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Аннотация
Special Forces "ghost" Operators are being manipulated by mind control to become the perfect killing machines- assassins without conscience. Cloaked in technology, and deployed on preprogrammed missions, they are forced to kill against their will. The most lethal of these is USAF First Lieutenant HAL SHERIDAN, call-sign Ghost One, and he is about to awaken�
Clad in a futuristic optical camouflage stealth suit, Ghost One is sent on a killing spree including a mission that could spark World War III.

Author Brian Tyree weaves his background as a screenwriter and copywriter for shooters like Halo and Call of Duty with his experience writing for defense contractors Raytheon and Sikorsky Helicopters. The result: Ghost Trail � an action-packed, military spy thriller that spans the globe, delving deep into cyberwar and psyop realms.


Brian Tyree
Ghost Trail


PROLOGUE
BOOMERANG

Prince Sultan Air Base, Saudi Arabia�2003
Hal Sheridan had never jumped before � as a team leader. He notched dozens of jumps as a member of Air Force Combat Search and Rescue � CSAR � including many into hostile environments. This would be his first jump as a Combat Rescue Officer of the PJs � a retronym given to the Pararescue Jumpers Special Forces group in 1947.
Hal pondered his new responsibilities while driving an Air Force truck over the sweltering Saudi tarmac. The most critical of which weighed heavy on his mind� Being responsible for the lives of the men in his unit.
Hal backed the pickup to the open ramp of a Hercules HC-130 cargo aircraft. The Hercules was aptly named: A behemoth with four thundering propellers biting into the hot air, spewing dust and sand at Hal�s team near the ramp. The Herc was the most reliable means of dropping special operators into harm�s way for over three decades.
Hal and his team hoisted their gear from the back of the truck. Hal was six-feet-two and two-hundred pounds, with a rugged build and wind-burned face. The kind you get from a decade of riding motorcycles or jumping out of airplanes. In his case it happened to be both. Having served as a PJ for eight years, Hal was ready for more action and more responsibility. He took courses in his free time to fulfill the rigorous requirements of becoming CRO. At thirty, he seemed like a mother hen among the much younger PJs and enlisted men and women.
Upon hefting their gear from the truck, they dumped it on the asphalt for the �PJ bag drag� into the Herc. The DEVGRU operators � SEALs � carried theirs, giving the PJs odd looks for dragging their rucks up the ramp. Each man secured his own gear into metal boxes along the hull, inside the aircraft.
Hal finished stowing his gear then checked each of his men as they packed theirs. He wondered what kind of mission called for two DEVGRU specialists, a CSAR PJ and a spark chaser � PJ electronics specialist. The SEALs used temporary call signs for the mission � Romeo23 and Romeo24. Romeo two-three was big and burly with a thick beard. He looked more like a seasonal Christmas-tree-lot-operator than a special-operator. Two-four was slender and squirrelly. Lennon, the CSAR PJ, was short and stocky, hand-selected by Hal for his paramedic skills. The spark chaser went by the call sign Jonah. Or maybe it was his last name? Hal wasn�t sure. He figured the call sign was a better guess because Jonah was a rotund man, not the stereotypical IT nerd. Call signs weren�t always complimentary, and Hal thought Jonah may have earned his for his appearance in Basic Military Training � boot camp for the Air Force.
The SEALs packed up their gear and stood before Hal while he observed the others. �Lifter19?� Two-three asked, curious about the origin. �As in skirts?� He lifted the back of two-four�s shirt. He played along, daintily bending over, allowing the lifting of his �skirt.� Two-four then grasped Hal�s bicep.
�Ohhh!� Two-four squeaked. �It�s weights, not skirts.� He and two-three cracked each other up.
SEALs, Hal thought, smiling. Taking the ribbing. This is gonna� be fun.
Romeo23 gave him a firm pat on the shoulder. �Safe trip, sir. Damn proud to be here with you.� Romeo24 also gave Hal a sincere handshake, and the two SEALs continued on to their jump seats.
