. The police hit the house and found nothing. No packages, no incriminating stuff.”
I heard nothing for a moment, Jennifer tugging on my arm. She said, “It’s a bonded warehouse for inbound customs.”
Johnny said, “Was Bayani there?”
“No. He’s at the airport right now at a bonded warehouse on the west side. By terminal two.”
He didn’t need a road map drawn out. I heard him shouting instructions, and he came back on. “What else do you have? What are his intentions with the packages?”
“You have everything I do. I don’t know what’s in the packages, but it won’t be doughnuts. We’re about ten minutes out. We’re going to penetrate the perimeter of the airport and try to roll him.”
He said, “I got the track. We’re on the way, but it’ll be about thirty. Pike, that warehouse will have a shit-ton of security because it’s a customs facility.”
“I know. We aren’t going through the front door. Jennifer’s looking now.”
He said, “See you on the X.” And hung up.
We were now going south, paralleling the eastern edge of the airport on Kaingin Road. I rounded the turn, entered Nino Aquino Avenue, and began heading north, seeing terminal one ahead of us. Jennifer said, “I got something. There’s an old park called Nayong Pilipino that butts right up to the airport. It used to be a tourist attraction showing all of the different cultures of the Philippines, but it’s since been closed due to expansion of the airport. I’m willing to bet we could jump the fence there.”
“How far away from the warehouse?”
“Looks like a couple of kilometers because we’ll have to wind our way around the tarmac.”
I saw the signs for terminal two and said, “How are we going to do that?”
“There are a couple of private hangars to the north. I don’t know. Steal a vehicle?”
That was a pathetic plan, but I couldn’t think of anything better.
She said, “Keep going straight. This road ends at the park. Take a right at the T and it’ll run to terminal two. Exit at the terminal two parking garage. It’s next to an abandoned hotel and it’s on the old park grounds.”
I did as she asked, and we were out and running as if we were late for a flight. She took the lead, starting to stretch it out, forcing me to shout, “Slow up. I can’t make it that fast on my leg.”
She did, and I felt like a pussy. We reached the edge of the parking garage and I saw a six-foot chain-link fence, trees and overgrown grass surrounding traditional Filipino buildings that were rapidly deteriorating.
She hit the fence on the run and was up and over in less than a second. I scaled it like a grandpa, my wounded leg screaming.
Jennifer kept us heading west. We circled around a giant fake volcano, now covered with grass, then a lake, the houses on stilts at the edge falling down into the water. We hit the far fence and saw the hangars on the other side. It was an open run to them, in full view of anyone looking.
No good.
Jennifer saw the same thing and said, “Let’s back up to the lake. It’s right up against the taxiway. Without any buildings.”
I nodded and we jogged down the fence line until there were no buildings in sight. Just a straight shot across the tarmac to the new terminal three, a steel-and-glass marvel rivaling any modern terminal on earth, but one that was torn so much with lawsuits and labor issues that it had yet to be used for anything other than domestic flights by Filipino airlines. There was little chance anyone would be using the empty restaurants and bars.
We scaled the fence and then walked back to the hangars, trying to act like we belonged but really just hoping nobody was looking. Who the hell walks along a flight line? Nobody that belongs, that’s for sure.
We turned the corner of the fence and saw the hangars ahead. Facing out, toward the flight line, the backs of the buildings were completely enclosed, but there were a couple of those tractor things that you see hauling baggage trains or driving across the runway. I went to the first one and saw why it was behind the building. It probably hadn’t run since 1960, but I mounted it anyway, taking a beat to study the controls and figure out how it would have run if it were serviceable.
We edged down the building, a giant metal structure made to house whole aircraft. As we reached the front, I touched Jennifer’s arm, holding her up. I slid past her, going the rest of the way to the end, and peeked around. I saw a couple of men working on an aircraft, and another tractor. Away from them. I couldn’t tell if it was theirs or just parked.
“Okay, here we go. Follow me and act like you belong.”
“Pike, maybe we should call Johnny. We won’t do any good if we get arrested. We have no badges or anything else to explain why we’re here.”
I said, “Yeah, I thought about that before. Then you came up with the great idea about stealing a vehicle. Let’s go.”
