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Аннотация
An e-book original action thriller by acclaimed author David Wellington.
Wounded Special Forces veteran Jim Chapel now specializes in missions improbable (and sometimes impossible). After confronting a Russian triple agent, Chapel must infiltrate a separatist militia group to track and seize contraband Russian weaponry. But the militia leader has his own agenda… and an ace up his sleeve.


David Wellington
Myrmidon


CHAPTER ONE

I can do this, Jim Chapel thought.
It was going to hurt. But he’d suffered worse pain before.
A loud, buzzing noise startled him, but he forced himself not to show his surprise. Across the room, the tattoo artist was cleaning out his equipment and sterilizing his needles. The tattoo gun buzzed again, and this time, Chapel was ready for it.
He exhaled deeply and pulled his shirt off. The tattoo artist had been briefed about Chapel and didn’t show anything more than casual interest as Chapel’s left arm was revealed. He’d lost the original in Afghanistan, and the army had replaced it with a prototype robotic prosthesis. It was covered in silicone skin that was airbrushed and studded with fake hair to look just like the arm he’d lost, but the illusion stopped at his shoulder, where the arm flared out into a wide clamp that held the arm on his torso. Chapel flicked the hidden catches that released the arm and removed it, then set it down on a convenient table.
The tattoo artist gestured to the waiting chair. It looked like the kind of chair you’d find in a dentist’s office. This was no run-of-the-mill tattoo parlor. It was hidden in the basement of a Justice Department office building. The tattoo artist worked exclusively with law enforcement, preparing agents of various federal agencies for undercover work amidst gangs and political groups. Many of those groups identified their own by their ink, by the elaborate symbolism of the tattoos they wore, and feds who wanted to infiltrate the groups needed to send the right signals to fit in.
The room was sterile and obsessively clean, with most of its furnishings wrapped in plastic to catch any blood or stray ink. Hanging above the chair was a big flatscreen that currently showed Chapel as he was—shirtless, armless, and completely bare of ink. He’d stood for reference photographs earlier that morning. As always when he saw himself in a mirror, he was surprised how many scars and old bullet wounds he had. It didn’t look like anyone should be able to survive all that.
Still, he looked pretty good for a forty-year-old, he thought.
The tattoo artist clicked a trackpad on a laptop, and the view on the screen changed.
A thick, black, iron cross appeared on Chapel’s chest. Cobwebs stretched over his right elbow. The image on the screen rotated to show the number 88 in a black-letter font scrawled across Chapel’s lower back. Finally, a huge swastika flickered in on his biceps.
The view shifted to show Chapel’s artificial arm. A long dagger and an SS logo appeared on its forearm. That seemed almost more blasphemous than the designs that had appeared on his real body, Chapel thought. The arm was technically the property of the Department of Defense, after all.
Chapel thought he might be sick. He reminded himself again that he could do this, that he could handle it. He’d repeated that thought often enough that he pretty much believed it.
“Don’t worry,” the tattoo artist said. “I know better than to ask why you want these designs.” He was just a kid, maybe fifteen years younger than Chapel—which put him in his midtwenties. He had a single earring in his left ear and a tattoo on his left forearm, a skull with roses blooming in its eye sockets.
“You have a lot of experience with… that?” Chapel said, waving at the screen.
“I’ve been tattooing for six years. I’ve had this job for three. I’ve done way worse. Full torso portraits of Hitler. Complete sleeves that had to look amateurish and sloppy so they looked like poorly done prison tattoos. Nobody likes this, but it’s part of your job, right?” Chapel could see in the artist’s eyes that he was trying to figure out which agency Chapel worked for. FBI? DEA? ATF?
None of the above. Chapel worked for a secret directorate in Military Intelligence, an organization that didn’t even have an official acronym it was so hush-hush. His reasons for getting these tattoos were strictly need-to-know, and the artist didn’t need to know anything.
“It’s not like you’ll have to live with them forever,” the artist suggested. “Why don’t you have a seat?”
Chapel realized then that he still hadn’t sat down.
A little voice spoke in his ear, over the hands-free set he always wore there. The voice belonged to Angel, his operator, who had saved his life more times than he could count. He trusted her, as much as he trusted anyone. “Sweetie, it’s not forever. We’ll have those nasty things removed just as soon as this mission is done.”
Chapel frowned. “They can do that? Just remove tattoos? I thought they were permanent.”
The tattoo artist must have thought Chapel was talking to him. “Yeah, they use lasers. Hurts like hell. Much, much worse than getting the tattoos in the first place. The ink we use is metallic, right? The laser goes right through your skin and heats up the pigment until it evaporates. Then your body just absorbs it.”
Chapel nodded. “Uh-huh.”
“Go ahead and sit down,” the tattoo artist said.
I can do this, Chapel thought.
“Excuse me a second.” He turned away from the artist to indicate he was speaking to someone else. “Angel. Is that right? Does it work? Tattoo removal, I mean.”
“Sure, honey. I mean, pretty well.”
“Angel,” Chapel growled.
“Well, there’s always going to be a little bit of it left. But not enough that anybody would recognize what it was.”
“Even the swastika?”
“You can always get something else tattooed over it, so it doesn’t show,” she suggested.
Chapel looked at the chair. Then up at the screen again.
“My grandfather died in World War II,” he said. “He died fighting the Nazis.”
“You’re doing this for your country,” Angel said. “I’m sure he would understand.”
I can do this, he thought.
“Listen, lots of guys get squeamish,” the tattoo artist said. “It’s a normal reaction. It doesn’t mean you’re chicken or anything.”
Chapel knew exactly what the artist was trying to do. The problem was, sometimes reverse psychology worked. He sat down in the chair. “Get it over with,” he told the tattoo artist.
The tattoo gun started buzzing again. It set Chapel’s teeth on edge. The artist put a piece of waxy paper over Chapel’s biceps and rubbed over it with a stick of deodorant. Purple ink on the paper—temporary ink—was transferred to Chapel’s skin, giving the artist lines that he could color in. The paper came away, and Chapel looked down and saw the swastika staring up at him.
After that, a presidential order couldn’t have kept him in that chair.
“I can’t do this,” he said. He jumped up and grabbed his artificial arm and his shirt. “Sorry to have wasted your time.”
As he hurried out of the room, buttoning up his shirt, Angel started talking in his ear again. “Chapel, there’s no way you’ll be able to pass as a white supremacist without some kind of ink; the mission requires—”
“There’s another way,” Chapel said. There had to be.

CHAPTER TWO

“I’m guessing,” Rupert Hollingshead said, pouring himself a drink—he’d already offered Chapel a beer, which had been declined—“that you weren’t just afraid of the pain. After all, son, you’ve been shot so many times now, a few needle pricks couldn’t possibly compare.”
“No, sir,” Chapel said. He wished he could stand at attention. Whenever he disobeyed an order, his immediate impulse was to stand up and receive his punishment. But Hollingshead must have known that—the man was a master at reading people—and he must have also known that the best way to make Chapel squirm was to invite him in for a nice, friendly chat.
Hollingshead was all smiles and firm handshakes when Chapel had come in for this meeting. He was dressed in a tweed suit, and the thick glasses he wore made his eyes look big and merry, amplifying their twinkle. Rupert Hollingshead had been an admiral in the navy once. Now he ran one of the most secret directorates in Military Intelligence, which made him Chapel’s boss. Chapel had never seen the man in uniform. He’d never seen Hollingshead act much like a command officer in the armed forces. If pressed, Hollingshead would claim he’d never much gone in for all the brass and dress blues and medals, that he was more comfortable dressing like an aging Ivy League academic. Chapel had begun to believe the man had chosen his relaxed if elegant appearance simply to put people off their guard.
“Please do sit down,” Hollingshead said, gesturing at a leather couch. His office had been a fallout shelter under the Pentagon once. Now it looked like the common room at a private club for rich bankers. It had a fully stocked bar and a burbling, tasteful fountain and overstuffed armchairs. Chapel often forgot, while he was there, that he was at least fifty feet underground. Only the lack of windows in the office reminded him.
Chapel sank into the couch and tried to look relaxed. “My grandfather—” he began, but Hollingshead interrupted him.
“Sergeant Hiram Chapel,” the old man said. “I’ve seen his record. Good man by all accounts. Distinguished himself in Italy. Took out a pillbox on his own, with the rest of his unit pinned down on a beach.”
“I never met him,” Chapel admitted. “Just heard stories, from my father. I don’t know if he was any kind of saint—to his dying day, my father was terrified of his old man’s belt—but I was raised to believe he was a hero. And that he died to keep us safe from the Nazis. Now you’re asking me to wear a swastika on my arm for the rest of my life.”
Hollingshead didn’t dither on about tattoo removal or getting the thing covered up. He just nodded and sipped at his drink. After ruminating for a while, he set his glass down, and said, “You know how sensitive this is, son. That’s the damned hardest part of this job, sometimes. I have the authority to tap into the largest pool of human resources in this country—the entire armed forces—yet time and again, I find I can’t do it. The more people know about this job, the more likely it is one of them ends up talking to a journalist. And we can’t very well have that.”
“No, sir,” Chapel said. It was true. Normally, Chapel hated the cloak of secrecy that wrapped around all his missions, but in this case, he knew it was crucial.
A few months earlier, he had discovered a plot by former KGB elements to ship surplus guns—mostly AK-47s—to America, for sale to extremist groups and political nut jobs. The program had started as an official effort by the Soviets to undermine the American government. After the fall of the Soviet Union, the Russian mafia had taken over the operation, but nothing else had changed. Chapel had closed off the pipeline—the man who ran the whole operation was dead—but that didn’t change the fact that there were thousands of cases of Russian assault rifles inside the borders of the United States, and they were in the hands of the worst possible class of criminal.
If word got out that the Russians had been arming American domestic terrorists, if even a single news outlet got hold of the story, it would start a nationwide panic overnight. And if that happened, Congress would be forced to react. And if Congress chose to demand action, the military would have to get involved. There was no telling how far it would go. In Hollingshead’s estimation, war with Russia was a serious possibility.
The only way to stop all that was to make sure nobody ever heard about what had happened. And that meant recovering the guns, every last one of them.
And since Chapel, Hollingshead, and Angel were the only people in America who knew the whole story, they were the only ones who could fix it.
Hollingshead sounded apologetic. “If there were anyone else I could send, I would. There are plenty of men in the ATF and the DEA who would wear those tattoos if it meant helping their country. Plenty of them already do, and I doubt they complain much about it. Good men, heroes like your grandfather.”
“Those men are undercover cops. Specialists in infiltration,” Chapel pointed out. “I’m no actor. You could dress me up like a skinhead, but I wouldn’t fool anyone for a minute.”
Hollingshead nodded again.
Chapel knew this was his only chance to make his case. “I’m not trying to get out of doing my job. But there’s another way we can make this happen. I’m sure of it.”
“Very well,” Hollingshead said. “Let’s hear it.”

CHAPTER THREE

They had gotten very lucky, in the end, though every run of luck eventually runs dry. Chapel and Angel had worked up a simple briefing on the situation, and now Chapel had her bring it up on a flatscreen in Hollingshead’s office. Hollingshead already knew much of what Chapel was about to present, but he wanted to go over it again anyway, if only to show how much progress they’d already made.
“Favorov told us where the guns went,” Chapel said. Ygor Favorov, a KGB agent, had been the main conduit for the assault rifles, smuggling them into the country, then selling them to various paramilitary groups. It had taken some convincing, but Chapel had eventually gotten the man to confess everything. “It was a pretty wide spread, originally.” On the screen, a map of the United States came up. Red dots appeared in several states. “These are the groups who bought guns from Favorov, and you can see they went all over the East Coast and through California. Most of the weapons ended up being stockpiled—the groups who bought from Favorov never actually fired most of them—and they were seized in police raids over the years.” One by one, the red dots flickered off the map. “The seized guns were all destroyed and no longer pose a threat. The ones that remain were all sold in the last ten years, during which time Favorov dealt exclusively with white-supremacist groups, most of them out West.” The red dots were almost gone now, except for one each in Montana, Arizona, and Colorado. “In 2006, this group, the New White Brotherhood, in Montana, was broken up by agents from the Department of Homeland Security, while in 2009, an ATF sting rounded up this group, the Arizona 88 Society, and all of their guns. Those guns haven’t been destroyed—they’re being held as evidence in ongoing legal actions. We can’t touch them without raising a stink, but Angel had a solution there. The serial numbers of the guns were held in an ATF database. She was able to hack in and change all the numbers, so that anyone who looks for where those guns came from will find they were sold through Mexican organized crime, not directly from Russia.”
“Clever,” Hollingshead said. “Are you thinking of using the same trick for this last cache?” He nodded at the screen, where only one red dot remained, in Colorado.
“I wish we could,” Chapel told him. “Unfortunately, the ATF hasn’t gotten around to cracking down on that group. They’ve tried, but so far, they have nothing to hang a case on. That’s the Separatist Allied Front, and as far as anyone knows, they’ve never committed a crime.”
“Really?” Hollingshead asked.
Chapel shrugged. “Ninety per cent of their members have some kind of criminal record, but every rap sheet I checked showed that the crimes stopped the second they joined the group. There are plenty of lawsuits against the SAF, but they’re all for libel or hate speech, and it looks like very few of them will hold up in court. There’s not so much as a single firearms violation associated with the SAF.”
“And yet they were clearly one of Favorov’s best clients. Don’t most groups like this sell drugs or guns to fund themselves?”
Chapel nodded. “Yes, but the SAF doesn’t seem to have taken that route. They produce hate literature and sell survivalist supplies—you know, six months’ worth of freeze-dried food, plans for how to build a bunker in your backyard. Some of the books they sell are pretty disgusting, but the First Amendment protects their right to print what they like. They have their hands in a number of other perfectly legitimate businesses as well. Most prominently, they have a factory that makes machine parts for motorcycles and small aircraft.” The view on the screen changed, this time to show a satellite image of the SAF compound in Colorado. Against a tan background of low, desert hills, a sprawling cluster of buildings stood out—houses and a couple churches, but also the dark rectangles of factory buildings. “They have warehouses here, here, and here, any one of which would be perfect for storing the guns in the middle of crates of machine parts. But nobody from law enforcement has ever been in one of those buildings.”
“The ATF must have their suspicions,” Hollingshead suggested.
Chapel nodded. “They keep tabs on every white-power group in the country, just on principle. Three times in the last ten years, they’ve tried to place an undercover agent in the SAF compound, but it’s never worked. That’s mostly because of this man.”
On the screen, a picture of a middle-aged man appeared. He had a rugged face, not too handsome, but his sharp features gave him a striking look. His eyes were a piercing gray that seemed to look out of the screen in silent judgment.
“Terry Belcher. The head of the SAF and, from all accounts, the charismatic leader of the group. SAF members worship the man. He vets every new recruit personally, and so far he’s caught every ATF plant before they could even get through the front gate.”
“What have you found out about him?” Hollingshead asked.
“He’s white-power royalty, basically. His father was Kendred Belcher, who was a ranking member in the KKK until he split with them in the eighties because he felt they were more interested in media attention than direct action. Kendred wrote one of the seminal books that influences white-power movements to this day. Originally, Terry Belcher here rejected his father’s teachings. He split with his father’s group and joined the armed forces, intending to put white-power politics behind him.”
“Dare I ask which branch of service?” Hollingshead asked.
“The army,” Chapel said, though he hated to admit it. “He fought in the First Gulf War. Afterward, he was dishonorably discharged for beating his CO nearly to death. He did a short prison term for assault and was released in 1998. I don’t know what changed his mind, but after he got out of prison, he seems to have embraced his father’s teachings once again. He’s been putting the SAF together, piece by piece, ever since, and now he’s built quite the empire. Officially, he preaches nonviolent protest against the government. He was quoted in a magazine interview as approving of domestic terrorists, however—he once said that Timothy McVeigh was the greatest American patriot since Ethan Allen. His message seems to appeal to a certain kind of man—typically, people who belonged to groups that have already been wiped out by the ATF or other federal agencies. The best report we have suggests that Terry Belcher commands a group of nearly two thousand white supremacists, almost all of them living and working on his compound.”
“And now he has enough guns to arm them all,” Hollingshead said.
Chapel nodded. “We need to get me inside that compound. The original plan,” he said, being careful—it had been Hollingshead’s plan, after all—“was for me to pose as a disaffected white supremacist looking for something new to believe in. I was supposed to sneak in there, find the guns, and blow them up. But I don’t think I could have done that successfully, sir. Terry Belcher would have had to approve my joining the group. And I believe he would see right through me.”
“So what is your solution—if I may be so bold as to ask?”
Chapel took a deep breath. “Sir, you know I was taught by the best instructors the Army Rangers had. They told me one thing I’ve always held to be axiomatic—if the enemy is attacking from the left, strike from the right. If they believe you can only hurt them one way, show them you can think outside the box. Do the opposite of what they expect.”
Hollingshead raised an eyebrow.
“Terry Belcher expects his organization to be infiltrated by an undercover agent. He’s been working at preventing that for years, and he’s built an exceptional defense against that kind of attack. He’s also expecting an ATF raid at some point. I think he stockpiled all those guns to be ready when a massive force of agents shows up at his front door. He’s ready to fight that kind of war, too. So I needed to find the one method of attack he’s not ready for, the one thing he would never expect.”
“Let me guess,” Hollingshead said. “You’re going to walk up, ring his doorbell, and ask if you can have all of his guns.”
Chapel had to remind himself to breathe.
“Well…” he began.