Command briefed Hal and his team before the load-in, but provided only minimal details. The mission was too secretive. They would learn all they needed to know up in the air. The last utterance from the commander was, �You men were never on this hop.� Judging from the mere DEVGRU presence, Hal knew SEAL Team Six would only be joining them if it was an important mission� their basic purpose in life was to track down and kill High Value Targets � HVTs.
Hal and the others buckled into seats along the Herc walls that were more like harnesses with a small pad for your back and one for your ass. They were each wearing high-noise headsets under their Mich helmets.
�This is your captain speaking,� the pilot�s voice sounded over their headsets. The spark chaser turned the sound up on his, not anticipating the magnitude of roar from the Herc propellers. �Welcome aboard Zeus one-five! Fasten your seatbelts and be sure to return your tray tables to their upright and locked position.� The SEALs chuckled. �Secure for takeoff,� the pilot said in a serious tone.
Prince Sultan Air Base was part of Operation Southern Watch, responsible for the south of Iraq during Operation Iraqi Freedom. Search and rescue missions like this one were under the command of the Joint Search and Rescue Center � JSRC at Prince Sultan. Had the mission been closer to the Turkey Border, Operation Northern Watch would have taken it, with their own team of DEVGRU, PJs and a spark chaser. Hal knew that wherever they were going was too far for the local mode of PJ air transport, the HH60-G Pave Hawk helicopter.
Not long after the Herc was wheels-up, Hal heard radio traffic confirming an AWACS plane was flying overwatch. The AWACS served as a guardian angel, flying thousands of feet above, monitoring enemy activity in the area.
The Herc leveled out and a call from the navigator sounded over the radio. A call Hal typically would have zoned out as it was for the team leader. Realizing that was now him, a brisk chill shot up his spine telling him to pay attention.
The navigator called Hal up to the cockpit to confer on the approach and positioning over the drop zone (DZ). Hitting the drop zone was a challenging undertaking for the Herc, even with GPS and state-of-the-art avionics. Hal arrived in the cramped cockpit, taking in the view outside while working with the navigator. It was a clear, cool and starry night as the Herc cruised thousands of feet above the hilly desert terrain.
Herc navigators played a vital role in getting the giant aircraft in place over drop zones. Navigators calculated wind direction, air speed and altitude, all in coordination with the PJ team leader. This communication with the navigator gave Hal new information on the mission, including the name of it: Operation Outback. His hunch that it was an HVT was also proven correct, although the navigator didn�t know exactly what or who the target was. Hal presumed it was a downed helicopter or plane with a surviving CIA agent or high-level Al Qaeda officer aboard. This would explain the need for having a spark chaser on the team, to get the downed helo or plane back up in the air. Hal thought the HVT might also be a new type of drone they didn�t want to fall into enemy hands. This theory of Hal�s would explain the startling amount of demo ordinance he saw Romeo24 stow away. The navigator confirmed the obvious � the HVT was too far away for the helos. The standard CSAR doctrine was still in play, and command scrambled a task force composed of two helos and two attack aircraft. The task force was on schedule to arrive an hour after Hal�s team.
Hal returned to his seat, passing the jump details on to his team. Their target was in the mouth of a canyon near a village with insurgent activity. The DZ was outside the canyon, so nailing a precise drop and landing was mission critical. This ruled out using static chutes. Their round, bulbous form wasn�t as maneuverable, creating the dangerous possibility of blowing into enemy territory by a strong wind.
PJs could jump from a Herc as high up as 18,000 feet in what�s called a HALO � High Altitude Low Opening � jump. Hal and the navigator chose a �hop and pop� jump from an altitude of 4,000 feet. Just high enough to give the men plenty of time to pull their chutes if they went into a spin or tumbled off course. Provided their recovery was quick, they could still guide their chutes back to the DZ.
Hal instructed his unit to prep for a free-fall (non-static) jump. They each climbed into their chute-pack harnesses. Fastening belts around their chest and waist and pulling straps snug and comfortable. The rectangular free-fall canopy and chute had controls and brakes to enable a precise landing on the DZ.
The pilot radioed back with the six-minute warning to jump. The JSRC commander, Coach07, broke in over the radio� �Coach oh-seven, Coach oh-seven, Zeus one-five��
�Zeus, go for Coach19,� the Herc pilot replied.