I grabbed her hand and dragged her into the sun. Once around the corner, I let go and started walking at a brisk pace. The men looked at us curiously but made no move to interfere. We walked straight to the tractor thing and I settled into the saddle, finding the key in place. I turned on the glow plug and waited for it to heat up. Standing on the side, Jennifer said, “One of those guys is looking at us.”
“Get on.”
“He’s coming toward us.”
“Get on.”
She mounted behind me and the man shouted in Tagalog. I ignored him, willing the damn glow plug to light.
“Jesus, Pike, this is stupid. We’re on a riding lawn mower.”
“Too late. He’s going to ask what we’re doing no matter what, and we don’t have an answer.”
He shouted again, and I turned and waved, all smiles. It confused him. I could hear his brain ticking. Who are they? They’re inside the security zone, so they must belong. But they don’t look like they belong.
In the end, the average person doesn’t want to believe something bad is happening, preferring to find the reason that makes sense. This man was no different. The glow plug finally lit, and I fired up the engine, then drove away. The man stared and I waved again, shouting absolute gibberish. He waved back, a confused look on his face.
I hit the gas and Jennifer clawed at my waist, almost falling off the back. When she was seated again I said, “Get the tablet up. Where’s the phone?”
She fiddled with it a bit, waiting on the 3G connection to lock, then said, “He’s no longer at the warehouse. He’s on the move. Coming down the tarmac.”
“Are we going to pass him?”
She studied the track, which wasn’t real-time. There was a delay, forcing her to predict. “Yeah, he’s driving north. We’ll hit him when we make the turn toward terminal two.”
Vehicles were passing us left and right, but so far nobody thought it odd that a baggage cart was riding two-up with a man in the front, without a uniform, and a chick on the back looking like she was going to a motorcycle rally.
We rounded the corner, passing terminal two, and Jennifer said, “He’s here. Right here.”
I started looking back and forth, seeing vehicles from pickups to fire-rescue, all with Filipinos driving. We’d both seen Bayani’s picture, but it was hard identifying the drivers at speed.
Jennifer jerked my arm, “There! Right there. The guy on the Gator.”
I looked and saw a man driving a four-by-four vehicle with a bed in the back. Something that looked like a cross between an ATV and a golf cart. I continued forward and focused on the face.
That’s him.
He was approaching at an angle, and I went through options. We were out on the tarmac, so any action would cause a reaction from the official folks who worked the airport.
Unless you make it look like an accident.
I veered toward the Gator and floored it. He saw me coming and tried to avoid the accident, but I anticipated and caught him turning right. I slammed into his left rear tire at the relatively slow pace of about fifteen miles an hour, throwing us both forward. I started cursing immediately, pointing at him and waving my arms.
He studied both of us, his eyes seeing things that I’d hoped to hide. He grabbed a black Cordura nylon bag and took off running. I leapt out of the saddle, hitting the ground and feeling my thigh scream.
“Jennifer, get him!”
She was already on the pavement, running flat out. I followed as fast as I could, hating my damn wound and willing Jennifer to take him like she had Chase. I needn’t have worried.
She caught him, clamping an arm on his shoulder. He wheeled around, shouting and swinging a fist. She ducked and nailed him underneath the chin, dropping him flat out. She was searching him by the time I got my gimpy leg to the fight. I went to the bag. And felt the fear spread at what was inside.

Chapter 9

It was a bomb. But not just any bomb. An improvised explosive device with a barometric trigger, set to fire at thirty thousand feet. Designed to remain inert until the aircraft crested that altitude, with the unpressurized cargo hold causing the death of everyone aboard. At first, I breathed a sigh of relief, because the cargo holds of all commercial aircraft were pressurized, just like the passenger section. Then I remembered where he worked. What he did for a living. He would know that, which meant he’d found a way to emplace it into a section of the plane that wasn’t pressurized.
And there was only one.
I turned to Jennifer, seeing she’d subdued Bayani by holding him on the ground with a joint lock. I strode over to him and said, “Where’s the other one?”
He said nothing. I leaned in and punched his face. “Where’s the fucking other one?”
He shouted in Tagalog.
I grabbed the arm Jennifer held, telling her to back off. I began to work it against the joint.
“You’re done. The only thing remaining is whether you get to use this arm in prison. Where is it?”