CHAPTER FOUR

Chapel set down in Pueblo, Colorado, first thing in the morning, but when the door of his plane—Hollingshead’s private jet—popped open, it was already as if he’d opened the door of an oven. It had to be ninety degrees outside, but it was a dry heat that made the skin of his face shrivel. He’d been expecting mountain weather—Pueblo was nestled in the foothills of the Rockies, a mile above sea level—but the first thing he did was shed the fleece he’d brought.
In his ear, Angel was there with an explanation, as if she’d read his mind. “Pueblo’s in what is called a banana belt, sugar. But don’t expect to find any palm trees. That just means that because of a fluke of geography, it’s warmer than the surrounding region. Drier, too—the mountains over there scrape off all the clouds, so moisture from the Pacific never makes it this far.”
Chapel could believe the mountains could scrape the sky clean. As he stepped off the plane, he felt like he could reach out and touch them—a wall of rock and trees that stuck up almost straight out of the ground. It was an optical illusion but one hard to dismiss. They towered over him until he could see almost nothing else. Yet if he turned around and looked east, the world seemed as flat as a pancake.
Overhead, the sky was a pure and unbroken blue, and it looked about twice as big as the sky he’d left behind in Virginia. The ground was a sandy brown, dominated by scrub grass and stands of wildflowers and, off in the distance, a single tree. It wasn’t exactly high desert, but it was close. “Cowboy country,” Chapel said. “This all looks like the set for a Western.”
“The locals are supposed to be friendly.”
“And well armed, I’m sure.”
Angel cooed in his ear. One of the few perks of Chapel’s job was that he got to listen to that sexy voice all day. “You’d be surprised. About thirty-five percent of people in Colorado own guns, but that’s exactly the same percentage as people in Pennsylvania.”
Chapel checked his own weapon, nestled in his left armpit. He still wasn’t sure if he should bring it or not. Given the plan he’d chosen, by the time he needed it, he would already be dead. Still, walking into Terry Belcher’s domain without a weapon felt like the dumbest thing he could do.
He still wasn’t sure that his plan wasn’t the second dumbest, but he was determined to give it a shot. At the airport terminal, he rented a car and headed south, through the city. Pueblo lay astride an actual river, the Arkansas, and as he got close to the water, he saw a lot more trees, but the second he passed beyond the city limits, the desert rose to meet him again—that water only went so far. He headed down Route 302, through a corridor of washes and open prairie, and soon found himself in the midst of utter desolation. It looked like the country here wasn’t even used for farms.
South of town, he passed by a three-hundred-foot-high wind turbine that loomed impossibly high over the desert floor, its long vanes turning slowly in the sunlight. It didn’t look real, it was so big. Instead, it looked like some mammoth toddler’s pinwheel, dropped and left behind on the ground after the giant child moved on.
Between the turbine and the mountains that filled half the western sky, the Colorado desert felt like a place not built to human scale. The land rolled away in every direction as far as he could see, desert unrelenting, unending, visible for miles in the clear air. Chapel felt tiny and insignificant as he drove south, like an ant crawling across an airport runway.
Belcher’s compound lay only twenty miles south of town, but it wasn’t easy to get to. He had to leave the paved roads behind and take private trails out into the prairie, roads that would have washed away years ago if there had been any real rain out here. Without Angel whispering directions in his ear, he would never have been able to find his way.
“You’re getting close, sugar,” she told him after he’d turned off onto yet another track through the scrub grass. He’d rented a four-wheel-drive SUV, but it still bounced and complained as he rocked along at twenty miles an hour. “Last chance,” she said.
“Last chance for what?” he asked.
“To turn back.”
“So I guess you think I’m crazy, too?” he said. Hollingshead had felt this plan was pure folly and had been of a mind to forbid it—he said he didn’t want to throw away his best operative on a harebrained scheme. Chapel had eventually talked him into allowing it simply by pointing out that there weren’t a lot of alternatives.
“Every time you go into a dangerous situation alone, I worry,” she told him.
“The fewer people who know what I’m doing here, the better,” he said. “We have to keep this thing secret. Besides, I’m hardly going to be alone. I never am when I have you looking out for me.”
“There’s not much I can do if things go wrong,” she pointed out. “If I call in the local police, it’ll still take them the better part of an hour to respond. If we need any kind of military support, it’ll take even longer since nobody knows you’re here. Let’s abort this now and plan it again for a week from now, what do you say? I can have a whole battalion of troops waiting out here to back you up. I can have tanks and planes running support.”
“Sure,” Chapel said, “and Belcher will see them coming. On land this flat, you can’t exactly hide an infantry platoon. He wants that, Angel. If we hit him with massed troops, that’s proof of every bit of propaganda he’s been spouting about the government for the last fifteen years. Where do I turn?”
“Up ahead on the right. This is it.”
Soon after he’d made the turn, Chapel saw the compound. A low rise in the earth had hid it before, but now it lay exposed in all its glory. It didn’t look like a survivalist enclave. Instead, it looked like Small Town USA, circa 1895. Single-story frame houses stuck up from the sandy ground, all of them painted white with gingerbread decoration on their porches, all of their roofs covered in the same weathered shingles the color of the ground. In their midst stood a pair of stone buildings that might have served as a town hall and local fire department. The warehouses and workshops were on the far side of the town, shimmering in the distance.
The only thing that immediately said compound was the chain-link fence that wrapped all the way around the town, enclosing a couple hundred acres of wasteland. Low trees clung to that fence as if for support. A single gate broke its run, a chain-link gate with reinforced supports straddling the road. A sign across the gate read Posted No Trespassing, which wasn’t exactly welcoming, but it didn’t say violators would be shot on sight. No sentries stood guard there, nor did anyone come running out as Chapel pulled up to the gate and stopped his car.
He jumped out and walked over toward the gate, keeping his hands visible. He was certain someone would be watching him. He studied the ground just in front of the gate until he found what he was looking for.
A thin strand of steel cable, maybe as thick as a pencil, had been stretched across the dirt, held at tension so it hovered an inch or so above the ground. Both of its ends disappeared into scrub grass on either side of the gate.
“I really hope,” he told Angel, “that this doesn’t set off a bunch of land mines.” He kicked the cable as hard as he could, then moved back ten feet.
Off in the distance, from the direction of the white houses, he heard a bell start to ring. It shut off as abruptly as it had started.
“Now what?” Angel asked.
“Now we wait,” Chapel told her. He had a feeling it wouldn’t take long.

CHAPTER FIVE

His feeling turned out to be correct.
About six minutes after he kicked the cable, he saw a couple of people pile out of one of the nearer houses and jump into a shiny, new pickup truck. The truck came rolling up toward the fence at speed, as if it were going to bust right through the gate and keep going. At the last minute, the driver slewed the vehicle around to one side, so it stopped broadside to the gate, rocking on its tires.
The pickup had tinted windows, so he couldn’t see who was inside. He figured there would be at least one person with a rifle in there, the barrel trained on him. The driver’s side door opened, and he heard boots hit the dirt, but the driver was shielded from him by the bulk of the vehicle.
“What do you want?” the driver demanded without showing himself. “You lost?”
“Which question do you want answered first?” Chapel asked.
Angel tsked in his ear. “Careful, honey.”
The driver, who still hadn’t shown himself, seemed to take a second to decide what to say next. “This is private property,” he called out. “Unless you have a warrant signed by a judge, we retain the right to refuse entry.”
Chapel smiled. “That would be true if I were with the police. I’m not.”
“Then read the sign, asshole! No trespassing.”
Chapel didn’t let his smile waver. Belcher had trained his people well and told them how to stay on the right side of the law. Apparently, that didn’t include basic hospitality. “I need to talk to Terry Belcher,” he announced. “I’m with the federal government.” Which was strictly true, since Military Intelligence was overseen by the executive branch.
“Terry doesn’t want to talk to nobody from the government,” the driver shouted back. “You’d best head back the way you came.”
“I have a message for him,” Chapel said.
“Then write him a goddamned letter!”
It took all of Chapel’s strength not to sigh just then. “He’s going to want to hear this in person. Tell him Ygor Favorov is dead.”
“He don’t want to talk to no Commies, neither!”
“Well, that’s really not the problem here. Since Ygor Favorov. Is. Dead,” he repeated. “Believe me, Belcher very much wants to know about that. And I can give him all the details if he’ll let me in so we can talk.”
The conversation seemed to end there. The driver didn’t say anything more, and Chapel wasn’t about to give up any more details until he was talking to Belcher directly. He guessed they had a radio in the truck and were passing along his message, but for all he knew, they were waiting for him to reach for a gun, so they could shoot him and claim they’d been standing their ground.
For a long while, Chapel just stood there, waiting. Sweating. Wishing he could get back in his rental, which had air-conditioning and a case of bottled water in the trunk. Wishing something would happen.
Nothing did. The sun made the landscape shimmer. The sky burned blue, unblemished by clouds.
When the driver spoke again, Chapel nearly jumped he was so startled.
“Are you claiming that you killed this Favorov?”
Chapel’s eyes went wide. “No,” he called back. “He died in prison.”
“Are you then claiming you are not a government assassin sent here to kill Terry?”
Chapel bit his tongue before responding. “No, I am not a government assassin,” he said.
“Put your hands on the hood of your vehicle and keep them there.” The driver came out from behind the pickup. He had a rifle—a hunting rifle, not an AK-47—slung over one shoulder and a pistol in a holster at his hip. Neither weapon was pointed at Chapel, which was nice. The driver was just a kid, he saw next. Maybe nineteen, probably younger, with thin, almost rodentine features. He had crew-cut hair, and he wore an oxford-cloth shirt buttoned up to his neck and down to his wrists, even in the desert heat. Chapel figured that was to cover up identifying tattoos.
There wasn’t much he could do about hiding the tattoo on his face, though. A patch of skin above his upper lip and under his nose had been tattooed solid black. It took Chapel a second to realize that it was supposed to look like Hitler’s mustache.
“You couldn’t grow one of your own?” Chapel asked, pointing at his own upper lip, which was cleanly shaven.
The boy’s eyes narrowed. “I can, and I did. Up in Bozeman, Montana, I had it just about perfect. Then government spies came and accused me of all kinds of things. They held me down and shaved me, directly violating my constitutional rights to free speech under the First Amendment and violating the cruel and unusual punishment clause of the Eighth. After that, I had this done so nobody could take it away from me again.”
“They could zap it with a laser,” Chapel pointed out. He figured if he kept talking, the kid might not realize that Chapel had refused to put his hands on the hood of his vehicle. “Vaporizes the metallic ink, then your body absorbs it. Supposed to hurt like hell, though.”
“I wouldn’t know,” the boy said. “When I put ink on this body, I keep it there for life.” The boy kept glancing at the pickup, presumably looking toward someone who was still inside.
“Are they calling down to the compound, finding out if I can come in?” Chapel asked.
The boy’s face twisted with suspicion. “Don’t you worry about what we’re doing. Worry about whether you’re going to get out of here alive, friend.”
“That’s one thing I don’t need to worry about right now,” Chapel told him. It was a lie, but he felt this kid might respond to a little bravado. “I haven’t done anything to warrant being killed.”
“You come sniffing around our business, right up to our gate, you think we don’t have a reason to doubt your motives?” the boy asked. “By the sound of your voice, you’re no Westerner. Maybe back on the East Coast, people go barging in on each other’s business as a daily habit. Maybe you don’t realize how sacrosanct we hold private property out here. Out here, we shoot intruders. That’s our daily habit.”
Chapel smiled. The boy’s speech patterns were interesting. He didn’t look like a well-educated kid, but clearly he was a reader—or he’d listened to enough speeches to pick up a few turns of phrase.
“Where I’m standing, right here,” he said, “is public property. If you shoot me here, that’s homicide. I know enough about Terry Belcher to know he would never allow that. Is there some kind of holdup? Belcher should have agreed to meet me by now.”
In his ear, Angel’s voice cooed, “Over the horizon in thirty seconds.”
“Either let me in or call somebody who can let me in,” Chapel told the boy. “I’ve got work to do.”
The boy’s hand moved toward the pistol at his belt. His eyes were cold and empty, like a shark’s. Maybe he was trying to scare Chapel into drawing his own weapon. A lot could depend on who drew first.
Or at least, who the court believed had drawn first. “You’re armed,” the boy said, nodding at the holster on Chapel’s own hip. “Maybe after I kill you, I put that gun in your dead hand. Nobody out here to say it didn’t happen that way.” Moving a fraction of an inch at a time, the boy’s hand crept closer and closer to the pistol.
Chapel really didn’t want to have to shoot this boy.
“Ten seconds,” Angel said.
Chapel held his hands up in front of him, palms outward.
“Maybe I just say I caught you trying to climb our fence,” the boy tried.
“Maybe,” Chapel said. “If, as you say, there was nobody to say otherwise.”
In the desert stillness, he heard the whir of the propeller clearly, much louder than he’d expected.
“I’ve got you on visual,” Angel told him. “Nice butt.”
The boy ducked as an unmanned aerial vehicle—a Predator drone—came buzzing by overhead, not a hundred feet up. Chapel glanced upward and saw its straight wings, the bump of the camera housing on its nose. It seemed to hang in the air for a second, then veered to the side and started cutting a very wide arc over the compound, tilting up on one wing, as graceful and as weightless-looking as a paper airplane.
“What the hell is that?” the boy shouted.
“My insurance policy,” Chapel told him.
The boy’s eyes went wide. He started reaching for his pistol again, in earnest this time, but then he stopped at a sudden sound. Someone had rapped on one of the tinted windows of the pickup, knocking a ring against the glass.
“I think that’s for you,” Chapel told the boy.

CHAPTER SIX

The boy stared at Chapel, his eyes glistening with rage, until the rap came again on the truck’s window. The window rolled down a few inches—not far enough for Chapel to see who was inside—and the boy ran over and spoke with the truck’s passenger in low tones. He took a cell phone from the passenger and came back to the gate. “He wants to talk to you,” the boy said, holding the phone through the bars of the gate.
Chapel walked over slowly, his hands in plain view, and took the phone. He smiled at the boy as he lifted it to his ear. “Mr. Belcher?” he asked.
“That’s right. You’ve got my attention, Federal. Bringing a drone like that into my home—that’s got my whole attention. You sure you didn’t come to kill me?”
“The drone is harmless,” Chapel assured him. “It was in the neighborhood, looking for marijuana plants. You’re not growing any marijuana, are you?”
“No,” Belcher said, as if he were insulted by the idea.
“Then it doesn’t have to mean anything to you. Do you have a pair of binoculars? If you look closely at the drone, you’ll see it’s unarmed. No Hellfire missiles, no machine guns. Just a camera.”
“I’ve already looked,” Belcher told him. “Curiouser and curiouser. What exactly are you trying to do?”
Chapel shrugged though he doubted Belcher could see him. “I could have covered myself in skinhead tattoos and tried to infiltrate your compound. I could have shown up with a hundred ATF agents and black helicopters.”
“You could have tried something like that,” Belcher pointed out.
“Instead, I figured I’d be civilized and come ring your bell in person. We need to talk, Mr. Belcher. About Ygor Favorov and one other thing. The drone is there to make sure your people don’t just shoot me and bury me in a shallow grave out here. Its camera stays on me. But it doesn’t have any weapons, and it can’t hear anything we say.”
“Is that right? I’m not being recorded right now?”
“I’m wearing a hands-free device, and I have a phone in my pocket,” Chapel admitted. “If you like, I’ll leave them here in my car.”
“I like,” Belcher agreed.
“Then you will talk to me?”
“If only to figure out just who the hell you are,” Belcher said. “That is, I’d like to see if you’re just about the bravest son of a bitch I ever saw or just the stupidest.”
“Just in the interest of full disclosure—I have a sidearm with me as well. That I plan on keeping while I’m here. Is that a deal breaker?”
“Give the phone back to Andre.”
“Is he the one with the Hitler-mustache tattoo?”
“Yes.”
Chapel handed the phone back to the boy. Andre spoke to Belcher for a few seconds, then shoved the phone in his pocket. He nodded at Chapel and started opening the gate.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Angel wasn’t thrilled that he was leaving behind his only way to contact her—his phone—but they’d known it would happen this way, and she didn’t protest too much. “Just be careful,” she said, as he tossed his phone through the window of his rental SUV. “I’ll be watching,” she said, “but there’s not a lot I can do if things go bad, honey.”
“Understood,” he said, and took out his hands-free unit. That went in the SUV as well.
Andre the boy Nazi told him to walk ahead, down the path toward the compound. Andre kept pace with him, walking alongside, both of his weapons safely stowed. The pickup, with its unseen passenger, rolled along behind them, and Chapel knew there would be a rifle pointed at his head at all times. He tried not to think about it.
“I’m supposed to welcome you to Kendred, Colorado,” Andre told him, as they ambled down the path. “Though I can’t see welcome being the right word.”
“Nice place,” Chapel told him. As they got closer, he saw more signs of life among the white houses. There were children sitting out on porches, kids in T-shirts watching him with wide eyes. Occasionally, the curtains of a window would twitch back as someone inside a house peered out for a better look. “Not very exciting though, huh? I must be the most interesting thing to come along in a while.”
“You see these streets?” Andre said, pointing at the wide patches of dust between the houses, crisscrossed with old vehicle tracks that had baked to terra-cotta in the sun. “You see any litter there?”
“No,” Chapel admitted.
“You see any needles in the gutters, any of those little plastic bags they sell crack cocaine in? No, you don’t,” Andre said. “You don’t see any gambling going on, no dice games on those porches. No criminals hiding underneath.”
“No, I don’t see anything like that.”
Andre nodded. “I’ll take boring any day over the exciting life of a ghetto. I been to Denver,” he confided. “I know what a mixed town looks like.”
Mixed as in mixed race, of course. Chapel had been to Denver as well, and he wondered if Andre had seen the same city he had. Chapel had thought Denver was a pretty nice place—quiet and low-key. Though not nearly so quiet as Kendred. “So this is what separatism looks like,” he said.
“That’s right.”
Belcher’s group, the Separatist Allied Front, was not technically a white-supremacist or white-power group though the distinction was academic as far as Chapel was concerned. He’d read a little of the SAF’s literature, as much as he could stomach, and gleaned the basic philosophy. The SAF claimed it was not a hate group, that its members didn’t hate anyone. They just didn’t want to live near any minority or ethnic groups or anyone practicing a religion they didn’t agree with—basically anyone but other white separatists. They advocated for repeal of equal-opportunity laws, so they could build their supposed paradise out West: towns just like Kendred, where every face was white, and they didn’t have to see a black or a Jew or a Latino all day long.
“How do you get around the laws?” Chapel asked. “The law says you can’t discriminate on basis of skin color when you sell houses.”
“None of these were sold,” Andre explained. “Every parcel of land here was a gift, direct from Mr. Belcher. The community came together to build the houses out of materials he donated. No money changed hands.”
“Clever,” Chapel said. “And awfully generous of him, to just give you everything.”
“We work for it, don’t you mistake me,” Andre told him. “We work in the factories over there, every day, like men. Not like moochers.”
“Making machine parts, right,” Chapel said. “And I suppose there’s some way you get around hiring anybody who doesn’t live here?”
“We’re not employees,” Andre pointed out. “Every man here is a shareholder in the company. When you come here, and he accepts you, he gives you a certificate worth exactly one share.”
“So you own the means of production,” Chapel said, not able to repress a small smile. Belcher had built something dangerously close to a communist society out here. Karl Marx might have loved it. Well, except Marx wouldn’t have been welcome in Kendred since he was the grandson of a rabbi. “You’ve got it all figured out, don’t you?”
“We will abide by the laws of the United States until such day those laws are abolished,” Andre said, and now he definitely sounded like he was quoting someone. “We pay our taxes. If there were a draft, we would serve gladly in the military. And we vote.”
“Oh, I bet you do,” Chapel said. “What’s that building?” he asked, pointing at a large, ranch-style building in the middle of town. It was the only large building this side of the factories and warehouses.
“That’s our clinic, where our doctors work,” Andre said. “Keeping us healthy. Delivering our babies. We’re healthy here. Not a single case of sickle-cell anemia or Tay- Sachs.” He stopped walking and turned to face Chapel, who stopped as well. “I bet you hate seeing this. You must be choking on your bitter tongue, to see us living so good, huh, Federal?”
Chapel couldn’t help but laugh. It was just too strange—Ygor Favorov had said something almost identical, on the patio of his multimillion-dollar home on Long Island. “No, no,” he said, because Andre looked like he was about to reach for his gun again, “please, I apologize. I’m not laughing at you.”
Andre shook his head in angry dismissal.
“Does Terry Belcher live in one of these houses?” Chapel asked.
“That’s right. Just like the rest of us.”
Chapel nodded. He’d expected as much.
“Wait a minute,” Andre said. “You trying to figure out which one? Yeah, I get it now. You came here to figure out where he lives.”
“Why would I do that?” Chapel asked.
“So when you know, you can signal your friends somehow, and they can dive-bomb the house with that drone of yours. Is that it?”
“The drone is unarmed. There are no bombs on it,” Chapel insisted.
“So it’ll just—it’ll ram the house, like a kamikaze,” Andre said. He had gone white—well, whiter—as if he’d suddenly realized that he’d become an accomplice in the murder of his leader.
“Andre,” someone called out, “don’t be a fool.”
Chapel turned and looked at the clinic building. Standing in its doorway was a man wearing a denim jacket and a broad-brimmed hat. He had a shotgun in the crook of his arm, cracked open to show it wasn’t loaded. “You don’t have anything like that planned for me, do you, Federal?”
“Jim Chapel.” He walked over and held out his right hand to shake. The man in the denim jacket—Terry Belcher—ignored it.
“Come inside, Agent Chapel,” Belcher said. “Get out of this heat a while.”