�Be advised, enemy activity near the DZ. HVT has no comms. Repeat no comms. Look for IR on DZ.�
�Copy that.�
Hal and his men got the message. It would be a tight jump and aim for an infrared chemlight to mark the drop zone.
The HC-130 ramp lowered like the jaw of a massive steel dragon � opening a chasm that sucked the compressed air out while freezing-cold air flooded in. Hal checked the chutes of his men, making sure they were properly prepped and ready. He also gave a quick inspection of each man�s rifle, sidearm, radio and grenades. Ensuring they were secure for the drop.
�Follow the leader!� Hal yelled over the propellers and the blast of cold air at his back. Giving the standard jump instructions to his men. He spoke with emphasis to the men he had never jumped with before to remove any confusion or doubt from the jump. �Count to one after I jump then go, you count to two, three and so on. Stay on the man in front of you. We may use S-turns to bleed altitude. If you land off target, head to the canyon opening.�
Hal stepped to the front of the line, eyeing the jump light, waiting for the green to jump. The navigator�s transmission to the base erupted over their radios, �Zeus one-five to Coach oh-seven, Inserting SAR now.� The jump light flashed green. Hal flipped down the Night Vision Goggles (NVGs) on his Mich helmet and leapt off the ramp into a star field, plummeting to a pool of crisp blackness below. The first SEAL counted a beat, ran two steps and sprung off the ramp.
Hal plummeted toward the black earth. Wind blasting him in the face as he eyed the ground for the IR chemlight. It wasn�t visible with the naked eye, but the infrared sticks glowed in high contrast through Hal�s NVGs. Hal spotted the light, its glare producing a soft glow on the canyon walls beyond. Hal aimed straight for the chemlight, steadied himself and pulled his chute.
Once safe under the chute canopy on a direct line to the DZ, Hal looked skyward for the rest of his unit. Confirming the popping of their chutes and that they were trailing him to the target. All four men were accounted for, drifting at staggered altitudes, right above him.
Hal saw the desert scrub coming up fast from a couple hundred feet. He pulled the toggles � the chute brakes, and released his seventy-pound ruck so it slid beneath his legs. It hit the ground first and he landed ahead of it in a jog. Coming down on the DZ so close to target that his ruck covered the chemlight. He tugged the ruck away. The next to land were the SEALs followed by Jonah and Lennon. The spark chaser hit the ground and rolled in a Parachute Landing Fall. Lennon stuck a clean landing behind him. Hal ordered Jonah to stay on his side, thinking he may be a combat liability. It was an order welcomed by the electronics specialist.
Hal called in the safe landing to command while the men removed their harnesses and gathered up their chutes. Hal scanned the mouth of the canyon. Towering rock walls rose from the ground, forming the canyon. They appeared ominous at ground level, much different than at twenty-thousand feet. A glimmer inside the canyon caught Hal�s eye. It was a twirling chemlight, swung on a string. A sign from their HVT. Hal waved his men up and radioed command that the target was in sight.
Crackly static burst over the radios. �Coach07 to Lifter19, Stark01 and Stark02 are in transit for exfil. ETA thirty minutes.�
�Copy that,� Hal replied.
Command continued, �Escort called off due to low cloud deck. Unfriendly activity at ten miles. Two vehicles bearing one-eight-zero. One Technical. One transport. Approx twenty PAX. Over.�
�Roger, Coach07,� Hal replied. Concerned about the Technical � a light, improvised vehicle with mounted machine gun in back. Typically, small Toyota trucks from the 90s. PAX was the total number of enemy passengers in both trucks. They must have seen the parachute canopies, or one of them had NVGs to see the chemlights, He thought. Stark one and two were the code names for the Pave Hawk helicopters heading toward them to provide air support and care for any wounded. The helos would also be their ride home. �Lifter19 to Coach07, how copy on additional air support?� Hal asked. �Anything in the area? Over.� Hal waved his team up. Double-timing it to the canyon opening, waiting for the reply from command.