He screamed but said nothing. I felt the time ticking, wondering if there was an aircraft now floating to earth in pieces. I cranked again. “Where the fuck is it!”
Jennifer shouted. “Pike, I’ve got his phone. He’s got text messages in it with flight numbers.”
“What are they?”
She ran to me and I couldn’t believe what I saw.
“Jesus Christ, that’s our flight.”
I looked at my watch, seeing it was ten o’clock. “Damn. It’s on our plane and that thing is taking off right now.”
I scanned the field, seeing a multitude of aircraft, one leaving the confines of earth into the sky.
I dialed my phone. “Johnny, where are you?”
“Entering the airport. What’s the status of the target?”
“He’s down, but there’s a flight leaving with a barometric IED on it. Set to thirty thousand feet. We have to get that plane down.”
I heard him curse before coming back on. “Pike, how are we going to do that? We can’t bust in like the Lone Ranger. It’ll burn the Taskforce. There’s no way to explain how we know.”
What he said was correct. We were about to demolish an enormously complex and diverse counterterrorism apparatus and destroy a few political careers in the process. But there were probably two hundred souls on the aircraft that would appreciate the gesture.
“Fuck the Taskforce. Get to the tower. Contact that plane before it leaves radio range of Manila. Before it reaches thirty grand.”
I watched the contrails of the jet and wondered if I was going to see a fireball. Jennifer said, “Are we good?”
“No. We’re bad all the way around. That plane is probably going to explode. And bring the Taskforce down with it.”
Jennifer said, “Let’s get to the tower. The plane won’t reach thirty thousand for at least twenty minutes.”
“What, are you an airline pilot now?”
“My dad was. Remember, I know about such things.”
That was true. A few years ago, when we’d first met, we were being chased by the Transportation Security Administration inside the Atlanta airport because of mistaken identity. Jennifer had provided the way out using a Delta pilot’s lounge she knew about because of her father. I dropped Bayani’s arm, jumped on our tractor, and fired it up. He remained on the ground, wondering if the gift he was seeing was real. It was, and I’d kick myself if it ended in disaster and he was allowed to go free. I had no other choice.
We raced across the tarmac as fast as the tractor would go, finally alerting the authorities that something strange was going on as we crossed an active runway, wide-bodied jet captains screaming into their radios. I saw lights on vehicles and wondered how long it would take to get the plane to level off once I got someone with an official radio.
We might make it.
Behind me, Jennifer leaned into my ear, “Pike, tell them we’re Department of Homeland Security. Tell them we’re on the trail of a terrorist. Let the Taskforce clean up the mess.”
I kept driving, saying, “Department of Homeland Security? They’ll see right through that. Those guys do nothing overseas.”
I swerved around a pothole and she wrapped her hands around my chest. “Jesus. Watch where you’re going.”
I straightened out and she said, “Nobody knows what DHS does. Not even them. It’ll work. Make it out like we’ve tracked him from the States. It’s a Delta flight. A U.S. flag carrier. Just don’t let them see a passport. Nothing about Grolier Services.”
Yeah, that would be a little hard to explain. An archeological firm running around the airfield chasing terrorists.
I saw an SUV headed our way, lights spinning on top, and called Johnny, relaying the weak-ass plan. Before hanging up with him I said, “Just leave it bland. DHS all the way. When they ask questions, tell them you’ll answer after the threat’s gone. Get to a radio in the tower.”
The SUV pulled up and I stopped, leaping out and acting like I owned the place. They had no weapons drawn, but their hands hovered over the butts of their pistols. I started shouting and waving my arms. The commander of the vehicle approached, and I gave him my line of shit. He asked for a badge.
Shit.
Jennifer stepped into the breach, shouting about the threat and poking him in the chest for results. The action took him aback. He paused, then began shouting in Tagalog at his men, getting them back into the vehicles.
I couldn’t believe it. You don’t trust me, but you believe her.
I hollered at the captain and told him about Bayani, getting one vehicle moving toward his last known location. Maybe they’d catch him, maybe they wouldn’t, but it was worth a shot.
We raced to the tower and exited like a pot boiling over, Jennifer in the lead with me struggling to keep up. I caught her at the elevator, wincing from the pain. The elevator arrived and we spent a surreal time riding up with Michael Bolton music playing. The door opened and I saw Johnny across the tower, two teammates behind him, the plate glass windows offering a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view of the entire airfield.