CHAPTER EIGHT

“If it’s all the same, Mr. Belcher, I’d just as soon stay out here in the open,” Chapel said. He looked up at the sky and the drone that circled overhead.
“You don’t trust me,” Belcher said with a laugh.
“I’m afraid that feeling is mutual. And I doubt there’s much either of us can do to change it though I hope we can come to some kind of understanding.”
Belcher laughed again. “Andre, go get Charlie out of that truck. Looks like Agent Chapel here isn’t going to be sampling our hospitality today.”
Andre ran back to the pickup, which was parked in front of a house across the way. Its previously unseen occupant jumped down even before Andre could summon him. Charlie, who had been driving the pickup since they left the gate, was older than Andre but not much. He was, however, nearly twice the size of the boy with the mustache tattoo. He was as broad through the shoulders as a wrestler and as tall as a basketball player. His head was shaved, all the better to show the ink inscribed on every square inch of his scalp. Charlie had an image of his own skull tattooed on his face and head and neck, the ink disappearing down into the collar of the polo shirt he wore, then reappearing to cover both his arms down to the tips of his fingers. The sleeves didn’t show his skeleton, though—instead they were crowded with dozens of swastikas, eagles, daggers, and roses with bloody thorns. Both of his elbows were covered in elaborate spiderwebs, and his hands were inscribed with words Chapel couldn’t quite read from that distance. Only his eyes, his teeth, and the wedding ring he wore broke the pattern of ink.
Charlie didn’t seem to be armed. Maybe his appearance was supposed to be intimidating enough.
“In Illinois, about twelve years ago, Charlie there broke a man’s pelvis with his bare hands. You know how hard it is to break a healthy man’s pelvis?” Belcher asked, leaning close to almost whisper in Chapel’s ear.
Chapel did know, actually. He’d been trained in hand-to-hand combat techniques and knew all about such things. He did not answer Belcher’s question, though.
“Did his bit in a federal prison. No time off for good behavior, either. Look at him. An ex-con with that amount of ink. Anywhere else in the country, Charlie would have been on a very short road. He would have been despised every place he went, spat on, probably gotten into one fight too many and killed somebody if he weren’t killed himself.”
Chapel turned to look at Belcher’s face.
“Here, though,” Belcher went on, “here you should see him, with his family. He’s got a pretty little wife he could probably pick up with one hand. She’d giggle if he did that, not scream. They have two of the cutest babies. You see him with them, and he’s the gentlest, most loving thing in God’s creation. You’ve seen Andre’s tattoo. He’s still got some kind of anger in him, that boy. A fire that’s never going to go out. Here, he has a chance to do meaningful work. Maybe make something of himself.”
“You took them in,” Chapel said. “Gave them another chance.”
“That’s right,” Belcher said, nodding.
“You’ll forgive me if I don’t write to the Pope and nominate you for canonization,” Chapel said because he couldn’t stop himself. “But—oh—you wouldn’t want that anyway. The Pope’s Catholic, after all. One of the many kinds of people in the world you hate.”
Belcher grinned, but it was a very strange kind of grin. It didn’t reach his eyes, for one thing. Chapel had been trained to read body language and facial gestures, and he knew the grin was strictly for his benefit—a performance, an act. He expected to read anger in Belcher’s eyes, but it wasn’t there. The man was hiding something, not just from Chapel, not just from anyone else who might be watching, but from himself. Chapel couldn’t get a good read on the man. Maybe that was intentional.
“I didn’t come here to convert to your cause,” Chapel said. “I hope you’ll forgive me if I speak plainly.”
“Out here in the West, we consider that a virtue,” Belcher replied.
Chapel nodded. “Okay, then. I need to speak to you, out of earshot of your soldiers there. I need to talk to you about Ygor Favorov. And the—give or take—three thousand assault rifles he sold you over the last ten years.”
“I assure you I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Belcher said. Chapel opened his mouth to speak again, but Belcher held up his free hand for silence. “But I’m happy to talk about anything you like. No harm in jawing, as my father used to say.”

CHAPTER NINE

Belcher stepped down into the dirt road in front of the clinic and out into the open. He looked up at the drone, then took off his hat and waved at the unmanned plane. “I hate to be uncharitable, but I question your style, Agent,” he said.
Chapel wasn’t technically an agent of any governmental organization, bureau, or department, but he didn’t bother correcting the man.
“You started out with something like manners,” Belcher went on. “You come here alone, you don’t threaten anyone. Not what I would expect from the federals. But then you bring along one of those. You come acting like a man, like a real man, but backed up by a robot—the very symbol of the government we despise. You understand that, right? I just bet you do. When I was a soldier, back in the last century, we understood that men fought men face-to-face. You put your arms up against the other fellow’s, you put yourself in jeopardy, to prove you had the right on your side. The government today, they’d just as soon use drones. Sit in a room half a world away sipping coffee and blow away the bad guys on a computer screen. Like a damned video game. Because that’s what war is to your government, isn’t it? Just a game.”
“I took it pretty seriously myself, in Afghanistan,” Chapel said.
“Oh, you’re a veteran, are you? From the look of you, I’d say air force, am I right?”
Chapel wasn’t sure if Belcher was trying to insult him. “Army. Just like you. Except I was in the Rangers.” He wanted to point out that he hadn’t been dishonorably discharged, either, but he didn’t want to go down that path.
Belcher nodded in appreciation. “First boots on the ground. There’s a proud tradition there. But now we have these things.” He pointed one finger up at the drone. “All right, point taken—it’s no game. No, warfare by robot is business. The business of control. Every day, your government works to take a little more control of how Americans live their lives. These robots let them do so with impunity.”
“Mr. Belcher, I’m sorry, but I didn’t come here to talk philosophy or politics,” Chapel tried, trying to steer the conversation back to the guns.
But, apparently, Belcher felt the need to deliver a sermon, first. “Do you know they’re pushing to get every child in this country fingerprinted before the fifth grade? Oh, they say it’s so they can help find them if they get abducted. You and I know the real reason, though. The same reason they fingerprinted us when we signed on.”
Chapel frowned. “So they could identify our bodies if we were killed in action?”
“So that if we—or those children—ever commit a crime in the future, they can scoop them up right away. They’ve got databases on everything we do, every time we use a telephone, every e-mail we send—”
“If we could just talk about Favorov,” Chapel tried.
But Belcher was on a roll. “This town was my father’s dream. That’s why it bears his name. He wanted to create a world where men—yes, white men—could be truly free. Where no one had to watch them all the time like disapproving parents. All the parents here love their children. They believe in them.”
“Please, Mr. Belcher, I—”
“There are over three hundred kids here,” Belcher said, “many of them just babies. If you send in your jackbooted thugs to take these alleged guns back by force, can you really guarantee their safety?”
Ah. Interesting. Chapel saw, suddenly, exactly why Belcher had felt the need to rhapsodize on freedom and control. He’d put Chapel in a corner where if he insisted that Belcher turn over the guns, he was going to have to take responsibility for any children who were hurt in the process. Which was also a way of saying, if a little obliquely, that the town of Kendred would fight to the last man to keep the guns. Without admitting to anything criminal or making any threats.
Impressive, Chapel thought. The man was a born negotiator. But, luckily, Chapel had his own cards to play. “I can guarantee nobody is hurt here, babies or children or adults, if you’re willing to cooperate. If you and I hash this thing out, just two men talking face-to-face. I can also guarantee you that I’m your last chance to avoid an armed confrontation with a government that can blow this town off the map without putting a single soldier at risk. We don’t need to take the guns back, Mr. Belcher. We need to destroy them. I’m here to hold out an olive branch in the name of limiting collateral damage. But if I fail—if I can’t reach an agreement with you—then we come back with the sword.”
“Good,” Belcher said.
“Good?”
“I like to know what game I’m playing, you see.” He reached over and slapped Chapel on the arm in a playful manner. “I like to know what’s at stake. Come and walk with me—we’ll head over to the warehouses, and maybe we can finish this up before suppertime.”

CHAPTER TEN

“So, this Favorov guy you keep mentioning,” Belcher said.
Chapel cut him off. “There’s no need to play coy. I have an eyewitness who puts you at his house on numerous occasions over the last decade. I know you know who I’m talking about.”
Belcher nodded. He was walking briskly, and Chapel could tell he was in good physical shape. He was taking his time, though. As they passed by the little white houses, he paused to wave at the people inside and give them a smile. To reassure them, perhaps, that everything was fine—that even though they’d been told for years that federal agents were bloodthirsty killers who would destroy their families, that this man here was under control, and Belcher was still in charge. “How did he die?” he asked.
Chapel frowned. “In prison. He was murdered by another inmate. We’re still not sure if it was the Russian mafia or one of yours.”
“One of mine?” Belcher asked over his shoulder. He glanced up at Charlie and Andre, who were following at a discreet distance, just out of earshot.
“Aryan Nation,” Chapel said.
“I have nothing to do with those thugs,” Belcher insisted.
“You recruit from their ranks,” Chapel said. “At least a third of the male population of the SAF were Aryan Nation members while they were in prison.”
“That doesn’t mean I have any connection with that group. And believe it or not, Agent, I don’t. They come sniffing around every once in a while, looking for a handout, looking for a place to hide a fugitive, looking to buy or sell guns and bombs.” Belcher shook his head. “We drive them off without being very ambiguous about it.”
Chapel wanted to growl in frustration. “So you just help former members of the AN pick up the pieces of their lives and get a fresh start. Great. Why do you need three thousand AK-47s to do that?”
“Assuming we even have such guns, and I’m not admitting to anything,” Belcher told him, “we have a right to defend ourselves.”
“Against what? Coyotes and grizzly bears?”
“Against government interference, maybe,” Belcher said. “My organization breaks no laws. We’ve never harmed a human being. But your government still spies on us. It treats us like domestic terrorists. They’ve been trying to infiltrate our ranks with undercover agents. All because they don’t agree with our beliefs. Wouldn’t that make you a little paranoid?”
“I’m not here to justify the actions of the federal government,” Chapel said. “I’m here to get those guns.”
Belcher laughed. “You do know that for free white men like us, that’s pretty much our biggest nightmare? That the government would roll in and take away our weapons?”
“I don’t want all of your guns. Nobody’s trying to take away that shotgun you’re holding, or Andre’s collection back there. I just want the AK-47s. The guns you bought—illegally—from Ygor Favorov.”
Belcher nodded agreeably. He stepped forward around the side of a house, and a huge smile crossed his face. He raised his free arm and gestured for Chapel to come see what he was looking at.
Around the corner, in the front yard of yet another white house, a bunch of children had gathered. They were sitting on the ground with big sheets of brightly colored posterboard and jars of paint. They seemed to be making signs. The children, boys and girls between maybe five and twelve, were incredibly intent on what they were doing, bent over with looks of utter concentration on their faces. Chapel took a step or two closer until he could read what they were painting on the signs.
MISCEGENATION IS A CRIME AGAINST GOD
NO MONGREL BABIES
RACE MIXING HURTS EVERYONE

Chapel’s eyes went wide in horror.
“You might be wondering what this is about,” Belcher said. “You see, there’s a man up in Pueblo, a judge in fact, who is getting married to a Latina woman next week. We’re going to send some of our children up there to stand outside the church and let them know how we feel about that.”
Chapel thought he might throw up. He turned to look at Belcher—
— and found the man already watching his face. Looking to see how he would react.
Chapel couldn’t help himself. “That might be the most disgusting thing I’ve ever seen,” he said.
Belcher nodded, as if confirming something he’d already thought. “Even I have to admit it’s a little tasteless. But necessary.”
“Necessary? You think it’s necessary to send children—little children—to destroy the happiness of a couple just because their ancestors came from different parts of the world?”
Belcher said nothing. He just stood there with that giant smile, looking like the patriarch of some proud family.
“I don’t even want to look at this,” Chapel said. He turned away and started walking—at his own pace this time—toward the warehouses.
“Agent Chapel—” Belcher said, racing after him.
Chapel spun around and stared at him. Now it was his turn to stay silent while he read Belcher’s face.
“The First Amendment to the Constitution,” Belcher said, like a teacher laying out a lesson for a slow student, “guarantees our right to assemble and protest. But right now—you’re not thinking about rights or about freedoms, are you?”
“No,” Chapel admitted.
“No, you’re thinking how much you’d like to call in a fleet of bombers and level this place. Am I right?”
“Pretty much.”
Belcher nodded. “We get that a lot. Now do you see why we might feel the need to defend ourselves?”
Chapel shook his head. “Belcher, you can talk about freedom and rights all you want. It doesn’t matter.” The warehouses were just ahead, across a couple more streets. Chapel headed for them as fast as he could walk. “That’s not what this is about. I have a job to do here, and it’s to get those guns. We know you bought them. We know you have them here. We even have a pretty good idea where you’re hiding them. I am your absolutely last chance to save your repulsive organization, and if you don’t start dealing with me seriously, you’re going to blow this chance, too.”

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Chapel crossed one last dirt road and came to the first of the warehouses, a tall, brick building that dwarfed the white houses. A real road led up to its loading bays, presumably so trucks could come in and take on shipments of machine parts. Chapel hurried across the pavement and climbed up onto a waist-high platform in front of a rolling door. “Open this up,” he said.
“All right,” Belcher said. He climbed up beside Chapel and pressed a button on the side of the door. “It’s never locked. No thieves here in Kendred, after all.”
Chapel shook his head and waited for the door to open. Beyond lay the interior of the warehouse, a shadowy, cool space lined with row after row of shelves. A wide space in the middle of the room was more open but still partially filled, with big wooden crates.
Chapel recognized those crates. They were big enough to hold twenty rifles each. Stamped on the side of each one in Cyrillic characters was the legend AVTOMAT KALASHNIKOVA. He’d seen crates exactly like them in Ygor Favorov’s basement. They were the crates he’d come to find.
“This is it, Belcher. This is where we make our deal. Or I leave here, and I don’t come back—but a couple hundred of my friends, those jackbooted thugs that scare you so much, come in my place.”
“All right,” Belcher said.
“All right? You’re ready to hear my terms?”
“I am.” Belcher looked surprisingly calm.
Chapel tried not to let it ruffle him. “Fine. Then here’s the deal. We take all the guns out of here and destroy them. We’ll try to do it in a polite fashion, but there will have to be inspectors in here verifying we got every last rifle, and that’ll take some time. You agree not to harass or deter our people, and you don’t hold out on us.”
“That’s fine,” Belcher said. “What do I get in return?”
Chapel shook his head. “Much as I don’t like it, you get a free pass.”
“I’m sorry?”
“No prosecution. At least, not for gun charges—we don’t send you to jail for illegally obtaining the rifles. We pretend like you never bought them, and they were never here.”
Belcher lifted his free arm and let it fall again to his side. “Doesn’t seem much in the way of compensation. Those guns weren’t cheap.”
“You must have known where they were coming from when you bought them. We’re not going to pay you back for them,” Chapel told him. “That’s ludicrous.”
“Maybe not fair market value, I understand,” Belcher said, nodding. “But I should get at least a little something for my cooperation, shouldn’t I?”
“I’m not here to bargain. I’m here to tell you how it’s going to happen, that’s all. Either you let me take those crates out of here quietly, or we blow them to smithereens.”
Belcher rubbed his chin as if he were thinking it over. “Those crates? You can have those crates. I’ve got no use for the crates, now.”
Chapel’s heart sank in his chest. He ran over to the stack of crates and pushed back its lid. As he’d thought, the crate was empty. He went to the next crate over and lifted its lid. Empty.
“Very funny,” Chapel said. “Where are the rifles? In another warehouse? Or no—I get it now. The reason you showed me the children. You’ve got the guns stashed in all those houses, don’t you? So we can’t destroy them without putting your children at risk. That’s a pretty lousy move.”
Belcher shook his head. “No, not there, either. You can look if you like. You can look inside any building in Kendred, and I guarantee you won’t find any AK-47 rifles.”
Chapel bit back the first words that came to mind, most of which were obscene. “You knew it would come to this. That we would come looking for the rifles. You thought this would be your chance for a big payday. Am I right?”
“Afraid not,” Belcher said. “Now, I’ve heard you out. I’ve heard what you’re selling. You want to hear my counteroffer?”
Someone moved behind Chapel—he could feel the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. He spun around and saw Andre and Charlie back there, standing between him and the door of the loading dock. Andre had his hunting rifle up, the barrel pointed right at Chapel’s face. Charlie was down in a fighter’s crouch, ready to grab Chapel if he tried to make a run for it.
He heard a metallic click behind him and turned again, this time to see Belcher loading shells into the shotgun he carried.
“My offer is this,” Belcher said. “You take out your sidearm and lay it carefully on the floor, or we fill you full of holes right here.”