�Negative, Lifter19� the reply came. �We�ve got nothing in the area.�
Hal copied the transmission as he reached canyon opening. He stared in awe at a massive camo-net draped over the form of what appeared to be a Luftwaffe Flying Wing, deep in the canyon. Operation Outback, he thought. It all made sense�Boomerang.
Beneath the desert camouflage net was not a German airplane, but the most lethal fighting machine in the Air Force arsenal � a B-2 Stealth Bomber. Boomerang, as the USAF airmen nicknamed them.
The B-2 achieved near radar-invisibility through many classified methods: a design with a low radar cross-section, reduction of heat-signatures, and the Radar-Absorption Material (RAM) forming the outer layers of the craft. The RAM consisted of blended radar absorbing polymers coated with Iron Ball paint. Iron Ball alone reduced the Radar Cross Section (how it appeared on enemy radar) by seventy to eighty percent.
The pilot, Captain James Rodgers, rushed over to greet Hal and his team with grateful handshakes. �Welcome to the Spirit of Colorado! We had an electronics failure and had to set her down. We tried to guide her into the canyon for cover and scraped a wing on the way in. She�s still air-worthy though. My Mission Commander got a little jammed up on the landing and he�s resting under her now. He�s conscious. Not much pain, but may have some internal damage.�
Hal nodded to Lennon, and the PJ took off for the B-2 with his med-kit. �We�ve got enemy moving in fast. Two trucks with ten passengers total,� Hal said to the others. �Two-three and two-four, cover the bird while Jonah works inside. I�ll be on the east side of the canyon opening. When Lennon finishes with the Mission Commander, send him to the west side of the canyon.�
The SEALs copied his order and hustled into action with Jonah following behind.
�Lifter19 to Coach07,� Hal radioed command, �Update on HVT status� One bravo, minor injuries. Conscious. How copy on enemy movement?�
�Enemy at three miles and closing. PAX armed with AKs and RPGs.�
�Copy that,� Hal said, flipping down the NVGs on his Mich helmet as he crossed the canyon opening. Realizing it bottle-necked to the entrance. Not good. A perfect ambush point for the enemy. If they drive the Technical into the canyon, we�re all in trouble, he thought.
Hal scanned outside the canyon through his NVGs � watching green-tinted dust plumes trailing both trucks as they wound toward the canyon, dodging sagebrush and blazing their own trails across the desert. Hal took cover on the eastern wall behind a three-foot outcropping of solid rock. He took an inventory of his gear: M4 carbine rifle, Beretta M9 9mm sidearm, two M67 frag grenades and a SRK VG-1 fixed-blade knife.
Hal thought about his SRK and how it had never seen combat. He realized only his M4 had, and that was from wild strafing as he fired out of a Pave Hawk on a couple missions. He had never been in close quarter enemy contact. He hoped the helos would arrive with their .50 cal�s before the enemy trucks did and save the day. Hal keyed his radio. �Lifter19 to Coach07��
�Coach07 go for Lifter19.�
�How copy on Stark01 and 02 ETA?�
�Ten minutes. Be advised, enemy at five-hundred meters bearing one-eight-zero.�
�Copy, Coach07.� Thanks, he thought. Wanting to tell them it was closer to two-hundred meters. Hal raised his M4 to a concealed position, leaning behind the rocks. He watched the light trucks avoid the mouth of the canyon, each pulling off to a side of the canyon for cover.
Command radioed Hal their real-time assessment form the AWACS flying overhead. �Lifter19, enemy personnel dismounting. Fifteen to twenty PAX approaching on foot from your southwest.�
�Copy Coach07,� Hal said in a calm voice. Then shouted into his radio to his fellow PJ� �Lennon! I need you here with the 203 on the west wall!�
�Roger. On the way.�
Hal flipped up his NVGs, peering through the EOTech night vision scope on his M4. Waiting for the hostiles to arrive in his line-of-fire. If they get in, it�s CQC, he thought. Pondering Close Quarter Combat with Iraqi insurgents. Hal imagined George Washington in battle, remembering a story he read about the General. Wondering if he would have the same kind of bravery, the way Washington strode on horseback across the front lines, unafraid of enemy fire. Hal now realized Washington�s bravado wasn�t about the man, it was about his care for his men � his willingness to risk his life for them.