He was shouting at a controller, who apparently wasn’t listening. We jogged over and I turned to the cop who’d met us on the tarmac. “Get him to relay. Right now.”
The cop said, “Wait, wait. We cannot interfere with the flights. This is above my position. Let me call my supervisor.”
I looked at the air traffic controller’s scope, identified the flight number, and saw he was cresting twenty-five thousand feet. I had no idea how accurate that barometric detonator was. I grabbed the cop’s collar and shouted, “Get him to call. Tell the pilot to level off, or you’re going to have a dead airplane from your airport. Because you sat on your ass.”
He shouted in Tagalog to the controller, and the controller started talking to the plane in English. I heard the captain come back, asking why the correction. I knew what was going on immediately.
That damn pilot thinks this guy is a chucklehead.
And we had seconds to correct it.
I’d never met a pilot that didn’t think they were the grace of the earth. They all thought the tower was full of idiots. But in this case the back-and-forth would cost him his aircraft. Along with his life.
Jennifer said, “Tell him that he has a—”
I jerked the headset off the guy and slapped it on my head, saying “Delta pilot, Delta pilot, this is the Department of Homeland Security. Level your aircraft right now. Do not continue to ascend.”
He came back, “Who is this? What’s your callsign and why are you on the radio?”
I saw him passing twenty-eight thousand feet and said, “You stupid shit, you have a bomb on your aircraft! Level the fuck off or die. Is that plain enough for you?”
I got nothing back. We waited, me looking at Jennifer and seeing the fear on her face. I called again but received no response. I knew what that meant. I was pulling the headset off when the pilot came back.
“Okay. I’m level at twenty-eight. What do you want me to do?”
Johnny sagged against the control panel and Jennifer actually clapped, like she’d just seen a fabulous golf shot.
I said, “Drop lower. Get it down to twenty thousand. And get your ass back to Manila.”
The controller heard my words and freaked out, screaming that I couldn’t tell him that with all the aircraft in the air. I passed him the headset and said, “You figure it out, but he’s not going any higher than twenty thousand.”
I rubbed my face, the adrenaline beginning to subside. When I pulled my hands away, Jennifer was in front of me, a smile splitting her face.
“We did it.”
I grinned. “Yeah, I guess we did. Meaning you.”
The cop that had let us up said, “I’m going to need to see some identification now.”
I looked at Johnny and he said, “They were undercover. Your Department of Homeland Security has been working with them from the start. I’ll vouch for them.”
He looked bewildered, saying, “Our Department of Homeland Security? Who is that?”
“Jesus. I thought you guys were on board with counterterrorism. The person who placed the bombs was a Filipino. Surely you’re tied into the security apparatus on the threat. We called your department a week ago about it. I thought this was a big win for you considering how quickly you reacted. You saved the day. Are you saying you don’t know who we are?”
The man looked at me, then at him, and said, “Yes, of course I do.”
Behind his back, I mouthed to Johnny, Getting out now.
He nodded and continued to engage the cop. I was glad I didn’t have to do cleanup, because it was going to be a mess. We reached the door leading to the elevator and he shouted my name.
I turned and he jogged up. I said, “What, now you want my help? Might I remind you that this is your mission?”
He grinned and said, “I got nothing for you, Pike. You mess with a mission of mine again, and I’ll rip your dick off.”
He turned to Jennifer, clearly uncomfortable. “This pains me more than you could possibly know, but your gut was right. I won’t make that mistake again.”
She smiled, a conciliatory expression that set him at ease. She said, “Trust me, I know how hard it is for you guys to say you were wrong. I started here with this man. He’s never wrong.”
Johnny said, “Hey, I didn’t say I was wrong…”
She said, “I know. And I appreciate it.”
He grinned, nodded at me, then walked away. We entered the elevator. I waited until the doors closed and said, “Honey badger don’t quit, huh?”
She smiled again, the radiance shining off her face at what she had done. By preventing both bombs from detonating, she’d saved the lives of more than three hundred people.
She slid her hand into mine and squeezed, then let go. Watching the elevator numbers tick down, she said, “No. Honey badger don’t quit.”
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