CHAPTER TWELVE

Chapel had to admit when he’d been beaten. He saw it all at once—how Belcher had manipulated him. “Nice. You got me angry, got me frustrated. Got me to stop thinking through every move. You knew if you pushed my buttons enough—and gave me crates to play with—I would come in here. Under this roof.”
“Where your little drone friend can’t see you,” Belcher confirmed. “I believe I asked you to relinquish your weapon.”
Chapel nodded. Very slowly, very carefully he drew his pistol and held it up by the barrel. Bending low, he placed it on the concrete floor.
“Kick it over to me,” Belcher said. “No theatrics, now.”
Chapel did as he was told. The pistol skittered and scraped over the concrete. Belcher stepped forward and put his foot on top of it, leaving it where it lay.
“Charlie,” he said, “search the agent. Make sure he doesn’t have any other weapons or listening devices.”
The big, tattooed man was thorough and quick about it. He took Chapel’s wallet and the keys to the rental SUV and stuffed them in his own pockets. When he got to Chapel’s shoulder, he grunted in surprise. “Something wrong with his arm,” he said.
“There’s nothing wrong with it. It’s just a prosthesis,” Chapel told him.
Belcher raised an eyebrow. “Pretty convincing. Does it have a built-in microphone? Does it launch tiny little missiles from the fingers?”
“No. It just does what my other arm does.”
Belcher nodded. “Let him keep it for now. Agent, why don’t you have a seat on the floor there and put your hands on your head.”
Chapel complied, maintaining eye contact with Belcher the whole time. “I thought you were smarter than this.”
Belcher ignored him for the moment. Once Chapel was sitting down, he bent over and retrieved Chapel’s pistol, checked the safety, and put it in his pocket. “Andre,” he said, “I think you know what comes next. Go and tell the others.”
Chapel couldn’t see Andre’s face—he was standing behind Chapel—but he could hear the stammer in Andre’s voice. “It’s… it’s time? Really?”
“This is what we’ve been waiting for. Go on, now. Charlie can back me up here.”
“Hot damn,” Andre said. Chapel could hear him run out of the warehouse, his boots slapping on the concrete floor.
“This won’t work,” Chapel said.
Belcher nodded but didn’t reply.
“If I don’t come out of this warehouse in an hour—and make the right signal that the drone can see—the whole weight of the US military is going to come crushing down on your little racist town, Belcher. You wanted to keep your kids safe? This is the worst thing you could have done. But it’s not too late. You can—”
Belcher nodded at Charlie, and the big tattooed man came up behind Chapel and put a thick arm around his throat, choking off his airway. Charlie pulled upward like he wanted to pull Chapel’s head off his neck. Chapel had no option but to stand up, his shoes kicking at the floor. His vision started to go red, and he felt his chest heave for breath.
The Rangers had trained him for this exact situation, drilling him endlessly in combative moves to escape even a sleeper hold. He shot his left elbow backward, straight into Charlie’s groin, and immediately felt the big man’s grip loosen. But apparently Charlie had been in a few fights before, himself. He stepped backward, pulling Chapel with him and keeping Chapel from getting his feet planted on the floor. He made a fist of his free hand and pounded Chapel hard in the kidney—a move that could kill if it ruptured a blood vessel. Chapel felt his head reel from the pain and thought he might throw up, but he still refused to submit, reaching up with both hands to grab the back of Charlie’s neck, trying to bring the big man down, so he could get his footing.
Then he stopped, because Belcher had come forward and stuck both barrels of his shotgun into Chapel’s stomach.
“I need you alive,” Belcher said, “but you can survive with half a colon. Maybe now it’s your turn to cooperate.”
Chapel lifted his hands in front of him, calculating the odds. If he could grab the shotgun and twist it to the side, so its blast struck Charlie instead—
Unlikely. Belcher was ready for something like that. He would probably pull the triggers the second Chapel started to move.
So instead, he lifted his hands higher, in surrender.
Charlie squeezed his neck, hard, and Chapel fell into unconsciousness in seconds.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Chapel woke to feel hands dragging him, pulling him through a narrow opening. Sunlight flickered across his eyelids, and he opened his eyes, not without some effort. His arms felt sore, so he wriggled them and found he couldn’t move them at all.
“Stop squirming,” Belcher said. It was Belcher who was dragging him, pulling him out of a car door. His belt snagged on something, but then it pulled free, and he felt himself falling, tumbling into the dirt.
He was bound. Belcher hadn’t just tied his hands—Chapel knew a way to get out of that kind of restriction, using his artificial arm. Instead, he’d been tied up cowboy style, with a rope wrapped around and around his torso, pinning his arms to his sides. It had been done well, and Chapel knew he couldn’t wriggle out of it.
“What the hell are you thinking?” Chapel asked. “You can’t tell me you’ve really thought this through.”
“You’d be surprised.”
Chapel rolled over on his side, trying to get his bearings. He’d been driven out into the desert maybe a quarter mile from the town—he could see the white houses off in the distance. He was on top of a low rise on the far side of the town from the road, a place with a good view of a lot of nothing. A single tree stood out from the top of the rise, and in its wavering shade stood a block of granite that looked like a gravestone.
Chapel doubted very much that he’d been brought up here to be buried. Belcher had said he needed Chapel alive, and Chapel had no reason to doubt it. But what, in fact, they were doing up on the rise he had no idea.
Belcher reached down and grabbed the rope that bound Chapel. He grunted and swore as he dragged Chapel a few feet farther through the dust. Then he lifted Chapel’s shoulders and helped him sit up.
“You were only out a little while. Long enough for us to get ready.” Belcher pointed over at the town, and Chapel saw cars and trucks moving between the white houses. It looked like every single person in town was out and moving, loading up the vehicles with long boxes or steel drums, or just running from one place to another. Chapel could see a bunch of children being herded into one of the warehouses by a blond woman, while other women headed over to the clinic building.
“You’re evacuating?” Chapel asked. “Getting everyone to safety before the troops arrive?”
Belcher grinned. “Not exactly. I want to thank you, Agent. I’ve been waiting a real long time for somebody like you, somebody to come along and give me the kick in the backside I needed. The somebody who would tell me my time had come.”
Chapel had no idea what Belcher was talking about, and he had no interest in riddles. “You plan on going down fighting?” he asked.
“How about you worry a little less about what I have planned?” Belcher asked. “I would think you’d have more important things to worry about. Like what’s going to happen to you.”
“I’m not worried about that,” Chapel said.
“No? Given your current predicament—”
“Not as long as my drone is still up there,” Chapel interrupted. The Predator was still circling the town, giving no sign it had seen anything out of the ordinary. It didn’t need to. Chapel was certain Angel had already spotted him and knew he was in trouble. She would already have put out the call for help.
“Huh,” Belcher said. “Yeah, I guess that thing’s served its purpose.” He took a cell phone out of his pocket and sent a quick message.
Down in the town someone—it might have been Andre, but at that distance Chapel couldn’t see the mustache tattoo—stood up in the bed of a pickup. Then he hefted a big tube onto his shoulder and pointed it at the drone. A line of smoke jumped out of the tube’s mouth, and, a moment later, the drone exploded in midair, bits of it pinwheeling in every direction and seeming to hang in midair for a moment before they started to rain back down to earth.
Chapel knew that wasn’t Angel up there—the drone had just been a machine—but he couldn’t help wincing as if it were his operator who had been blown up, not just some very expensive military hardware.
“Was that a Stinger missile?” he asked.
“Favorov wasn’t the only arms dealer I bought from,” Belcher explained.
Chapel shook his head. “You really think that helps anything?”
Belcher came and squatted next to Chapel, so they could speak face-to-face. “You seen anything since you got here makes you think I’m an idiot?” he asked. Chapel didn’t answer, but Belcher didn’t seem to need a reply. “I was army, just like you. I know how this works. Your bosses in Washington, DC, saw that, sure. They probably saw me haul your heavy ass out of that warehouse fifteen minutes ago. But I figure they weren’t expecting this.”
“Oh?”
“You came out here thinking you could talk me into just handing the rifles over if you talked tough enough. But I could tell—the reason you came alone was you wanted to do it quietly. I don’t know why you need those guns back now, but you do, very badly, and you need to make sure nobody finds out they were ever here. Don’t bother telling me if I’m right, I know I am. That means you don’t have an infantry battalion waiting just over the next hill. I’m sure now that things have gone sideways, your people will start mobilizing everything they’ve got to get you back. In fact, I’m counting on their doing just that—I hope they send every goddamned soldier in Colorado after me. But I also know how long it takes the army to do anything. They’ll have to get orders from DC. Then they’ll have to send those orders down the chain of command. Then they’ll have to muster the troops, arrange transportation for them, issue them weapons… it’s gonna be an hour or two before they can even get a helicopter out here to take a look. I’ve got time to do what I need to do. Just.”
Chapel knew Belcher was pretty much right. The need for complete secrecy on this mission had meant Hollingshead couldn’t let the local armed forces bases in Colorado even know that Chapel was in their state, much less give them orders to stand by in case they were needed. Help would be slow in coming, indeed.
“What if you’re wrong?” Chapel asked. “What if they move faster than expected?”
Belcher waved a hand in front of his face as if Chapel’s protestations were flies that merely annoyed him. “Then I die early, and everything I’ve built over the last fifteen years will have been for nothing.” He shrugged. “You can plan for everything, you can plan for anything, but sometimes planning isn’t enough. I’ll take my chances.”

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Chapel said nothing. He bent all his energy instead to testing the knots that held him, seeing if he could wriggle his wrists around enough to get some fingers free. It was a pointless task—as soon as Belcher saw him make any progress, Chapel knew the white-supremacist leader would simply retie him more securely. But it was better than doing nothing, maybe.
“No thoughts? No protests, no insults?” Belcher asked. “I’m surprised, Agent. I thought you’d try to talk your way out of this.”
“No,” Chapel said, with a sigh of resignation. “I’ve got your measure now. You’re a suicidal madman. A zealot. I learned in Afghanistan how worthwhile it is to try to talk reason to somebody who’s willing to die for some idiotic cause.”
That made Belcher laugh. “I hear you. I learned that lesson, too. From my father.” He reached down and grabbed Chapel again and started dragging him across the dirt toward the gravestone under the tree.
Chapel knew better than to think he was being shown the gravestone just to intimidate him. Nor was he surprised to see whose it was. The stone was a simple affair, carved mirror smooth on the sides but left rough on top. The legend read:
KENDRED BELCHER
PATRIOT

The name was surmounted by a swastika.
“That word should never be on the same piece of rock as that symbol,” Chapel pointed out. “The Nazis weren’t even patriots in Germany. They were thugs and gangsters who seized control from the democratically elected government by force.”
“That word means something to you, huh?” Belcher said. “Patriot. That’s what they called me when I joined the army even though I hadn’t shot anybody yet. This man—my father. He taught me everything I know. He taught me how to organize people. How to use words to make them believe. How to stand up for what you know is right.”
Belcher unzipped his pants and took out his penis. With a grunt, he let fly, urinating all over the gravestone.
“I’ve hated that man, and everything he stood for, for as long as I can remember. Couldn’t resist getting in one last crack at him,” Belcher said, zipping back up. “That’s why I brought you up here.”
“To confuse the hell out of me?” Chapel asked.
“To explain everything you’re going to see today.” Belcher smiled down at Chapel. “We’ve only got a few minutes, so save your questions until the end, right?”
Chapel just shook his head.
“He used to beat the crap out of me. I was just a kid—I assumed I deserved that. He would hit me if I got a bad report card and tell me I was failing to demonstrate a racially superior intellect. He would hit me if I didn’t win a Little League game—and if there were black kids on the other team, he would hit me, and he wouldn’t stop. It took me way too long to realize that everything in his life, everything he did and said and thought, was about hatred. About how somebody else was letting him down, or actively conspiring against him. He was fucking crazy is my point. When I finally did understand that, when I was a teenager, I decided I wouldn’t waste my life on that kind of bitter nonsense. But, see, I’d never heard any other point of view. He wouldn’t let me talk to anyone who didn’t agree with him one hundred percent. I was pretty sure that the Jews didn’t actually run the government and that black people weren’t all thieves or lazy idlers, but I had no way of knowing what those people were really like. So I did the only thing I could—I went off and joined the army.”
Chapel remembered the briefing he’d given Hollingshead. Terry Belcher had turned against his father’s teachings and renounced them publicly, then he’d gone off to fight in the First Gulf War. That much he knew. “Don’t tell me you found out in Kuwait that he’d been right all along.”
“Far from it. In my unit, we had black soldiers, and Jewish soldiers, a couple of Asian kids. It was like the United fucking Nations over there, and we all had to live in the same tents, eat the same food, put up with the same goddamned heat and bugs and nothing at all to do. And we fought together, and not a single one of them wasn’t as brave and as willing to sacrifice himself for his buddies as anybody else. They were good people. Real people, who didn’t live for high, abstract ideals. They just wanted to do their jobs and go home. You know all this—you were a soldier.”
Chapel nodded. He had no idea where this was going.
“I loved those guys. Black, white, whatever. And I knew I’d made the right decision. I would have stayed over there in the desert for the rest of my life if I could, away from American bullshit. Well, the war didn’t last that long. We got the news the Iraqi army had surrendered, and we were going home soon. But then one day my CO, who was a real prick, came along and told us we needed to clear out this oil refinery where they suspected some holdouts were hiding, some idiots who wanted to keep fighting for Saddam Hussein or die trying. Our job was to go in there and roust them out. We did. Oh, boy, did we.
“We walked in there with M–16s and grenade launchers, and we met resistance right away, just suppressing fire, but it seemed to come from everywhere. We could have fallen back, let them keep shooting until they ran out of ammunition—we had only taken minor casualties, nobody was dead. But that idiot CO of mine, he decided we needed to scrub that place clean. So he called in some mobile artillery, and they lit that refinery up like Christmas. Of course, he didn’t stop to think that an oil refinery might be flammable. He killed every one of those holdouts, definitely. But the fire he started left six of my buddies in the infirmary, and two more dead. Some of those guys walked through the whole official war without a scratch on them—and suddenly they were going home with third-degree burns, they needed skin grafts and antibiotics and none of them were going to be movie stars. I was lucky, I was behind a Humvee when the torch went up, so I wasn’t hurt. But I bet you know how I felt afterward.”
“Like if you could have taken the place of one of the injured, or the dead, and they could be okay again, you would have done it in a second,” Chapel said. Survivor guilt was one of the toughest things about being a soldier.
“Yeah,” Belcher said, and he lowered his head as if he couldn’t help thinking back to that moment. “And I thought one other thing, too. That my prick CO was going to pay. I went and found him and told him exactly what I thought of him. Maybe I was going to leave it at that. But you know what he said to me? He said he was going to ignore my comments but not because of what had happened to my buddies. Because he knew who my father was. And even though he couldn’t say so in public, he was a fan.”
Belcher chuckled.
“A fan. You get that? My bastard of a father had fans. I didn’t even know. I didn’t know just how… inspirational his words had been. How many people had read his unreadable books and taken them to heart. But this CO of mine, he thought white people were the best kind of people because my father told him so.
“I beat him so hard I was sure he was going to die. I wanted him to. Some MPs came and pulled me off him before I could choke him to death. They had to tase me. They took me to the brig, then they put me on trial. They asked me if I had any kind of defense. I told them everything. I gave them the most impassioned, truthful speech I could possibly write. That’s when they told me how it really worked. It didn’t matter that my CO was an evil asshole. He was my superior. They love that word in the army. You know how much they love it. Superior. The prick had more gold on his lapels than I did, and that meant he was better than me. So I had to go to prison, not because I was wrong but because I was inferior.
“I’d heard that kind of logic before. I’d heard it from my father. He talked about who was superior to who all the time.
“That was the day I figured out what hatred was really for. That you can’t escape it because the world is just so fucked up, you’re going to feel it for one thing or another. You have to embrace it. Use it. And now I had two things to feel hatred for. White-power assholes, and the United States Army.”

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

“This doesn’t make a whole lot of sense,” Chapel said. “You’re one of the most respected members of the white-separatist movement—”
“Nobody’s life makes sense if you just look at what they do in public, Agent. Especially if they’ve got a secret to keep.”
Belcher turned away from the tombstone. He reached down and picked Chapel up, setting him on his feet. “Get in the vehicle, all right? If you try to run or anything, you’re going to get hurt.”
Chapel knew better than to argue. He walked over to the car and—not without some difficulty—wedged himself into the passenger seat. Belcher climbed into the driver’s seat and started the car up. He headed north, across the desert. The car jumped and bounced until they got back on the road. “I wish I had more time to explain this all. Your part in it, especially. See, I’m going to die today, along with a lot of other people. But you’re going to live, I hope. You’re going to live so you can tell people who I really was. And why I did all this.”
“Did all what?” Chapel asked. “You still haven’t told me what you’ve got planned.”
“We’ll get to that. There’s more of my story still.”
Up ahead, on the road, Chapel saw a long convoy of pickups, cars, and panel trucks. He saw men crowded in the beds of the pickups and recognized some of them. It looked like every able-bodied man in the town of Kendred was on the road, headed north, back toward Pueblo. He was afraid to find out why they were going there. He was certain it wasn’t just that they wanted to get away from the attack that was sure to come after they blew up the drone.
“When I got home,” Belcher told him, “with a dishonorable discharge, well, there weren’t a lot of opportunities for me. I was a little surprised, mostly just sad, to find out that my fellow Americans barely knew there had been a Gulf War. Oh, they’d watched CNN and seen Patriot missiles duke it out with scuds over the Kuwaiti border. But they didn’t seem to understand there had been real men, real soldiers over there. I couldn’t find a job, couldn’t get any money together. I’d gone to Kuwait with nothing and came back to less. I was homeless for a while, even. The only people who would give me the time of day were people I hated. My father’s fans.
“They wanted to help me. They wanted to take me into their homes, and all they wanted in exchange was to hear stories about how great and wise and forward-thinking my father had been. They treated me like I was a Second Coming. I wanted to spit in their faces. But when the option is to go sleep under a bridge and eat out of Dumpsters, well… I told myself I was taking advantage of them. Using them, the way the officers in Kuwait had used us. I told myself I was just going to put up with their white-supremacy nonsense long enough to get back on my feet.
“A couple years passed like that. I met so many people, listened to so many screeds. There was one kind of guy I met a lot of. Young men covered in tattoos, full of hate for people they’d likely never met. Guys who had gotten in trouble for what they believed in, thought they were hardcases, and the world was picking on them. I recognized way too much of myself in them, and I knew I could have turned out that way if I’d been dumb enough to believe what my father preached. If I just hadn’t known better. They had the hatred in them, the hate I felt in my own heart. They looked me in the eye, and I could tell they saw it, too. They would come to me and ask me if I knew what they should do with themselves. A lot of them had gotten in trouble with the law. They trusted me because I’d been in prison and because I was my father’s son, and they knew I was smart, and they figured I would have a plan.
“The funny thing about these guys—guys like Charlie and Andre. The funny thing is, for all their hate, for all that the world has kicked them around, they have this incredible quality of optimism. After all they’ve been through, you’d think that reality would have sunk in eventually, but it hasn’t. They’ve seen how the world comes down on you when you don’t think like everybody else. But still they believe. They believe that maybe in their lifetimes, maybe soon after, all their dreams are going to come true. That the white race will be triumphant. They have this dream. And the thing about dreamers is, they’ll do anything to make their dream come true.
“I started getting my big idea, started developing my master plan, right there and then. I knew, you see, that one man alone was never going to make a difference in this world. That I was going to die having achieved nothing. The world doesn’t listen to one man. But a man with an army all his own—well, that’s how history happens, isn’t it?
“I told them what they wanted to hear. I knew all the words by heart because my father had beaten them into me. I told them about mud people and the sons of Ham and about Nordic destiny. I told them we needed to stick together and that we needed to work toward a greater goal. You wouldn’t believe how easy it was. These kids are dreamers, and if you tell them their dreams can come true, no matter how ridiculous they really are, well, they’ll follow you right off a cliff.
“I started recruiting them, one by one. I only wanted the ones who I knew I could trust. There were plenty of skinheads out there who talked a good game, but all they really wanted was to get in fights and listen to terrible music. I had no use for that kind. I wanted the true believers. The ones who would follow my rules. We had to lie low, I said. The world wasn’t ready for our message, so we had to stay free and clean. No drugs. No criminal activity of any kind. We couldn’t afford even so much as a parking ticket because this country would take any excuse, even the slightest, to crush us. Of course, they needed to do something, show their hatred somehow, so I got them doing nonviolent demonstrations.”
Chapel sighed in disgust. “Like picketing biracial weddings.”
“Exactly. That’s why I said it was distasteful but necessary. They needed that outlet, my soldiers. They needed to feel like they were doing something. I despised going to those protests. Afterward, I had to scrape my skin clean in the shower, just to feel human again. But I did it. I went and picketed. I published books by idiots even crazier than my father. I put together an empire based on hatred, and every day I watched it grow stronger. I knew I was getting close to the day when I could finally use that power for my own ends, when they would obey my every command. I knew that day would come sooner rather than later.”
“And that day is now?” Chapel asked. “Why?”
“Because you came along.” Belcher laughed. “I had them train and drill for the day the government would come and raid our little town. I bought all those guns and told my soldiers it was for their defense. I always expected a massed force of ATF and maybe FBI agents. You showing up like you did, just one guy—that I wasn’t really ready for. But I saw I could use it anyway. You’re my excuse, Agent. You’re my justification for why we have to go to war today. And you’re also going to be my witness.”