PING! The first shot from the insurgents ricocheted off the canyon wall. No need to worry about Rules of Engagement, Hal thought. It was all self-defense now and the unit was clear to fire. Hal spotted the Technical creeping in reverse toward the canyon opening. Far enough to give the gunner in back room to fire the tripod-mounted machine gun into the canyon. Hal squeezed off a burst. Exploding the truck�s back window. The gunner swung the heavy gun toward Hal, who fired another quick burst, taking the man out.
Hal heard a scuffle across the canyon and saw movement from the corner of his eye. It was the arriving Lennon, taking cover on the opposite canyon wall. He readied his M203, a grenade launcher with a 40mm projectile. Lining it up on the bold insurgents rushing toward the mouth of the canyon. Lennon fired and the explosion hit the dirt at the feet of three insurgents, sending them flying. The others held fast at the opening. Adjusting their strategy. They took cover and entered more slowly with caution.
A few who ducked for cover from the 203 unwittingly opened themselves up to Hal. He fired, dispatching one while the others backed up to more secure cover. Hal gave up his location by firing, and the insurgents riddled the solid boulder with bullets. The rounds ricocheted off like BBs. Forming a dust cloud that provided a natural �smoke� cover for Hal. He dropped down lower, changing firing position from behind the giant rock.
Hal heard shouting in Arabic and the enemy fire ceased. A sign they were bringing in something more powerful than their AKs. Hal peered around the base of the boulder � observing an Iraqi shouldering an RPG launcher, aiming it on the boulder. Hal squeezed off a quick burst from his M4, striking the man in the torso. His pain response caused him to pull the trigger on the rocket-propelled grenade. It skipped off the canyon floor and bounced up into the solid rock guarding Hal. EXPLODING.
The boulder broke apart into chunks, shielding Hal from the bulk of the blast. The concussion was so strong it sent Hal to his hands and knees. The detonation sound amplified off the canyon walls, giving Hal temporary deafness. With ears ringing, his world was now in �slow-time.� Hal rose up to see another Iraqi fire an RPG on Lennon�s position. Lennon dove behind a small cluster of rocks. The RPG hit it, blasting it to dust and jarring Lennon, who floundered out into the open like he was lost. Easy picking for the insurgents. They fired, striking Lennon in the ribs.
The SEALs unloaded with cover fire over the top of Lennon. Pushing the Iraqis back to the mouth of the canyon. �Two-three to Lifter one-nine, request permission to advance.�
�Negative,� Hal replied. Their primary objective was to protect the HVT � the stealth bomber. If the SEALs advanced, it would put them at risk and expose the B-2.
Hal�s cover was now reduced to rubble, but the SEALs were keeping the Iraqis at bay with their suppression fire. Hal knew he had to move. �Two-three and Two-four, cover me,� He ordered. Hal rose to a low crouch and darted across the canyon, out in the open. Strafing the Iraqis on the fly. If the Iraqis had NVGs he would be a goner. Hal grabbed Lennon by the collar on the run, dragging him to cover on the west wall. Hal checked his pulse. He was alive but unconscious. Hal staunched the bleeding from Lennon�s chest and keyed the radio. �Lifter19 to Coach07, how copy on CSAR? Man down. Condition alpha. Gunshot wound to the torso.�
�Coach to Lifter, five minutes out. Looking for a safe LZ.�
The Iraqis plotted outside the canyon. Even with numbers dwindled to under a dozen; they were emboldened knowing only a few armed Americans remained. They knew air support would be arriving soon and their best hope for cover was inside the canyon. The Iraqis moved in using cover-and-fire tactics copied from American urban assault teams. Half of them made it all the way in and took cover behind rocks on a far wall. Firing on the Americans inside. Hal hurled both his M67 grenades, one after the other. Taking out a couple Iraqis. The others kept coming.
The SEALs threw everything they had, but couldn�t stop the insurgent advance. Hal picked up the 203 and fired, holding them off � for a moment. The insurgents were getting the upper hand. More of them crept into the canyon. All the kicked up dust from the firefight rendered Hal�s NVGs useless. He emptied the last clip of his M4 into the dust cloud. One insurgent would drop and another would appear from outside to take his place. How many are there? Hal thought. It seemed like they had already killed the twenty PAX reported by command.
Just inside the canyon, a few insurgents gathered with a flashlight, shining it at the ground. Hal watched them pull the B-2 wingtip that broke off when it clipped the canyon wall in the forced landing. The insurgents brushed dust off it. A bullet ricocheted off the wall next to Hal and he ducked down. Why didn�t the pilots pick it up? He thought.
The Al Qaeda rebels celebrated. Yelling in Arabic. Passing the wingtip pieces around. Keenly aware of the financial and strategic value of the highly-secretive stealth fragments. They could trade the pieces for an arsenal of weaponry with Russia or China. Countries more than happy to get their hands on stealth fragments they could reverse engineer to improve their own stealth aircraft. Or to create better defenses against American stealth fighters and bombers. Either way, the fragments were worth a lot to them. A troubling development for Hal. He keyed his radio. �Lifter19 to Coach07.�
�Go for Coach, Lifter.�
�Enemy insurgents have HVT fragments. They�re taking them from the canyon. Over.�
�Lifter19, please repeat last.�
�They have HVT pieces. A wingtip. How copy on pursuit?�
There was no response.
�Lifter19 to Coach07,� Hal continued. �They�re getting away with an HVT Boomerang component. How copy on pursuit? Over.�
Hal waited for the answer. He was sure they heard him and they were just mulling over options. A petrifying thought occurred to Hal� These fragments could end the Air Force�s tactical advantage over the entire world. We may never again hold the title of Owner of the Night.
Salty sweat ran into Hal�s eyes. Blinding him for a moment. He wiped his face with his sleeve and watched the fragments loaded into the back of a truck. They would be gone forever if he didn�t act soon. He slammed a thumb onto the push-to-talk radio. �How copy on pursuit?�
Having spent the ammo from his own sidearm, Hal pulled the Beretta from under Lennon�s jacket and rose to his feet. It was dark enough that the enemy couldn�t see him if he didn�t fire, so he hugged the canyon wall and crept forward. Reaching the protrusion of rocks that bit off the B-2�s wingtip. The same protrusion providing the enemy with cover on the other side.
Hal leaned out around the rocks and got the drop on two enemy fighters. He was now in the realm of in-your-face close quarters. His training came back to him in a flash. Anatomical textbook diagrams of vulnerable points appeared in his mind�s eye over his enemies. Like augmented reality in an imaginary heads-up-display. Hal went target to target. The first he shot in the neck. Before either could raise their weapons, he shot the second in the head. The SEALs laid down cover fire on the sound of his gunshots � keeping insurgents in the canyon from lining up clear shots on Hal.
An enemy stormed from Hal�s left. Hal threw a jab upward with the heel of his palm, thrusting up through the man�s nose. Rifling his septum into his brain. Instantly killing him.
A crackled reply came from command. �Negative on pursuit. Stay with HVT.�
Too late now! Hal thought.
Footfalls scurried toward Hal from the canyon opening. Hal yanked the AK out of Flat Face�s dead hands, spun and squeezed off a burst into the enemy storming the canyon. Hal sprinted out of the canyon, shooting at anything that moved. One of the transport trucks, a small Toyota, took off across the desert with two men in the cab. Insurgents fired out of the canyon toward Hal. He stayed low, taking cover and firing back. Then made a break for the other truck with the mounted gun in back. He threw the door open, jumped in and turned the ignition. No keys. He looked up at the dust plume trailing the Toyota ahead of him. American air-superiority slipping through his fingers. Hal glanced around the cab and then down to the seat�at the keys. He fired it up and took off.
The frantic radio call from a SEALs sounded over his headset. �Romeo23 to Coach17. Where is evac and support? Enemy moving in fast.� Hal could hear volleys of machine gun fire over the radio.
�Coach07 to Romeo23, Stark01 five miles from LZ.�
Hal focused through NVGs on the Toyota ahead as it bounced across the scrub. The bouncing of his truck made the NVGs too erratic, so he flipped them up. Pointing his truck toward the hazy village lights ahead.