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The convoy of cars, pickups, and SUVs roared through a residential part of Pueblo, unhindered by traffic lights or stop signs. Chapel saw people out on their porches catching an evening breeze. They watched the vehicles race past with looks of mild disapproval at most—they could have no idea what they were seeing.
Chapel wished he knew himself. Belcher still hadn’t revealed his plan, and there was nothing Chapel could do without knowing where they were even headed. The convoy blasted through town and didn’t stop, and he racked his brain, trying to think of some target, some opportunity for mayhem just north of Pueblo…
“We’ve been training for this for years,” Belcher told him. “Running constant drills. Going over and over the plan, fine-tuning every element. Hatred can fuel you through long nights and so many setbacks.”
“I understand,” Chapel said.
“Oh?”
“I understand your problem, now.” Chapel peered forward through the windshield, looking for any sign of their destination. It was useless—all he could see was a pickup with a bed full of ex-skinheads loosing a chorus of rebel yells. “You were raised on hate. Nobody ever gave you anything to believe in.”
“I believe in my ability to send a message,” Belcher told him. “The world is going to hear this one.”
Chapel nodded. “I’m sure. I even understand, a little. When I was in the seventh grade—well, it wasn’t a great time for me. I’d discovered girls, but they had yet to notice me. All the kids I’d thought were my friends turned out to be jerks. My grades suffered, and I didn’t want to do anything but lie on my bed in my bedroom and listen to my heavy-metal tapes. I used to think about blowing up my school. I mean, I really fantasized about it, about how I would do it, about all the teachers running away on fire. I never thought about how to get away with it without being caught—I wanted the world to know who had done it. But I had good reasons not to do it, too. My family. The one friend I could actually count on, even if sometimes I wasn’t a great friend to him. The history teacher who actually took the time to work with me, to figure out why my test scores were slipping. I figured blowing him up would be kind of, you know, ungrateful.”
“You’re wasting your time, Agent. You’re not going to psychoanalyze me out of doing this.”
“I know,” Chapel told him. “I just hope you’ll have one moment of doubt, somewhere down the line. That you’ll pause for half a second and wonder if you did the right thing, devoting your whole adult life to one colossally stupid act. By the way, when are you going to tell me…”
“Agent? You just kind of trailed off there.”
Chapel shook his head. No. It couldn’t be.
A high-value target north of Pueblo. The airport didn’t count, it was too small to make a big splash in the news even if it were demolished by terrorists. There was an army depot north of the town, but it had barely been used in decades, except as storage for one thing. One leftover from World War I that nobody wanted around anymore, which had been scheduled for destruction for years…
“Belcher,” he said, very quietly. “Belcher, this is—it’s too much. If you blow up those igloos—”
“Figured it out, did you?” Belcher asked. “Won’t be long now.”
Up ahead, at the front of the convoy, someone leaned out of a truck window and started firing an AK-47.
The attack had begun.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Chapel could see little from his position near the rear of the convoy, but he could guess what was happening from the noise and the shouts and the flashes of light.
Pueblo Depot had been a significant army base once, a munitions storage-and-maintenance facility that had supplied half the country with ammunition from bullets to guided missiles. It covered more than twenty-four thousand acres, and had been one of the major dumping grounds for equipment coming back from World War II. The vast majority of the depot had been shut down over the ensuing decades, though—it was so reduced in usage that big parts of it had been leased out to civilians as warehouse space, and what the military still owned was scheduled to be closed in less than five years. Now it was only lightly guarded, definitely not up to a concerted attack by two thousand neo-Nazis. Belcher’s men were overwhelming the gate guards and whatever reinforcements they could call up. The shooting was over in a few minutes, with what looked like only minimal casualties on Belcher’s side.
Once it was clear, Belcher took his truck off the road and headed up toward the gate. Chapel got a good view of the gatehouse, a little booth enclosed in now-shattered glass. An SAF guy in a leather jacket and Doc Martens boots had climbed up on top of the gatehouse and was firing his rifle in the air, while two others pulled the bodies of dead soldiers out of the way of the oncoming vehicles. Someone inside turned off the folding-tire-spike barrier, and pickups and SUVs moved quickly through the opening, spreading out among the buildings just past the fence. Belcher waved vehicle after vehicle through while he studied the road behind them, occasionally glancing at his watch.
“Your friends should be here soon, Agent,” Belcher said. “We’re going to have to move quickly. But we’ve run enough drills we should be okay. My people know the layout of this base like the backs of their hands.”
“Those soldiers never did anything to hurt you,” Chapel insisted, watching a body get dragged up to the fence surrounding the base. A skinhead propped the dead man up to look like he was sitting, then slapped the dead face playfully. Chapel felt his stomach turn over. “You hated the brass in your unit in Kuwait? Fine, go get revenge on them. These were just kids, doing their job.”
“Nice speech,” Belcher said. “You have any more like that, why don’t you save it for the media when this is all over? If you live through this, you’re going to be a star. Every news outlet in the country’s gonna want to hear your story.”
Chapel shook his head but said nothing.
Belcher got the last of his vehicles inside the fence, then pulled his own truck up to the gate. He waved at a neo-Nazi in the gatehouse, and Chapel heard the sound of a hydraulic system starting up. Looking out his window, he saw the vehicle-deterring spikes rise from the gateway, directly under Belcher’s truck. A row of steel spikes on a hinge, they were designed to shred the tires of any vehicle stupid enough to try to charge the gate. They hadn’t stopped Belcher’s men, but now Belcher intentionally drove over them, first forward, then back, until all four tires of his truck popped with a noise like low-caliber gunshots. The truck sank a few inches, one corner at a time.
Chapel knew what he was doing. Belcher didn’t need the truck anymore—he didn’t plan on driving out of here—so he had turned it into an obstacle. When the army arrived to retake the Pueblo Depot, they would find the truck sitting there on its rims, blocking the gate. It would take a real effort to tow it out of the way, especially if the tow truck was under heavy fire the whole time.
“We walk from here,” Belcher said. He jumped down from the driver’s seat and ran around to Chapel’s side to help him out of the car. Belcher kept a pistol in his hand the whole time as he gestured for Chapel to move forward, into the base.
He saw more bodies as he walked in, and bloodstains across the concrete. Up ahead, Belcher’s private army were moving through a cluster of small buildings, checking every angle, breaching every door to make sure they’d gotten all of the base’s soldiers. Belcher prodded Chapel down a wide thoroughfare with disused barracks buildings on either side. Before they’d gotten very far, though, he grabbed Chapel’s shoulder to make him stop. Andre and a skinhead in a black polo shirt came running up, dragging another man between them. The man was balding, maybe fifty years old, wearing a short-sleeved button-down shirt and chinos. He didn’t look like a soldier, in other words. He was weeping openly as he was pushed forward to fall on his knees in front of Belcher.
“Please,” he begged. “Please.” He couldn’t seem to say anything else.
Andre smacked him across the back of the head, and he shut up. “We found him in one of the civvy warehouses, hiding under a forklift.” Andre laughed. “Picked the wrong day to do inventory, huh?”
“What’s your name?” Belcher asked the man.
The balding man was too scared to answer. He put his hands together like he was praying and stared up at Belcher with hopeful eyes.
Chapel had to do something. “Come on, Belcher, he’s nothing to you. Let him go.”
“He’s in my way,” Belcher said, and pressed the barrel of his pistol against the man’s forehead. “That’s reason enough. I’m on too tight a timeline for any kind of distractions.”
“You said you needed witnesses,” Chapel pleaded.
“I’ve already got you.” He pulled the trigger. Chapel had seen enough men die in his lifetime. He turned his head and didn’t look as the body fell to the concrete.
“Come on,” Belcher said when it was done. “I want you to see something real special.” He grabbed Chapel’s shoulder and shoved him hard to get him moving again.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Sporadic gunfire made Chapel jump as he was herded through the base. He didn’t know if the neo-Nazis were shooting at anyone or just firing their guns in celebration. They lacked the discipline of real soldiers, but Belcher didn’t seem to mind that they were wasting ammo and making way too much noise as they laughed and whooped with success. Maybe he figured they deserved to have a little fun since they were all going to die in an hour or so.
None of them looked scared. None of them showed even an iota of regret. “What about their families?” Chapel asked, when none of them were in earshot. No women had come along for this particular bloodbath. “What about their wives?”
“The women who were dumb enough to marry skinheads and white-power assholes?” Belcher asked, quietly. “They’re still back in Kendred, armed to the teeth. When the ATF or the army or whoever shows up to investigate, they’ll have a nasty surprise waiting for them. Those women are just as ready to die as their men.”
“What about all those kids you showed me?”
“They’re being herded into an underground bunker where they’ll be safe. Those kids still have a chance, if they can get away from their parents. The state will have to take care of ’em,” Belcher told him. “Find them nice new homes. Find them families who will teach them better than this lot could. Maybe they’ll grow up not hating anybody. Doesn’t that sound nice?”
“You’re willing to sacrifice all these lives—including your own—just to make a point,” Chapel said, scarcely believing it. “You care to tell me what the point actually is? Beyond just how much you hate everyone?”
“Isn’t that enough?” Belcher asked, then he laughed. “You’ve got me all wrong, Agent. You think I’m trying to send a message, here? That’s a common misconception about terrorists.”
“So you admit that’s what you are? A terrorist?”
“As in someone who uses fear as a weapon? Yeah, I accept that label. Your lot, the media, the vast majority of people in this country, they’ve got the wrong idea about terror, though. They think your suicide bombers, your hijackers, your abductors are political dissidents. That they’re using TV and the newspapers to get their cause some attention. But you actually talk to real terrorists, that’s not the word they use for themselves. They call themselves soldiers. I’m not here to tell America that white supremacy is bad. If they can’t figure that out for themselves, they’re too fucking stupid to understand anyway. No, I’m here to punish.”
“Punish? Punish who?” Chapel asked.
“The white-power movement. The US Army. Everyone who ever wronged me. I don’t claim to be a deep man, Agent. I live by a very simple code. You blacken my eye, I break your neck. My father’s fans are going to die here today. The men who threw me in jail for beating up my CO will die here today.”
“That’s it? That’s all this is about?” Chapel asked. “You’re just working out your daddy issues, and all these people have to die for—”
Belcher’s arm flashed forward, the butt of his pistol coming right at Chapel’s mouth. Chapel had time to roll his jaw to one side, but nothing more, so the impact just tore open his cheek instead of breaking half his teeth. He staggered backward, trying not to fall down. It was tough with his arms tied, but, somehow, he managed. He turned to face Belcher again as blood dripped onto his shirt.
“I think I warned you about making speeches. If you try it again, I’ll have you gagged,” Belcher told him. “Now. Let’s get to the igloos. We’re burning daylight.”

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Belcher walked him at a brisk pace past a series of administrative buildings and civilian warehouses. Beyond those lay a vast open area with its own perimeter fence, a stretch of ground where sunflowers and scrub grass grew in wild profusion. The ground out there wasn’t flat but studded with row after geometrically precise row of low mounds, all the same shape. They had steep sides covered in grass, and they might have looked like a natural feature of the landscape except that each mound had a door set into one side, all facing the same direction.
As soon as Chapel had known Belcher planned on taking the Pueblo Depot as his prize, he’d known why. He’d understood that Belcher hadn’t built his town or gathered his army in Colorado by chance. He’d been planning this the whole time, because this was the one place he could find such easy access to weapons of mass destruction.
The mounds out there—the common term for them was igloos— might look like bunkers, but they were designed not to resist attack from outside but to contain an accidental explosion from within. Each of them was filled to capacity with artillery shells, and every one of those shells had a very nasty payload. This was one of only two remaining stockpiles of chemical weapons in the United States.
And now it belonged to Belcher.
The madman dragged Chapel over to the igloos and pushed him down to his knees in the grass and sunflowers, not fifty feet from one of the doors. Belcher waved over a couple of his men, and they moved quickly to the door. It would be locked, of course, sealed up tight, but they had an answer to that. One of them had a wad of plastic explosives that he molded around the lock. The other had a detonator.
Every muscle in Chapel’s body tensed as they prepared to blow the door. If the charge they used was too big, if it set off any of the rounds stored inside, poison gas would come billowing out of the doorway right in Chapel’s direction.
There was a sharp bang, and a little puff of smoke jumped away from the door. Belcher’s men moved in again and pried the door open with a crowbar. It was designed to be airtight, and it squeaked as they tore away the rubber seal around its edges. Finally, they got it open. No gas issued forth—they’d used just the right amount of explosive.
Belcher dragged Chapel back to his feet and pushed him forward, through the door, and into the dark chamber beyond. Its sloping walls loomed over him, pressing down on him, but claustrophobia was the least scary thing in that igloo.
Before him stood stacks of wooden pallets, lined up in perfect rows. Each pallet held sixty-four artillery shells packed tight together. The shells were painted bluish gray with green print on them, and each was labeled HD GAS.
“Mustard gas,” Chapel said.
In his mind’s eye, he saw the trenches of World War I, with soldiers in gas masks and Brodie helmets running away from yellow clouds that came streaming along the ground. Chapel knew his military history. He knew what that gas could do. It was a vesicant, a blistering agent—those were just technical terms. The gas burned human flesh on contact. It could blind you if it got in your eyes. If it got in your lungs, it could make you cough away your life. Even if you had a functioning gas mask, it would seep right through your clothes. Just standing in a cloud of it could leave you maimed and in agonizing pain for the rest of your life.
Any one of those shells was enough to poison an infantry battalion. This one igloo contained maybe a couple thousand shells, on pallets stacked four high. And there were hundreds of igloos—
“Doing the math in your head?” Belcher asked. “I’ll save you some time. There are about 780,000 shells stored in these igloos. About seven percent of all the gas shells this country ever made.”
Chapel knew exactly what Belcher planned to do with those shells. He was going to wait until he could get as many soldiers as possible in the vicinity, then he was going to set them off all off at once. The cloud would be too big, too dense for anyone to run away from it. All those soldiers, and all of his men, would be trapped under a choking, burning fog. The death toll would be unthinkable.
Except that Belcher had thought about it. He’d thought about it for fifteen years. He’d considered exactly what would happen. He’d figured out how to make it as deadly as he possibly could. And he’d never doubted that he had a right to do it, not for a second.
“I still can’t believe my luck,” Belcher said. He was beaming at the shells as if they were his children, and he was a proud papa. “They were supposed to destroy all these, you know. The government was going to incinerate them all by 2012. I was so worried that all my work would have been for nothing. But then government incompetence came to the rescue, and the deadline passed, and the shells remained. I probably would have had to declare my war soon, even if you hadn’t come along, Agent. I’m so glad you dropped by when you did.”
“Belcher, you need to stop this,” Chapel said. He would beg if he had to. “Gas isn’t like conventional weapons. You can’t control it. If the wind blows the wrong way, the cloud could spread. It could blow southwest and hit every single person in Pueblo, that’s a hundred thousand people—”
“No it won’t,” Belcher said.
“What?”
“You don’t know this land like I do,” he told Chapel. “This time of year, the wind never blows west. You know what a Foehn wind is? Maybe you’ve heard of the Chinook? The air hits the tops of the mountains, then gravity pulls it down fast, pulling it right across the plains, all in one direction.”
Chapel thought of the giant wind turbine he’d seen on the road outside of town. “Wait—so it blows eastward?”
Belcher nodded. “The people of Pueblo are probably safe. But given the size of the plume I’m going to make, anyone to the east might want to hold their breath. It’ll probably stretch as far as Kansas. Might hit Wichita or even Topeka before it dissipates.”
“Jesus,” Chapel said. “You could poison a million people—you have to stop this. You can’t be that evil, you must—”
“Agent, you’ve been talking to me all day. You know I have no problem hurting people. Killing them. My only regret right now is that I won’t be around to see just how bad things are going to get.”
“You’re willing to die for this? For just this?” Chapel asked.
Belcher put his hands on his hips and rolled his head on his neck. He was bursting with energy, with excitement. He looked like he might start salivating. Fifteen years of planning, and now his big day had arrived. “I’ve been beat up, abused, insulted for the whole length of my life. I don’t think I’ll miss it much. But this—this thing I’m doing today, well, that’s my legacy. After this, the whole world is going to know my name. They’ll forget that my father ever existed.”