Command broke over the radio. �Coach07 to Lifter19, SITREP. We�re tracking a light truck heading back toward village and the Technical closing fast.�
Hal had to come clean before the Pave Hawks rained fire on him. �Lifter to Coach. I�m in the Technical. Pursuing other. Do not fire. Over.�
�Lifter19 Repeat.�
�I�m in the Technical, in pursuit of HVT fragments, sir.�
�Lifter19, you are in violation of a direct order. Return to canyon and mark the LZ for Stark01.�
Hal could now see the rear of the lead truck with its one working tail light. �Coach07, I can recover HTV.�
�Negative. Lifter19. KIO, Lifter19, KIO.�
The order hit Hal hard. KIO was the Knock-It-Off order. Anyone up or down the Air Force chain could utter it at any given time and the mission must be aborted. No questions asked. Hal�s glare on the truck ahead sharpened. He gripped the steering wheel tighter and stepped on the gas.
�Negative, Coach07. HVT intel is priority.�
A radio channel opened in the canyon and Hal heard a flurry of gunfire along with two Navy SEALs yelling �HOOYAH!� Hal knew he made the right call with them.
Hal closed in on the lead truck with lights off. Neither insurgent in the cab saw him coming. Hal grabbed the AK on the seat and used its stock to pound out the windshield. He flipped the rifle around and aimed on the truck driver ahead. Both trucks bounced over the thick scrub. The most he could hope for was a lucky shot. He squeezed the trigger. Holding it down for a long spray across the cab. Bullets rattled through the thin aluminum and crashed through the back window. The truck pulled hard to the right, telling Hal he hit the driver. The Iraqi beside him fired back at Hal then took the wheel. Hal raised the AK again only to hear the CLICK of an empty magazine. He would have to stop the truck the hard way.
In the canyon, the SEALs, Jonah and the crew of the Colorado hunkered behind the landing gear that shielded them from the storm of bullets. Grateful the insurgents used up all their RPGs. The Americans stayed out of the aircraft in the event of a lucky shot on one of the fuel tanks. Romeo23 was behind the wheel post at the nose of the bomber. Romeo24 was behind the right-rear landing gear with the pilot, and Jonah was behind the left-rear with the Mission Commander.
Romeo23 emptied his last M4a1 magazine and switched to his sidearm. Romeo24 had already abandoned his rifle and was about empty on his sidearm. Jonah had long fired off all his M4 ammo and was down to plinking with his Berretta 9mm.
Romeo23 yelled back to the Captain by two-four. �How much fuel does she have?�
�More than half a tank!� He yelled back.
�Two-four to two-three,� sounded over the radio. �Set demo?�
Romeo23 thought about it as Iraqi bullets pinged off the landing gear in front of him and off the aircraft itself. This won�t be another Mogadishu, he thought. The battle where Somalis shot down a Black Hawk leaving SEALs, Rangers and Pararescue outnumbered in a stand-off they couldn�t win. Resulting in dead Americans dragged on their backs and paraded through the city. �Set the charges,� Romeo23 ordered.
Hal tailed the small truck in a race to the village. He had to make a move or find himself following the beat-up Toyota into an ambush. He angled his truck adjacent to the other and gunned it. Nudging the right corner of his truck into the left rear of the other in a spin-out maneuver. Hal plowed into him, and it kicked the back of the other truck out. The driver lost control and rolled the small truck. It spun a few revolutions and came to a stop on its roof. The enemy crawled out the back window. Hal hit the brakes and turned his high-beams on the Iraqi�s face. He stood up and froze in the light with his arms raised in surrender. Now what? Hal thought. He stepped out of his cab with the empty AK and snapped the lever hard. The Iraqi heard the mechanism and dashed off into the bushes. Sprinting toward the village.
Hal removed his J5 tactical flashlight and swept the ground for wingtip debris. The fragments stood out on the light sand like coal on snow. He collected a couple pieces and backtracked to where the truck�s roll started, finding the larger fragments. Hal loaded them into the back of his truck then peered under the other truck to make sure he didn�t miss anything.