CHAPTER TWENTY

“Get moving,” Belcher told his underlings. “Get these doors open.” Two-man teams spread out among the igloos, already kneading their lumps of plastic explosives in their hands. Belcher started to give more orders, but at that moment Charlie, the big, tattooed guy, came running up to bring some news.
“We’ve got helos coming in from the north, sir,” he said.
“Already?” Belcher asked. He checked his watch. “How many?”
“Just two so far,” Charlie said.
Belcher nodded. “Those are just doing recon. The main force is still on its way. We need to bring those two down—get men with Stingers up on the administrative buildings. Tell them not to fire until the helicopters are well within range. We can’t afford to waste any of those missiles.” He turned to look at Chapel. “I don’t want your friends just paving this place over with bombs. I need to discourage them from committing air support.” It seemed he wanted Chapel to know every detail of his plan. So, afterward, he could explain how it had gone down, of course. A witness was only as good as the things he saw or heard.
“A good bombardment on the igloos would be perfect for dispersing the gas,” he told Chapel. “But then I wouldn’t get as many infantry in my cloud. No, I need them to commit ground forces. If I shoot down enough helicopters, they’ll bring in the troops, if just to take out my missile positions.”
“They can do that with snipers, or artillery,” Chapel said, wishing it were true.
But Belcher had been in the army. He knew standard operating procedure. “Too much ground to cover, and they know what I have here. They can’t afford to put us under siege and wait us out—they’ll need to make a full assault.”
“Drone strikes. Hellfire missiles are pretty accurate,” Chapel countered.
Belcher smiled. “Are you actually giving me advice?”
“I’m trying to convince you this isn’t going to work,” Chapel said.
“Well, you can stop. I know the majority of the drone forces are already tasked overseas. What they could bring to bear here would be just a handful of old, first-generation Predators, and that would never be enough. I’m going to get my infantry attack, one way or another.”
He walked away from Chapel then to greet a line of men coming up with wheelbarrows. They were hauling hundreds of identical parcels, and when they came close enough, Chapel saw what gifts they bore. Each of the parcels was made of a small oil drum with a cheap cell phone duct-taped to it. Homemade bombs, probably stuffed full of diesel fuel and fertilizer. The cell phones would be wired to detonators—as soon as someone called their numbers, they would set off the explosives. They had hundreds of the bombs, enough to put one in each igloo. They weren’t very big, but they didn’t need to be. The shells stored in those igloos were all loaded with explosive warheads of their own. Once the bombs went off, they would trigger a chain reaction inside the igloos, cooking off the shells like strings of firecrackers. The igloos’ reinforced walls were designed to contain such a blast, but with the doors open, the shock waves of the repetitive explosions would only push the gas out faster, turning each igloo into a jet of dense mustard gas.
Another group of men came up pushing carts full of what looked like army uniforms, until Chapel saw the gloves and hoods attached to them. A neo-Nazi held one up by its shoulders to show Belcher, and Chapel got a good look at it and confirmed what he’d suspected. They were NBC suits—nuclear bacteriological chemical protective suits—designed to protect soldiers from the very sort of weapons stored at the depot. Chapel had trained in such a suit back in basic, years and years ago, and knew they were clunky and uncomfortable and got ridiculously hot, but they were far more flexible and tough than civilian hazmat suits. Like all the best army technology, they were heavily overdesigned. They were airtight, with an integrated rebreather system built into a backpack, so the wearer didn’t need to rely on outside air that might be tainted or full of radioactive dust. The suits inflated slightly when you put them on, giving them a positive internal pressure so even if they were pierced—say, by an enemy bullet—your air would leak out and the contaminated air outside wouldn’t leak in. The uniform parts were even lined with a thin sheet of lead to keep out ionizing radiation.
It made sense that a good supply of the suits would be on hand in one of the otherwise-empty warehouses back by the administrative buildings—if anyone was ever going to need them, it would be the guards who worked at the depot. Chapel was surprised, though, to see that Belcher had called for them.
“I thought you wanted to go down in a blaze of glory,” Chapel called out, trying to get Belcher’s attention.
The terrorist looked over at him with a grin. He didn’t answer—he didn’t need to. Instead, he took a combat knife from his belt and started slicing through the reinforced fabric of the suit his underling held. The suit was designed to resist punctures, and the lead lining would make it like trying to cut through a tin can. Belcher had to saw away for a while just to make a good hole in the suit, but when he was done, he held it up and showed it to all his gathered people. “When Cortez came to Mexico, when he knocked over the Aztecs, his men saw the odds against them,” he announced.
The neo-Nazis around him looked confused, but every eye stayed on Belcher, every ear strained for what he would say next.
“Cortez knew there could be no going back. So you know what he did? He went down to the ships that had brought his men to Mexico. And he set every one of them on fire. The message was clear. He was demanding nothing less than total commitment. That’s all I’m asking from you. There aren’t enough of these for all of us. So nobody gets one. Not even me!”
There was some cheering at that, though it wasn’t exactly the hooting and hollering Chapel had heard after the neo-Nazis first stormed the depot. Nobody complained or protested, though.
All these men were ready to die for their cause.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Chapel heard the helicopters coming and looked up, but it seemed he was the only one. The neo-Nazis were too busy cutting up NBC suits or moving bombs into igloos. They had jobs to do, and none of those jobs included watching the sky.
Chapel, whose only job was to watch and remember, saw it all.
There were two helos, one slightly ahead of the other. They had the tandem cockpits and underslung chain guns of AH-64 Apaches, and they were moving fast. Because they were heading straight toward Chapel, though, they seemed to just hang in the air as if they were defying gravity, slowly getting bigger as they approached.
He expected them to switch on their loudspeakers and broadcast a warning, but it looked like they weren’t taking any chances. The one in the lead had two Hellfire missiles and a pair of Hydra 70 rocket pods mounted on its hardpoints—before Chapel even thought it was in range, it opened up with the rockets, smoke whipping out of the pods’ barrels and wreathing the aircraft before the rotor wash could whisk it away. The rockets moved too fast for Chapel to see, but he felt the ground shimmy as one after another of them hammered home. In the distance, he heard someone scream.
One or two of Belcher’s workers glanced up, but there was nothing to see, so they went back to their tasks. Andre handed Belcher a cell phone, and he listened to it for a moment, nodding. “Wait for it,” he said, though not into the phone. “Let them get just a little closer…”
The lead Apache loosed its Hellfires, and Chapel could see them coming in, arcing down toward the administrative buildings over by the main gate. He didn’t know what the helicopter’s gunner was choosing to target—maybe it was trying to clear the truck Belcher had left stuck in the gate—but this time the ground shook like it had been hit with an enormous mallet. As soon as the Hellfires were free, the helo backed off, shrinking in the distance as its partner moved in.
“Don’t let him get away,” Belcher shouted. There was no way the Stinger teams up near the gate could have heard him, but at that same moment one of them launched, the surface-to-air missile streaking up toward its target on a finger of smoke. The helicopter tried to maneuver, swinging sideways in the air, but the Stinger was heat-guided and compensated effortlessly. It took the helicopter in the tail section and sent its fuselage spinning up in the air before the helicopter dropped like a rock.
Chapel closed his eyes. He knew the helicopter’s crew had just died to make a point—the attack with rockets and missiles had been the equivalent of a shot across a ship’s bows, a declaration of hostilities. The helo crew couldn’t have guessed that Belcher had the kind of firepower that could take them down.
They were soldiers. Chapel knew they’d sworn an oath to protect their country, just as he had. It still didn’t make it easy to think about how they were dying on the desert floor, crushed under the weight of their own vehicle.
The crew of the second helicopter, the one that had just started its attack run, was smart enough to abort and swing away, trying to maneuver back out of range of Belcher’s antiaircraft weapons. They didn’t quite make it. A second Stinger touched the helicopter’s skids, and Chapel saw smoke and light fill its cockpit. Instead of spinning down to a crash, the machine disintegrated in midair, raining down components and burning fuel. It had never had a chance to fire off a single munition, and its rockets and missiles burst in the air as they tumbled toward the ground.
Four men dead already, and the real fight to reclaim the depot hadn’t even begun. Belcher grunted once in satisfaction and got back to work as if nothing had happened. Andre handed him a new phone, a top-of-the-line smartphone that looked like it had just been unboxed.
“I’ve added all the detonators as contacts,” Andre told his leader. “All you have to do is send a single text message to all contacts. The message doesn’t matter. All you need to do is make the detonator phones beep, and they’ll kick off.”
Belcher looked at the smartphone in his hand for a while as if he were a kid being handed the key to a toy store. Then he smiled at Andre and patted him on the cheek. “Good work. Are the bombs all in place?”
“Just finishing up the last of them. When are you… I mean, when will you send that text?” Andre asked, and Chapel thought he looked a little bit nervous.
“Not until we see the whites of their eyes,” Belcher told him. “Head back to your station now and get those Brownings unlimbered, okay?”
Andre bowed his head and nodded, then ran off at a good clip, anxious to do his master’s bidding. When he was gone, Belcher walked over to where other minions were cutting up the NBC suits. They were making slow progress, but he smiled and gave them a few kind words, and that seemed to spur them on.
Chapel glared at the man. “You going to save one of those for me?” he asked. “I can’t be much of a witness if I die in your cloud.”
Belcher laughed. “Oh, don’t worry. I’ve got some protection for you, Agent.” A couple of his men laughed along, as if they got the joke. One of them had a duffel bag slung over his shoulder. He took something dark and flexible out of it and handed it to Belcher, who brought it over to Chapel. “See? You’ll be nice and safe.”
Chapel couldn’t figure out what he was holding for a second. Then he saw the heavy, drooping canisters and small round eyeshields of a gas mask. The kind one of those World War I soldiers might have worn in the trenches.
“Very funny,” Chapel said. “You know as well as I do those were useless against mustard gas.”
“That’s not true. This is going to keep you from breathing the stuff. So you won’t choke to death on your own burned lung tissue. It’ll keep you from being blinded as well, so you can see everything.”
Chapel shook his head. “But the gas will seep right through my clothes. I’ll be burned all over the rest of my body.”
Belcher shrugged. “I said you would live through this day. I didn’t say you wouldn’t wish you were dead.” He lifted the mask and pulled it down over Chapel’s head, then pulled the straps tight to hold it in place.
With it on, Chapel’s visual field was reduced to two small circular windows that cut all of his peripheral vision and made it impossible to look down. The heavy canisters pulled at his chin, making it hard to even lift his head. The mask stank of old rubber and someone else’s dried spit. He could hear almost nothing but his own heavy breathing.
“It’s about to get too dangerous for you out here in the open,” Belcher told him. “It’s time for you to bunker up.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Andre shoved Chapel toward a small building near the center of the depot, shielded on all sides by various administrative buildings. It didn’t look like much, and it was smaller on the inside, but that fact alone was important. The walls were made of concrete at least a foot thick, enough to keep out bullets and even small artillery rounds. There were no windows in the little building, but it was lined with television screens receiving a live feed from every side of the base. Clearly, it was a command post, from which the depot’s commanding officer could keep tabs on everything that happened around him without having to stick his head out the door and look.
It looked like that hadn’t been enough, though. A wide swath of blood painted the threshold of the door—apparently whoever had been on duty in here had stepped outside when the attack started but hadn’t made it very far. He’d left a coffee cup sitting on a control panel just to the right of the door. Whoever he’d been, Chapel uttered a silent prayer for his soul, by way of apology. He couldn’t help but think he was responsible for the attack. Belcher probably would have stormed the depot eventually, but Chapel’s arrival had prompted him, and for that he was distinctly sorry. How many men had already died? How many more would be lost before the day was over?
He hadn’t given up hope—he was too stubborn to ever do that—but he had to admit the situation looked grim. He could see little through the eyeholes of the gas mask, and he was having trouble breathing through the heavy filters. The rope that bound him wasn’t getting any looser. He was unarmed, and Andre, with his rifle and pistol, was standing between Chapel and the door.
And even if he could get away, if he somehow spontaneously developed the strength to break his bonds, what could he do? There were two thousand armed neo-Nazis outside that door, all of them ready to shoot at the slightest provocation. And then there was Belcher. One quick phone call, and Belcher could unleash Armageddon on the state of Colorado and points east. Even if Chapel possessed a tank battalion to play with, he didn’t know if he could stop the terrorist in time.
Chapel was, to put it one way, royally screwed.
As if to drive the point home, Andre slammed the door shut. He drew his pistol and leaned up against the doorframe, his eyes securely fixed on Chapel. “Might as well have a seat,” he said.
Chapel looked around the room for a chair. Without any peripheral vision, he’d taken in only a few details of his new prison cell. He found the chair almost right away, tucked neatly under the control panel, but while he was looking for it, he spotted something else. There was a telephone, a plain old-fashioned handset receiver, mounted on the control panel. It had a keypad and looked like it was perfectly capable of making calls outside the base.
If he could only get in touch with Angel, his operator—if he could tell her what was going on, get word to Director Hollingshead and tell him to pull back his troops, to not attack the depot, that would buy some time.
Of course, if he tried that, Andre would just shoot him.
“I don’t suppose,” he said, “that this is the point where you tell me you’re an undercover ATF agent, and this whole time you’ve been waiting to help me.”
Something suspiciously like a smile twisted the corner of Andre’s mouth.
“Good one,” he said.
Yeah, Chapel thought. That would have been too easy. “No,” he said, “you strike me as the genuine article. A purebred Nordic warrior type. The kind of guy who would have been in the front rank of a Viking raid, biting his shield and frothing at the mouth. A berserker.”
“You don’t know shit about what that means,” Andre snarled.
“You think I didn’t do my homework before I came out here? I know that most of those guys out there are just posers. They liked the look of the tattoos, or maybe they even thought Belcher was onto something with his talk of separatism. But they’re not really committed, not like you. They don’t feel it in their bones. They don’t feel the need to fight for their heritage. When the time comes, you think they’ll even fire their weapons? Or will they toss them down and put their hands up and say, ‘please, Daddy, I was just playing!’ ”
Andre shook his head, but there was a sort of faraway look in his eyes. Chapel knew he’d touched on something there. Andre came from a macho culture that valued how hard a man was over all else. How well a man could hit, and how well he could take a hit in return. Men like that needed to constantly prove themselves. Guard duty wasn’t going to sit well with him.
“Shame you’re stuck here babysitting me, while the real action is outside,” Chapel said, choosing his words carefully. “You could be on the front lines, making a difference. Instead, you’re here watching me, your biggest enemy, and making sure I don’t get hurt like a bitch.”
“I’ve got my orders,” Andre told him.
“I guess Belcher figured he knew what you were worth,” Chapel said.
That did it. Andre was on him in a second, throwing him down on the floor and jumping on top of him. He rammed his fist three times into Chapel’s stomach, knocking the breath out of him and making Chapel suck for air inside the stinking gas mask.
“You know nothing,” Andre howled. “You got no idea what it means to be a soldier of the white race!”
He reached down to his belt and drew a long, thin knife, something like a medieval dagger. He brought it up to tap the point on one of the gas mask’s eyeshields. “I should mark you,” he said. “I should carve a swastika right on your chest, so you never forget who you fucked with.”
For the first time, Chapel wondered if he should have gone with the tattoos.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Chapel could see the doubt in Andre’s eyes. The kid with the Hitler-mustache tattoo wanted so badly to skin Chapel alive, but he knew he shouldn’t. He had his orders. Belcher must have really gotten through to him, to give a violent punk like this some sense of discipline—but then, Belcher had been trained in leadership by the army, and Chapel knew how effective their lessons could be.
Andre pulled the knife away from Chapel’s face and started to get back on his feet. If Chapel didn’t push him again, the kid was just going to go back to guard duty, and Chapel would have achieved nothing but getting himself punched in the stomach.
Of course, if he pushed the kid too hard, Andre would just kill him.
When the Rangers had taught him this kind of psychological manipulation, they’d been very clear that it would backfire sometimes. But Chapel didn’t see any other way to move forward.
“Huh,” Chapel said. “I see it, now.”
Andre squinted at him.
“It’s subtle. I guess maybe just half.”
“What the hell are you jawing about?” the kid demanded.
“Your nose. I didn’t really notice it before, but yeah, definitely. You’re a little bit Jewish, aren’t you?”
“Shut up.”
Chapel laughed. “Wow. Talk about overcompensating. Was it your mother or your father? If you tell me it was one of your grandparents, I’ll believe you, but—”
“Shut up!” Andre howled. “It just looks that way because it’s been broken so many times!”
Ah. Chapel had hit a nerve. It had been a wild guess—the kid’s nose was a little bent, and for all Chapel knew, the explanation was correct. But in a group like Belcher’s, such minor differences would always be observed and commented on. “If it was your mother, that technically makes you a Jew,” Chapel said. “If it was your father, then—”
“I swear to God I will cut you open if you say one more word,” the kid shouted.
Chapel nodded. “I get it. You’re no berserker after all. No wonder Belcher put you in here with me. Keep the untrustworthy types all in one place, right? It makes—”
The kid was fast. He twirled around and fell right on top of Chapel and the knife went into Chapel’s guts.
He had intended to get Andre to leave the room, to leave him alone so he could work on his bonds. If that didn’t work he’d figured he would taunt Andre into fighting him, certain the kid’s code of honor would mean Chapel had to be untied so it was a fair match. He had definitely not intended to be stabbed.
The pain was incredible. He felt like he was being sawed in half. Hot blood sluiced down his side toward the floor, and his lungs seized as his chest constricted, and for a second all he could see was red light. The knife came out of his body, and it was almost worse, the serrated edge tearing open whole new parts of him, and Chapel felt dizzy and nauseous and like he was going to die.
But then he felt something else. A strange looseness in his chest, as if he were falling to pieces. As if pieces of him were falling away. Maybe as if he were shedding his skin. His right arm, his good arm, felt sudden prickly and numb as blood coursed through its veins.
The knife, he realized, had cut more than his flesh. It had cut the ropes holding him, too.
Above him, Andre lifted the knife for another strike.
If he’d been anybody else, if he hadn’t been Jim Chapel, that would have been it—his death. He wouldn’t have been able to fend off that blow. His right arm had fallen asleep long ago, losing all feeling where it was held against his torso.
But Chapel had a left arm that was made of servomotors and silicone and wires. That arm never went numb or got sore from being cramped in one position. That arm worked just fine.
The ropes twisted and fell away from his arm as he shot his artificial hand upward, trying to grab Andre’s wrist. Instead, the point of the knife went right through the silicone flesh that covered the hand, grating as it slid between two metal fingers. For a nasty second, Chapel and Andre both stared at the knife impaling Chapel’s hand. There was no blood, but Chapel could clearly see the point sticking through his artificial skin, and his brain immediately processed that information just one way: He’d been impaled. That was supposed to hurt. There were no pain receptors in his artificial arm, but his brain refused to be put off so easily.
He screamed. So did Andre.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

A little strength was returning to his right arm as fresh blood seeped through its capillaries. Chapel reached up with clumsy fingers and grabbed the hilt of the knife away from Andre. The boy was too shocked to resist. Chapel nearly dropped the knife as he pulled it free of his left hand, but somehow he held on to it.
“No,” Andre said. “No, you’re some kind of a—a—”
There was no time to waste. Chapel turned the knife around in his hand and struck out hard, catching the kid across the temple with the knife’s pommel. Andre howled in pain and threw himself to one side, off Chapel’s body. Chapel threw the knife away and grabbed for the kid’s neck with both hands. He knew exactly where to push, and soon he’d cut off the blood flow to Andre’s brain. The neo-Nazi’s eyes rolled up in his head, and his eyelids fluttered shut as he dropped like a stone into unconsciousness.
When it was done, when Andre was passed out and no longer a threat, Chapel let himself breathe. Just breathe, just pant for oxygen. The wound in his stomach was bad, and he was losing blood at an alarming rate.
He had to move. He had to keep going. He couldn’t just lie there and die.
First things first. Andre wouldn’t be out for long, he knew. He used the bloodstained rope that had bound him before and hog-tied the kid. He pulled off Andre’s boots and socks and used one of the socks to gag him.
The neo-Nazi was already starting to wake up by the time Chapel was finished. When he opened one bleary eye, Chapel squatted down and stared into it.
“That’s got to be the world’s stupidest tattoo,” he said.
Andre struggled, but he couldn’t escape his bonds. Good. That had been the point of taunting the kid. Chapel didn’t want him getting loose and alerting Belcher to the fact Chapel was free.
He went through Andre’s pockets and found a cell phone. For a second, he considered what to do with that, then he just pulled out the battery and smashed the screen with the pommel of the knife. If Belcher called Andre to find out what had happened, the call wouldn’t go to voice mail now—which Belcher would certainly take as a sign something had gone wrong. Instead, the call would just fail, which might mean anything.
Next, Chapel had to tend to himself. There was nothing he could do for the pain or the shock, but he had to stop the blood loss. He tore up his own shirt and made bandages he could wrap around his abdomen, pulling them so tight he nearly made himself pass out. He shoved Andre’s other sock against the wound to add pressure. He might get an infection from that, but there was nothing for it.
He got up off the floor of the command bunker and pulled himself upright, using the console for leverage. He was having trouble breathing, so he pulled off the gas mask and put it aside. He had no intention of needing it.
Next thing was the phone.
He picked up the handset and put it to his ear. He reached to dial a number he’d memorized a long time ago, but it turned out he didn’t need to.
“Chapel?” Angel asked, her sweet voice like music to him. She must have been monitoring all the base’s phone lines, hoping he would pick one up.
“I’m here,” he said. “Alive and mobile.”
“Oh, thank God!” she said. “When you went into that building, then when they blew up my drone and—”
“Angel, just listen! You need to hear me right now. Belcher’s taken control of the Pueblo Depot. I’m sure you’ve figured that part out.”
“Yes,” Angel said. “I tracked your movements by satellite after he blew up the drone. When we saw where you were headed, the director put through the order for a full assault. We’ve got units from Fort Carson and Buckley Air Force Base converging on your position—nobody’s taking any chances.”
Chapel’s blood was turning cold in his veins. It wasn’t quite ice water yet, but it was getting there. Fort Carson was only forty miles north of Pueblo. “How many troops, Angel? How many infantrymen?”
“About three battalions—a full brigade, they said. I’m not sure how many men there are in a brigade,” Angel said. “I know it’s a lot.”
Chapel closed his eyes. That could mean three thousand men, or even more. Hollingshead had pulled out all the stops—he must be working with the Joint Chiefs, and maybe even the president, to commit that many men to one operation. It made sense, of course. The chemical weapons stored at Pueblo Depot needed to be contained, and fast, and that was going to take manpower.
But it also meant those men wouldn’t all be wearing NBC suits. There just weren’t enough units trained in chemical warfare to fill those ranks.
“You need to pull them back,” Chapel said. “Get them to fall back and take up siege positions. This place is a trap—Terry Belcher is in here sitting on a mustard-gas bomb big enough to wipe out Colorado. As soon as he has those soldiers where he wants them, he’s going to set it off.”
“Chapel,” Angel said, “I… I saw them take you into a little building in the middle of the camp. Doesn’t it have windows?”
“No, no, it doesn’t, but that doesn’t matter,” Chapel told her, “you have to—”
But something in her voice made him look up, at the television screens on the walls of the command bunker. The screens that showed views of every part of the depot and the surrounding area.
While he was struggling with Andre, it looked like the army had been busy.
Every screen showed troops in desert-camouflage uniforms, clustering around the depot’s fences, setting up mortar positions and machine-gun nests, shouting orders he couldn’t hear. The base was surrounded. They had already cleared the front gate, and soldiers were already streaming into the depot. Wave after wave of them, covering each other as they stormed the base.
Inside the thick-walled bunker, he hadn’t heard a thing. If he listened closely now, though, he could hear the constant pop-pop-pop of a battle under way, the stuttering chatter of assault rifles firing in burst mode. He thought he could even tell the difference between the sound of the army’s M4 carbines and the AK-47 assault rifles of the neo-Nazis.
Belcher had gotten his wish. The army had arrived.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

“Angel,” Chapel said, “Angel—”
“I’m here, Chapel. Tell me what to do.”
Chapel’s brain was overloaded for a second by the enormity of what was about to happen. He had no idea what to tell her—no way to fix things from a distance.
“Try—try to get Hollingshead to recall these troops.” It was too late for that, of course. By the time the order went down the chain of command, Belcher would already have triggered his bombs. And even if somehow the soldiers could withdraw on a moment’s notice, there was no way they could retreat faster than the poison cloud could spread.
He thought about the civilian population, then. He imagined them in the towns to the east, going about their business, having no idea what was coming for them. He saw them in their offices, or mowing their lawns, or picking up their kids from school. He saw them look up and wonder what the strange yellow cloud was doing blowing in from the west. He saw them start to choke, saw their skin blistering, saw them die.
“Get—get the right people to… to evacuate every town east of here in Colorado.” A good plan, maybe—if it was handled precisely right, which it wouldn’t be. On such short notice, an evacuation could only lead to chaos and futility. Most likely a last-minute evacuation would flood the roads with people who would end up just trapped in their cars when the gas cloud came, when they might have been safer holed up in their homes. “I just don’t know, Angel.”
“We’ll figure it out,” she said, though even she didn’t sound very hopeful. “But what about you, Chapel? What are you going to do?”
Chapel stared at the screens on the walls. More soldiers were flooding into the base with every second that passed. Had Belcher already set off the bombs?
No. No, one of the screens showed the igloos. No yellow cloud was billowing out of those open doors. Not yet.
There was no time to explain things to Angel. He put down the phone, even as he heard her call his name again and again, trying to get his attention.
He had Andre’s weapons, the hunting rifle, the pistol—a big, clumsy revolver—and the combat knife. He looked at the gas mask and knew it would just slow him down, hamper his breathing.
He grabbed up the weapons and kicked open the bunker’s door. He half expected to see a hundred soldiers out there, with orders to kill anyone who showed his face and who wasn’t wearing an army uniform. But instead, the door just opened on a stretch of paved road running deeper into the base.
He set off running.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

It didn’t matter if there was no chance, if he couldn’t do anything. It didn’t matter if he’d already failed.
Jim Chapel wasn’t the kind of guy who just lay down and died. He had to do something—anything—no matter how pointless it looked.
He ran down the narrow road between two administrative buildings, his head swinging from side to side as he looked for threats and hazards. The fighting seemed to be happening behind him, back near the depot’s main gate. Soldiers there were taking their time, clearing out one building after another as the neo-Nazis took up positions where they could snipe and harass the oncoming troops. None of them, however, had been committed to defending the central part of the camp. Chapel could imagine Belcher’s plan—put some of his forces near the front to make the army think it was meeting real resistance. Then, when they reached the administrative buildings, let them sweep in unopposed. It was a trap, of course. The idea was to get as many soldiers as possible inside the depot’s fences, where they would have a hard time running away.
The section of the depot nearest the command bunker looked like a ghost town. As he ran through it, Chapel didn’t see another living person, just a few bodies—most likely the bodies of the guards who had fallen in the first assault. He saw plenty of destruction, though. The road had been torn up in large circular craters by mortar fire. Smoke still rose from some of the craters. Some of the buildings around him had been damaged by artillery fire as well, and one building had been completely demolished, reduced to a pile of twisted rebar and broken bricks.
The army must have decided that the center of the depot was deniable territory. If they could clear out the middle of the base, then flood it with their own men, they could set up a beachhead and push the neo-Nazis out, toward the periphery of the camp, where they could be picked off by snipers and machine guns. It was a good strategy, Chapel supposed, if you didn’t know what Belcher had planned, that he wanted the army to concentrate in the middle of the camp in close proximity to the igloos.
Overhead, a dozen drones circled like crows, their camera eyes seeing everything, searching for targets. They must have seen Chapel. And it wasn’t Angel watching him from up there. Whoever it was would only have seen a heavily armed man in civilian clothes running between the buildings. They must have assumed he was one of Belcher’s neo-Nazis, unwisely showing his face in that denied territory.
Because before he’d covered half the distance to igloos, they started firing on him.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

He heard the whistling sound first, a noise he knew all too well. A mortar shell was aloft and coming right for him. Cursing under his breath, Chapel just had time to throw himself to one side as the shell hit the road ahead of him, blasting him with flying debris—chunks of concrete, clods of dirt. He heard the whistle again even as he jumped back up to his feet. The next round hit the building nearest to him, and its front wall exploded outward in a storm of broken window glass and pinwheeling boards. Something swiped across Chapel’s face, and he felt blood roll down his cheek to spatter on his shirt. The noise and force of the blast made his teeth ache and his head pound. He desperately wanted to just drop to the ground, roll up into a ball, and wait for it to stop.
But his only chance was if he kept moving. He tried to run in a broken pattern, zigzagging left and right, juking like a quarterback trying to reach the end zone as shell after shell came down all around him. One went off so close behind him, it knocked him forward and sent him sprawling, but he recovered before his face hit the road surface, stumbled upward, and kept moving.
Deafened by the noise, dazed by the constant waves of pressure, half-blinded by the flashes of light, Chapel kept moving, kept running. Up ahead, he could see where the administrative buildings ended and the wide area of empty ground opened up. Out there lay the igloos and Belcher. If he could just make it in time, if he could—
A fountain of dirt erupted right under his face. Bits of concrete, accelerated to near the speed of sound, cut into his legs and his chest, and as the blast turned his head to the side, he saw strips of silicone torn right off his artificial arm. The ground buckled underneath him, and Chapel couldn’t keep his footing, couldn’t take another step because there was no solid ground to stand on. He twisted to one side as he fell, throwing his good arm over his face just as another shell landed a few dozen feet away. A dozen pinpricks of agony lit up along his forearm as shrapnel dug through his skin. He could think just clearly enough to realize that if he’d kept running, if he’d stuck to his course, that second shell would have hit him square in the back.
He forced himself to move, to turn over, to get one knee underneath him. There was no way he was going to make it. They’d found his range, and the next shell was going to hit him, he knew that in the way he knew his multiplication tables—as a cold, rational fact. It didn’t scare him—everything was happening too fast for fear—but it couldn’t be denied, either.
He put one hand down on the ground. The shell didn’t hit in the time it took him to push upward, to get a foot squarely planted on solid earth. He started to extend his knee, thinking—this is it, this is the moment, the time of my death—
It didn’t come. The shell didn’t land, the ground beneath him didn’t explode. He pushed himself upright, tottering on his feet.
And still the shell didn’t come for him.
His ears were ringing so loudly he couldn’t comprehend at first how quiet the street had become. The silence that had descended.
Nothing was exploding. No peals of thunder shocked his senses, no blasts of earth and broken pavement thudded against his body.
For a second, he just stood there, because it was all he could do. He tilted his head backward a few degrees and looked up at the drones banking high overhead. Looked for the artillery shell that was going to come for him, that had to be coming.
Then, through the rush of blood in his head, he heard a new sound. A buzzing sound like a mosquito might make. Or four mosquitoes, to be exact.
A drone came buzzing up the street, headed in his direction. Chapel squinted at it, wondering what the hell was happening now. It wasn’t a Predator or a Global Hawk like the ones up in the sky. This was a little quadrotor, a spindly thing of plastic arms and four whirling helicopter blades that floated on the air like a plastic bag caught in an updraft. It had a single camera slung under its center of gravity but no weapons at all.
It drifted toward him, dancing on its four rotors. It stopped a few feet away, just hanging there in the air. And then it waggled back and forth, like a friendly robot trying to get his attention.
Chapel licked his lips. “Angel?” he asked.
The quadrotor waggled again, more excitedly this time.
He couldn’t believe it. She must have followed him, seen him running up the street, watched as the mortar shells burst around him. And somehow she had convinced the mortar crews to stop firing on him. For the hundredth or maybe the thousandth time, she had saved his life.
“Thanks,” he said, because he didn’t know any bigger words that made sense to use at that moment.
The drone waggled happily. Then it swiveled around him and headed off down the street, off toward the igloos.
He knew enough to follow it, as fast as he could.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

The quadrotor buzzed down the street, then stopped in midair and waggled back and forth for a second. Chapel wished he knew what Angel was trying to tell him. “There’s no time,” he told it, but he didn’t know if it had microphone pickups or not—maybe Angel could hear him, or maybe she could only watch his lips move. He wished he knew whether or not she could read lips.
His seething frustration didn’t last very long. After a second, the quadrotor slipped sideways through the air, toward a building near the end of the road. Chapel chased after it and, when he saw it hovering in front of the door, turned the knob and pulled the door open for it. The drone whirred inside the building and toward a flight of stairs beyond. It looked like the building was used for office space. Chapel saw desks and chairs and filing cabinets, anyway. He followed the drone—then stopped in his tracks because he heard someone speak.
“That buzzing,” someone asked. “You hear that?”
“Could be anything,” came a reply. “After all that shelling—who knows what they knocked loose?”
“Sure.” But then Chapel heard boots moving on the floor above his head.
It had to be neo-Nazis up there—the soldiers hadn’t made it this far yet.
The quadrotor ducked back down the stairs and landed on a desk, its rotors spinning quickly to a stop. Chapel squatted even though the movement made his stab wound open up again. He crab-walked around the side of the staircase until anyone coming down wouldn’t see him.
He heard someone come to the top of the stairs, but no farther. Chapel scowled to himself—if he’d come all the way down, he could have taken him out silently, then crept upstairs and handled whoever else was up there.
“It’s stopped,” someone said. Then Chapel heard the sound of boots shuffling around, as if whoever it was had turned his back on the stairs.
It was the best chance he was going to get. Chapel dashed around the side of the stairs and stomped up the risers, taking them two at a time. There was no way he could do it silently, so he didn’t worry how much noise he was making.
The neo-Nazi on the landing, a middle-aged guy in a fawn-colored jacket, spun around and started to lift a pistol so he could aim at Chapel.
Chapel didn’t give him a chance. He barreled into the man’s chest, throwing up one forearm to strike the man in his throat. Before the neo-Nazi could call for help, he dropped to the floor, clutching at his injured neck.
Just beyond the landing was an open door, and a room beyond filled with daylight from a broad row of windows. Chapel dove through the doorway, keeping his head down and lifting Andre’s revolver to cover the room. He saw two men sitting on desks, looking out the windows. One of them was half-turned toward Chapel and would be the first one to see him.
Chapel had no time for nonlethal takedowns. He fired right at the man’s face and saw his cheekbone explode in a cloud of blood. Andre’s revolver was big and clunky, but it had plenty of stopping power.
The second man dropped behind a desk before Chapel could line up a second shot. He fired three rounds into the wooden desk. He couldn’t see if he’d hit his target or not, but he heard the man cry out in pain or surprise.
Getting to his feet he strode toward the desk, keeping it covered at all times with the revolver. He had to know if the man was down. He saw a shadow on the floor that might be a pool of spreading blood, but he had to make sure.
Then he heard the last thing he ever wanted to hear, a footstep directly behind him. There must have been another man in the room, maybe standing next to the doorway when he’d come in. And now the guy had the drop on him.
He spun around on his heel and saw a kid wearing a black T-shirt come running at him, an AK-47 in his hands. He was already lifting it to point in Chapel’s direction. With an assault rifle like that, the kid wouldn’t need to aim very well—he could just point the gun at Chapel and spray bullets until he hit.
Before the kid could get the gun up, though, Chapel heard a buzzing noise and saw the quadrotor come into the room, streaking right at the kid’s face. Panicking, the kid took one hand off the rifle to bat away the flying drone. The quadrotor’s blades were made of plastic and wouldn’t do any real damage, but the look of terror on the kid’s face indicated he didn’t know that.
Chapel fired twice into the kid’s center mass, trying not to hit the quadrotor in the process. The kid fell down in a groaning heap, dropping his rifle. Chapel ran over and kicked it away.
He looked directly at the quadrotor and nodded his thanks. It wiggled in the air to acknowledge, then buzzed over toward the desk Chapel had already perforated.
The man behind that desk was dead. When Chapel edged around the side of the desk, revolver steady in his hands, he saw that he’d gotten lucky. One of the bullets he’d fired through the desk had gone right through the man’s heart.
The quadrotor buzzed around the room as if looking to see if anyone else was hiding up there.
“You knew these guys were here,” Chapel said. “If I’d just run past this building, out in the street, they could have cut me down with no trouble.”
The quadrotor did not respond. It completed its circuit of the room, then buzzed back out into the hall—and up another flight of stairs.
It seemed Angel had something more to show him.

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Chapel grabbed a couple new guns from the floor, then hurried up the stairs after the drone. The building was only two stories tall, and the next stair landing opened onto its roof, a flat expanse of tar paper baking in the sun. A stray mortar shell had clipped one corner of the building clean off, leaving a jagged hole, where the roof sagged down into a roomful of office furniture and plaster dust. Otherwise, the roof was intact—and it gave an excellent view of the surrounding depot.
On one side were all the administrative buildings and the front gate. Soldiers crawled everywhere across that zone, setting up overwatch positions and advancing doorway by doorway. A line of tanks was rumbling its way down the main street between the administrative buildings, their big main guns swinging side to side, looking for targets. Behind them came a convoy of troop carriers and mobile artillery. The army had moved on the depot as if it were invading a foreign country. They weren’t taking any chances, and Chapel could understand why—the men he’d just killed or incapacitated, the ones on the floor below, had been set up in that room specifically to snipe at anyone who tried to get too close to the igloos. He was sure there would be other nests designed to provide similar resistance.
The army was advancing slowly, with a grim deliberation. There was no question that, given enough time, they would overpower the neo-Nazis and take back the depot. But that wasn’t the point, of course. As the troops inched through the base, they were always getting closer and closer to the trap. Chapel wasn’t sure exactly what Belcher had meant when he said he wouldn’t blow the igloos until he could see the whites of the army’s eyes, but every step a soldier took down there would bring that time closer. “You can’t get them to fall back?” Chapel asked.
The quadrotor dipped a little in the air, like someone lowering their head in apology. Then it buzzed over to the far side of the roof. Chapel ran over there and saw that he’d come to the end of the administrative buildings. Beyond lay the vast open ground where the igloos huddled on the desert floor.
What had been empty ground once was now an armed camp. Belcher was ready for a fight, and he meant to make it one the army would remember for years to come. A row of low structures faced Chapel, like a rank of shields set up against an advancing cavalry charge. It looked like they’d taken the doors off all the igloos and set them up as shooting blinds, propping them up with dirt and debris so that a couple of men could hide behind each of them. Smart, Chapel thought. Those doors were made of heavily reinforced steel, designed to hold tight even if every shell in an igloo went off at once. They would easily repel small-arms fire and maybe even light explosives like grenades or mortar shells. Heavier artillery would flatten them, but Chapel knew the army wouldn’t dare fire howitzers or tank guns so close to the igloos, for fear of setting off the chemical shells.
If Chapel had kept running down the street toward the igloos, he wouldn’t just have been picked off by the men in the room under his feet. He would have been running straight into the free-fire zone of every one of those blinds. When the army did finally get that far, they were going to be met with incredible firepower. It wouldn’t stop the infantry advance, but it would slow it down by a considerable margin.
Somehow, Chapel was going to have to get through that line. The only chance he had—the only chance Colorado and maybe Kansas had—was if he could get to Belcher before the man set off his bombs.
For the life of him, he couldn’t see how he would do it.

CHAPTER THIRTY

Down in the street, a line of tanks and Stryker vehicles advanced over the shell-pocked asphalt. Behind the vehicles, a whole parade’s worth of infantrymen were moving as fast as they could, keeping their heads down and covering every building with their weapons. Chapel kept low, so they wouldn’t see him. Maybe Angel had warned them he was up on top of the building, but maybe not—they might shoot him as soon as he popped his head over the edge of the roof.
Over by the igloos, Belcher’s men were ready and waiting. They’d gathered behind their blinds, and although they couldn’t stand up for long against the combined might headed their way, they didn’t need to. They were simply the bait for Belcher’s trap. He’d thrown away the lives of every one of his private army just to get the soldiers into the bottleneck of the administrative buildings.
Chapel crawled to the edge of the rooftop closest to the igloos, being very careful not to give away his position. An apocalyptic battle was about to begin, and he didn’t want to be the first casualty.
From where he lay on the hot tar paper, he could just see Belcher, several hundred yards away. The leader was at the back of his neo-Nazi troops, standing between two of the igloos, where he was essentially immune to artillery strikes. Standing next to him was Charlie, the tattooed giant. The two of them were talking with their heads down. Charlie made some kind of expansive gesture that Chapel couldn’t quite make out, then Belcher reached into a pocket of his denim jacket.
And took out a cell phone.
This was it, then. This was the moment when Belcher felt that he’d seen the whites of the army’s eyes. This was his Bunker Hill moment. He was about to unleash the mustard gas and end his fifteen-year plan.
Chapel was far too far away to stop him. He’d failed.
Unless…
Belcher took a few steps forward, past the cover of the igloos. He shouted something at his troops. Some motivational comment, some last encouragement, perhaps. The wind took the words before Chapel could hear them.
Belcher lifted the phone so he could see its screen. His index finger moved toward the screen, as he started to tap in the text message that would detonate his bombs.
Chapel brought the hunting rifle’s scope to his eye. Zoomed in perfectly.
Chapel was no sniper. He was a good shot with a pistol or an assault rifle, but he had never been a marksman. But he would only get one shot, and it was going to have to count.
Belcher tapped the screen once. Twice. Through the rifle’s scope, Chapel could see Belcher squint at the screen. He hesitated before he lifted his finger again. Was he doubting what he was about to do?
No. He lifted his finger. Started moving it toward the screen.
Chapel held his breath. Lined up his shot. Squeezed the trigger.
The cell phone, and Belcher’s ring finger, disappeared in a red mist. Through the scope, Chapel could see Belcher scream though he heard nothing.
Chapel could hardly believe it.
It had worked.
Belcher was the only one who could set off the bombs and the plume of mustard gas. The only way he could do that was with his cell phone. Somehow, Chapel had made the shot of his life and saved the day.
He set the hunting rifle down next to him on the roof. Breathed deeply the unpoisoned air. He could stop, now. He could lie there and wait for evac, for Angel to send a stretcher to take him to a medic. The army would mop up the neo-Nazis and either shoot Belcher or take him into custody. It was all over, all complete—
Except down by the igloos, it didn’t look that way at all. Belcher wasn’t shaking his fist at the sky. He hadn’t dropped to his knees in a posture of defeat.
No. Charlie was in front of him, shielding Belcher with his tattooed body. But Belcher was moving, running now—headed straight for one of the igloos.
What the hell was Belcher up to?
Shit, Chapel thought. He thought he knew.
The maniac wasn’t done. He had some kind of contingency plan. Of course he had a contingency plan—he’d been waiting for this day for fifteen years. There was no chance he would let Chapel steal his apotheosis so easily. Maybe he would just go in the igloo and set off one of the bombs directly—maybe that would be enough. Even if only one igloo’s worth of gas shells was detonated, the resulting cloud of poison gas would still wipe out his neo-Nazis and a big chunk of the United States Army forces. Or maybe Belcher had some way to set them all off that didn’t require a cell phone.
Chapel had to stop him. He grabbed the hunting rifle and started lining up a second shot.
But his first shot had given away his position. Down behind their blinds, the entire army of neo-Nazis turned their gazes upward and saw him on the rooftop and started firing back.

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Bullets pranged and skimmed off the metal lip of the roof, so close Chapel could hear them snarling all around him. He shoved himself backward, away from the edge, even as a bullet tore through the silicone flesh on his artificial arm. He rolled over and looked around the rooftop for any kind of cover. The stairwell he’d come up was enclosed in a small structure that might provide some cover, but the nearest thing he could see was the hood of an air-conditioning vent, but even as he crawled toward it, a launched grenade arced over the roof and smashed into the tar paper, sending up a great plume of smoke and debris. Chapel threw his good arm over his face to protect his eyes. When he dared to look again, the air-conditioning hood was just a tangle of warped and distorted metal. It would offer no cover at all.
He had to get down there, had to get into the igloo where Belcher had taken refuge. It seemed impossible, but there had to be a way. He looked around for the quadrotor that Angel had commandeered. If he could communicate with her somehow, if he could get a message through to the advancing army troops, maybe they could send him a Stryker vehicle that could plow through the neo-Nazi lines. Maybe he could—
He looked up just in time to see the quadrotor buzz away, up the street, and away from all the gunfire.
He barely had time to curse before another grenade came sailing over his head. This one didn’t explode on impact, which was a damned good thing—it landed not two feet from his leg. Chapel kicked it and watched it roll across the roof to fall down through the broken corner of the building, into the offices below. A moment later, he felt like the whole building had been picked up, then dropped from a height as the roof shook under him.
His only hope for survival—achieving anything else was little more than a pipe dream—was to get back inside the building, where he would have some cover. Maybe he could find a working phone down there, maybe he could communicate with Angel that way. He started crawling toward the stairwell that led back down into the building, even as bullets rained all around him.
Then, down in the street, one of the tanks opened fire with its main gun. Chapel had forgotten how loud those weapons were and he threw his hands over his ears to keep them from bursting. He couldn’t see what was happening, but he understood what that shot meant. When the neo-Nazis opened fire on Chapel’s position, the army must have taken that as their sign to begin their main assault. The sound of AK-47s firing in short bursts from Belcher’s line was joined by a constant chatter of machine-gun and M4 fire from down in the street. He heard people screaming, and others shouting for assistance, while the building underneath him thrummed with all the noise and the constant explosions. The building wasn’t going to last very long—it was still taking the brunt of the neo-Nazi fire, and the return fire from the army was probably going to collapse it at any second. Chapel redoubled his efforts to get to the stairwell, knowing it was probably hopeless.
Behind him, a grenade struck the metal lip on the edge of the roof, and it came off all in one piece, a bright ribbon of semimolten metal twirling in the air. The concrete wall of the building started to crumble away, calving off great sheets of debris. The building was disintegrating behind Chapel. He got up, no longer caring about whether he was in the line of fire or not, and started running for the stairwell.
Behind him, something a lot bigger than a grenade hit the building. The tar-paper roof cracked open in two halves, caving in down the middle. Chapel threw himself forward and grabbed for the doorway of the stairwell as the tar paper beneath him sloped downward over a great rift of debris and sparking wires. If he fell down into that pit, he would probably get impaled on a length of broken rebar, if he wasn’t electrocuted first.
His artificial hand just grabbed the doorknob. His good hand was still holding the hunting rifle. He had no choice but to drop it and flail for something to hold on to.
Underneath him, the building started to collapse once and for all. The walls were rumbling, bulging outward as they could no longer hold up their own weight. The tar paper on what was left of the roof peeled away as jagged cracks ran through the concrete underneath. The stairwell was still upright, but it wouldn’t last much longer.
Chapel could only wonder how he was going to die. There was no more if.
Except just then a new drone rose over the crumbling lip of the building, hovering in the air on three huge rotors. It was a prototype design Chapel had only ever seen before in photographs, similar to the quadrotor but a much bigger model designed for civilian use. Its powerful ducted propellers were precise enough to let it maneuver inside buildings and large enough to carry firefighting equipment or SWAT gear.
It also had a loudspeaker built in.
“Chapel, jump on!” Angel said, the words bellowing in his ears.

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Chapel didn’t have time to worry if the drone would support his weight. He didn’t have time to worry about whether he could run safely across the top of the building, or whether a sniper had his back in his crosshairs, or anything else.
He swung his feet up to get them on tar paper, and he ran, leaping as the roof shifted underneath him, ignoring the bullets that whizzed all around his head and neck. At least one of them grazed his back like a hot wire being dragged through his skin, but either it didn’t hit anything vital or adrenaline just kept him going. He reached the edge of the roof and jumped.
His body collided with the top of the drone, hard enough to make it bounce in the air. He started to slip off its top and reached out with both hands to find anything to grab for purchase, anything at all.
“Careful!” Angel squeaked, just as one of Chapel’s hands grabbed the edge of a ducted propeller. He heard a sickening squelching noise as the fingertips of that hand were sheared off instantly by the whirling propeller.
It took him a second to realize that those fingertips were just made of silicone, that it was his artificial left hand that had grabbed the duct. Those fingertips could be replaced.
His good hand found a nylon loop mounted on the top of the drone. He weaved his living fingers through the loop like a cowboy holding on to a bucking bronco.
The drone’s propellers whined and protested at having to hold up his weight, but the machine stayed airborne, and soon Angel had leveled it out so Chapel wouldn’t slip off. He saw that the top of the drone was covered in some kind of lightweight padding. Of course—it was designed to carry a survivor out of a burning building.
“Angel, you’re incredible,” Chapel said. “Where did you find this thing?”
“It was up at the airport, being tested by the local fire department.” Angel’s voice through the speakers was loud enough to be heard over the chaos down at street level. It was loud enough to make Chapel’s teeth vibrate in his mouth. “I can fly you out of here now, Chapel. I’ll get you someplace safe, then—”
“No,” Chapel said. “Belcher’s not finished. He can still set off some of the gas shells. I have to stop him.”
“You may not realize this,” Angel said, “but World War III just broke out down there.”
As if to illustrate her point, the building behind Chapel sagged, then collapsed in a heap of broken bricks and a vast cloud of dust. Through the mess, Chapel could see the igloos in the distance. A lot of the neo-Nazis were dead now, their metal blinds chewed to scrap by tank rounds, but there were still more than a thousand of them firing away. One of them had a LAW, a light antitank weapon, and as Chapel watched, a horizontal streak of smoke lanced out toward the advancing army position and knocked a tank over on its side. Infantrymen all around it shrieked and ran as the tank rolled over on its top, crushing anything in its way.
“Jesus,” Chapel said. “Angel—does the army even know I’m here?”
“They do, but they can’t guarantee your safety,” she told him. “Belcher and his men are their priority, not covering your cute butt.”
Chapel shook his head. “As long as they’re not actively trying to kill me. I don’t think Belcher has any more Stinger missiles down there. You need to fly me over there, to the igloos. This thing isn’t bulletproof, is it?”
“No! One good shot to any of its propellers, and it turns into the world’s most expensive unmanned aerial brick.”
“So you’ll just have to try to serpentine and hope that doesn’t happen.”
“Chapel,” she said, “if you do get shot down, if you get killed trying to do this—”
“Then I won’t have to live with the fact that I’ve failed,” he told her.
She didn’t waste any more time arguing. They’d worked together long enough that she understood him and his moods. She knew that when Chapel was this desperate, there was no time to try to talk him out of his plan.
Without another word, she sent the drone rising above the fray and angling straight toward the igloos.

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

It wasn’t a lot of ground to cover, just a few hundred yards. The drone moved at full speed, nearly twenty miles an hour, through perfectly clear air, the wind right on its tail. Chapel curled up into the smallest ball he could, keeping his body completely on top of the drone, with nothing sticking out, where it could be shot off.
He had never had such a wild ride in his life. The second the drone popped into the air over the ruin of the building, the neo-Nazis started trying to shoot it down. A storm of bullets came racing up to meet it, skidding off its round propeller ducts, smashing up the advanced optics mounted on its undersides, chewing through its body. Chapel saw one bullet come screaming through one of its fans and thought he was a goner, but the bullet was moving fast enough that it managed to pass through the propeller without actually touching any of the blades.
Below him, on the ground, hell had broken loose. The army was pouring every explosive round it had into the blinds, and neo-Nazis were flying up in the air, twisting around on broken limbs as orange mushroom clouds spat up out of the soil. Chapel saw a Stryker vehicle come racing through the blinds, its plow nose smashing through anyone who stood in its way, its top-mounted machine gun blazing with fire as it cut through Belcher’s ranks. But before it could even smash through the last of the blinds, it was met with grenade and rocket fire, and half its wheels came up, bouncing and spinning across the battlefield, and its cockpit lit up as a molten-copper antitank round burst in among its crew and burned them alive in their seats.
Army infantrymen came pouring onto the battlefield, their body armor almost useless against the sustained fire of so many AK-47s. They spun and fell and died even as more of them came on from behind, stamping through the dust like a human river. A whole squad of them overwhelmed a blind and trampled the neo-Nazis behind it, then dropped to the ground on top of the bodies and started firing prone, taking any target they could find.
A faulty antitank round rose from the blinds, and Chapel could actually watch it as it twisted around in a spiral in the air. Too late, he saw it coming right for him, and he just managed to duck behind a propeller duct as it glanced off the drone’s body. It exploded a fraction of a second later in midair, showering him with burning shrapnel that he used his artificial hand to brush away. He whooped, not in exultation but in the sheer adrenaline rush of realizing he’d survived such a close call, but the shout of joy died in his throat as Angel’s amplified voice drove every thought from his head.
“That was it,” she shouted. “Chapel, we’re going down!”
“Just get me as close as you can,” he shouted back, though he knew she would do exactly that.
The drone started slipping out of the air, one of its propellers skipping and stuttering and coughing up smoke. The drone twisted around, trying to capsize itself, but Angel pulled some fancy maneuver and kept it from driving itself right into the ground. Chapel couldn’t do anything but hold on to the nylon loop, his legs swinging out over open air, then bouncing down toward one of the ducted fans so he had to pull his feet back to keep them from being cut off.
“This isn’t going to be a soft landing,” Angel warned him. “Protect your—”
Her voice was cut off as a bullet from below neatly severed one of the wires connected to the drone’s speakers. Chapel grabbed on tight and brought his knees up to his chest, his head down between them as the drone slid at an angle through the air, heading right for the hard-packed desert soil. He could see the igloos just ahead, well clear of the blinds and the worst of the fighting. He could see—
Then he saw nothing, as the drone plowed into the earth. Chapel fought his instincts and let go of the nylon loop, of the fan ducts, of everything. The drone stopped suddenly as it crumpled into the ground, but Chapel kept moving, bouncing off the top of the thing, then coming down hard on his artificial shoulder. He felt the robotic arm take the impact and heard parts of it snap and shatter inside its silicone sleeve, but he was still bouncing, rolling now to hit the ground with his face, then his good arm, then his legs. He slid through the dust, skin burning off his face through pure friction. The pain was incredible, enough to block out the noise of the battle, the agony of his wounds, and all thought whatsoever.
It took him a while to realize he’d stopped rolling and that the twisting, gut-churning sensation he felt was just dizziness. To realize he was down on the ground and still alive.
He lifted his head and saw the igloos right in front of him, their open doorways yawning like dark mouths in the sides of artificial hills.
He should not have been able to get up after that crash. If he hadn’t landed on his artificial arm, he probably would have broken half the bones in his body. Even with the prosthesis taking the brunt of the impact, he could have internal injuries, massive blood loss from the skin he’d lost, a concussion or a spinal fracture or who knew what.
He had no choice. He climbed to his feet, a pistol in his good hand, and he ran straight for the igloo where Belcher had gone to ground.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Chapel tried to move his left arm, but the prosthesis just hung there at his side, limp and useless. He could move the fingers a little, but as he tried flexing them to test how well they would grip, he must have pulled a wire loose because they froze up before he could make a fist.
It didn’t matter. He had his good arm still, and he could walk.
The door of the igloo stood before him, black as pitch. It would take a second for his eyes to adjust from the light of the desert to the gloom inside. He might not have a full second before he was attacked.
It didn’t matter.
He was wounded, badly, and shock could only block out so much of the pain.
It didn’t matter.
He stepped inside the igloo and raised the pistol.
Between the rows of shelves holding the gas shells, Belcher was down on the floor, rooting around in a duffel bag. In his injured hand, between his index finger and thumb, he held something small and square and dark. Chapel squinted, trying to make out details.
In the split second it took him to realize what was going on, Belcher pulled a fresh cell phone out of the bag. He slid a catch on one end of the phone and a thin, square piece of plastic jumped out. It was identical to the one he held in his other hand.
A SIM card. Of course. All the phone numbers that triggered the bombs were stored on the card from the phone Chapel had shot with the hunting rifle. Belcher must have recovered the SIM card from that phone—it looked intact—and was planning on inserting it into the new phone. As soon as he did, he could start up the new phone, send his text message, and unleash the full stockpile of gas. Just like he’d planned on doing all along.
“Drop it,” Chapel said, as if he intended for Belcher to just surrender. He lifted his pistol and pointed it at the madman. He was going to shoot Belcher in the heart as soon as he looked up. Belcher was just too dangerous to try to take into custody.
That was the plan.
Of course, Chapel had forgotten that Charlie was down here, too. And that in the dim interior of the igloo, even a tattooed giant could hide easily.
Charlie came at him from between two rows of shelves, his arms up to grab Chapel in a bear hug. All Chapel could see was the skull tattooed on Charlie’s face, his eyes glowing with reflected light inside those inked sockets.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Chapel managed to pull the trigger of his pistol before Charlie got to him. He heard Belcher shout in pain, but then thick arms squeezed around Chapel’s shoulders, and Chapel felt like his head was going to pop off as all the blood rushed up into his brain.
He tried to resist, tried ducking and squirting out from Charlie’s arms like a pumpkin seed between two fingers. Charlie was ready for that and brought his knee up into Chapel’s groin. Pain leapt up Chapel’s spine, and he groaned with it, even as he kept struggling, trying to wriggle free. His good hand seized up, and he couldn’t hold the pistol. It fell to the wooden floor with a clatter.
Charlie twisted around and ran forward, dragging Chapel with him, smashing him face-first into the sloped wall of the igloo. A joist hit Chapel hard in his good shoulder, and his arm went numb. Charlie released him for a second, just long enough to grab his head and smash his face into the wall again.
Chapel’s vision swam with black dots, and his head rang like a poorly made bell. One more hit like that, and he would lose consciousness, and it would be all over. He twisted around to face Charlie just as the neo-Nazi started reaching for Chapel’s neck. Chapel ducked under the attack and slid free of the follow-through, but Charlie just whirled around and punched Chapel in the ribs instead. One of those ribs definitely cracked—Chapel could hear it like a gunshot going off in his chest.
Chapel swung his good arm as best he could, unable to feel whether it connected or not. Even if it did, Charlie didn’t seem to notice.
Then Charlie picked him up and slammed him into one of the shelves. All the breath went out of Chapel’s body, and he couldn’t see, couldn’t think. Gas shells wobbled and rocked and fell to bounce off the floor, shells that had probably been sitting there for twenty years gathering dust. None of them went off—they weren’t designed to explode on impact, not until they were armed. They rolled around on the floor, clattering as they bumped into each other.
Chapel, dazed and weak, struggled to stay on his feet as he started slipping down the face of the wooden shelving unit. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Belcher slot in the SIM card and press the phone’s power button. Belcher was smart enough not to want to talk before he set off the bombs. In a second, there would be a great flash of light and heat, then—
Chapel saw Charlie’s fist ball up, saw it come up in the air. He was going to punch Chapel’s lights out, that much was clear. Tattooed across Charlie’s knuckles were the letters S-K-I-N.
A few feet away, Belcher swiped the screen of the cell phone to start it up.
A shell rolled against Chapel’s shoe. He saw Charlie coming toward him, taking a step toward him with his fist whistling through the air, looking to put him down for good.
Chapel kicked the shell straight at Charlie. The giant’s foot came down on top of it, and it rolled underneath his combat boot, throwing him off balance. It wouldn’t take long for the big neo-Nazi to recover his equilibrium, but, for a split second, he was half-falling.
Chapel dropped his head and rushed forward, reaching down with his good hand. He grabbed Charlie under the knee and pulled up with all the strength he had left, just like they’d taught him at Ranger school.
The giant went over backward, his arms spinning out at his sides, trying desperately not to fall. Chapel jumped on top of him, one of his shoes coming down on Charlie’s throat. You could kill someone that way. You could crush their trachea without too much trouble.
Chapel didn’t have time to think about whether he wanted Charlie to die or not. As soon as the giant was down, his face already turning purple, Chapel whirled to face Belcher.
The leader of the neo-Nazis was already tapping in his text message. All he had to do was hit SEND, and it would trigger the bombs.
Chapel threw himself forward, launching himself airborne so he would collide with Belcher and knock him down. All Belcher would have had to do was roll to the side, even just shuffle over a little, and Chapel’s lunge would be useless.
But Belcher was too absorbed in the screen of the phone.
Chapel smashed into him hard enough to make them both gasp in pain. The phone went flying. Kneeling on top of Belcher, Chapel grabbed it when it clattered on the floor. He looked at the screen.
remember my name
cancel send
Chapel wheezed for breath. He pressed cancel, then tore the battery out of the phone, throwing it through the door of the igloo, into the desert sun.
Belcher stared up at him, eyes ablaze. “You aren’t ATF, are you?” he asked.

EPILOGUE

In a very private, very secure room at Fort Carson, Rupert Hollingshead poured two fingers of scotch into a glass, then a rather more generous portion into another. He picked up the second glass and handed it to Chapel.
Chapel sipped at it to be polite, but he’d always been more of a beer man.
He was sitting in a wooden chair, facing a broad pane of one-way glass. On other side of the glass, Terry Belcher sat, facing him, handcuffed to a similar chair. Neither room was designed for comfort or ambience.
Chapel was in pain from his various injuries, but he would survive. His prosthetic arm was out for repair, so one sleeve of his shirt was pinned up at his side.
“Angel,” Director Hollingshead said, “what were the final numbers?”
Angel’s voice on the room’s speakerphone was muted and flat, and not just because it was an old phone. “There were 306 soldiers dead, 167 wounded. On the… other side, they’re still identifying remains, but they estimate at least 700 dead. A lot of those deaths were self-inflicted. Only 32 wounded from Belcher’s army.”
At least a thousand people dead. The sip of scotch turned to pure bile in Chapel’s stomach, and he forced himself to keep down his breakfast.
“Sir,” he said. “I’m… so sorry.”
Hollingshead sat down on the edge of a wooden table and folded his arms across his chest. He frowned in concentration. “Son, I wasn’t trying to admonish you. Do you know how much higher those numbers would be if Mr. Belcher here had had his way?”
“I don’t like to think about it, sir.”
306 dead soldiers—306 families who expected their fathers, their sisters, their uncles to come home for dinner that night. And the wounded—Chapel knew what it was like to be wounded in battle…
“You’re a hero,” Hollingshead said.
“I’m afraid I don’t feel much like one at the moment,” Chapel told him.
Hollingshead nodded. “I understand. So let’s just say… you succeeded in your mission. We’ve recovered all the rifles that Favorov sold to Belcher, every last one. They’ll be quietly destroyed.”
The rifles. Right. That was what this had all been about. Chapel kind of wanted to laugh. He kind of wanted to cry, too. And he was still feeling nauseous. “I made kind of a mess of it, though. There’s no way this will stay off the evening news. I’m sure Twitter is already on fire with it,” Chapel replied.
“I suppose so. But your name will stay out of it.”
That was good. Chapel had no desire for anyone to know his part in what had happened at the Pueblo Depot. He didn’t do the things he’d done for fame or glory. It had been his job. Just as always.
“As for Mr. Belcher, he’s already indicated he’ll cooperate with us. He happens to have contacts in almost every domestic terrorist organization in the Western states. What he knows will allow us to protect an untold number more American citizens.”
“Wait,” Chapel said. He looked at Belcher. The maniac was still wearing his denim jacket. His cheek and forehead were bruised—maybe from when Chapel hit him, maybe from when somebody else did—but his face was placid, expressionless. “Wait. You’re saying—he wants to make a deal with us? He wants to give us evidence in exchange for… what?”
“He won’t walk,” Hollingshead assured Chapel. “He’s headed for a supermax prison, and he knows that. For life. That’s all he gets. The alternative was to ship him to a CIA black prison, where he would be held indefinitely without trial.”
“Son of a bitch,” Chapel muttered.
“Jim, we’re not going to send him to some country-club white-collar jail. Supermax is terrible—he’ll be in isolation twenty-three hours a day, he’ll have no access to visitors or the press or anyone but his lawyer, he’ll—”
“A lawyer.” Chapel picked up his glass again and drained most of the scotch in one gulp. “Who will pass on every message Belcher gives them to the media. He’ll make sure everybody knows his name, even from prison.” He turned to glare at Hollingshead. “That’s exactly what he wants! He’ll bring down the white-power movement, and history will remember him for it. That’s what he wants.”
Hollingshead nodded, slowly. “I know. In my estimation, it’s worth it, for what he can give us. But I knew you might not feel that way.” He reached inside his jacket and took out a pistol. He placed it carefully on the table. “Angel, forgive us, but I need you to switch off your ears now. What I’m about to say can never be recorded or repeated.”
“Yes, Director,” Angel said, then her voice was replaced by a dial tone.
Hollingshead pressed a button on the phone, and the noise went away.
Then he gestured at the pistol. “The door to the next room isn’t locked, son,” he told Chapel. “I won’t try to stop you.”
Chapel stared up at his boss.
Hollingshead sighed. “You are a hero, whether you feel like one or not,” he said. “And not for the first time. I can’t give you a medal or a commendation. I can’t recommend you for promotion even if I think that’s what you deserve. But I want you to be rewarded in some way. You were given a terrible job, and you did it exceedingly well. I’m proud of you, son, and I will not judge you in any way for what happens next.”
Chapel held his gaze for a while. Then he glanced down at the pistol.
He stood up and went over to the table. Picked up the handgun and stared at it for a while.
Then he put it back down.
“I’m not an executioner,” he said.
“Of course not,” Hollingshead replied.
“But thanks for the offer,” Chapel told him. “Do you think I could have another drink?”
“Certainly,” Hollingshead told him, and reached for the bottle.
They never spoke about that moment again.
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