Hal leapt in the small truck and cranked it back around toward the canyon. �Lifter19, Lifter19, Stark01.�
�Go for Stark01, Lifter19.�
�HVT fragments in possession. Returning back to the DZ in insurgent truck. Do not fire. Repeat. Do not fire. I�m in the insurgent truck. Flashing my headlights now. Over.�
�Roger that. We have a visual. Landing momentarily.�
Hal killed his lights, flipped the NVGs down and looked up into the sky. He saw both Pave Hawks five-hundred feet up, approaching the LZ at the canyon entrance. Strobe lights echoed on the canyon walls. Flashes of gunfire from the raging firefight inside.
A crackle of radio static sounded over Hal�s headset and then� �THEY�VE OVER-RUN US! WE HAVE TO BLOW IT!� Hal knew it was the voice of the SEAL leader, Romeo23.
Hal saw the massive fireball bloom from the canyon mouth before he heard it. The BOOM of the exploding demo charges came a moment later, rattling his truck. The bright explosion whited-out Hal�s NVGs. He shoved them up only to see a massive fireball rising above the canyon. The ignited fuel of the B-2. Hal slammed on the brakes. He heard radio chatter from the panicked helicopters about to land. Stark01 moved further away from the canyon to a new landing zone. Stark02 hovered above the canyon opening with vengeance. Picking off insurgents fleeing from the canyon, including those on fire from the blast.
�Coach07, Lifter19 SITREP.
Hal ignored the radio. Watching the blooming explosion in a daze. Driving toward the canyon. The call repeated. Asking his status and for a report on what happened in the canyon.
Hal arrived as Stark01 set its skids down on the packed desert sand. He got out of the truck without taking his eyes off the huge orange-black fireball over the canyon. Knowing everyone inside, everyone under his care � his whole unit and the crew of the Colorado were all dead� Except him.
Two PJs from Stark01 grabbed Hal and rushed him on board, checking his vitals. Another pair of PJs gathered the wing fragments from the back of the truck. They jumped in next to Hal, securing the debris.
�What the hell happened down there?� A PJ asked.
Hal could only look at the fragments in a daze. The all-secure came from the pilot and Stark01 took off. Hal looked out the window. The blackness of the sky seemed to weigh down on the earth like granite.
♦ ♦ ♦
JSRC command allowed Hal to shower and collect his thoughts before the debrief. Hal fully expected to be �Article Thirty-Two�d.� Court-martialed for disobeying a direct order that may have resulted in the deaths of his men. In his mind, there was no question it did. Hal believed he deserved a court martial and any other punishment they could give him.
Hal�s recounting of events was somber. He often had trouble finishing his sentences, thinking about his men. Article thirty-two never even came up. The mission never existed so command was unable to issue any formal discipline. Hal�s conscience eased when the commander assured him �there�d be plenty� of informal punishment for his actions. Thinking about his men, Hal didn�t even care what it meant. If the op wasn�t covert, and command permitted Hal, he would have delivered the news to the families of his men and the crew of the Spirit of Colorado himself.

CHAPTER ONE
HOLLOMAN

Holloman Air Force Base (AFB), NM
Fourteen years in a dark, tin can on the Mojave Desert. That was Hal�s �informal punishment,� courtesy of a transfer to Indian Springs, Nevada, the location of Creech Air Force Base. Hal�s title � RPA Sensor Operator. He was part of the small Remotely Piloted Aircraft crew squeezed into a shipping crate-like metal box called a ground control station. Joining him were the RPA (drone) pilot and a superior officer. Occasionally, an imagery analyst or specialists from the CIA would sit in.
Hal and the pilot sat in comfy Lazy-Boy style chairs before computer terminals and an array of flat screen monitors. Airmen controlling the eye-in-the-sky drones called the container �the box.� They worked twelve-hour shifts in the box, guiding recon missions and air-strikes half a world away. Though Hal wasn�t demoted in rank, Sensor Operators were entry-level ensign posts. Quite a step down for a Tier One Special Forces Operator like Hal. Hal�s duties included monitoring cameras, lasers and other sensors on the unmanned aircraft. And when the pilot pushed the button to launch missiles, Hal would guide them to the target. Somebody high up had it in for Hal to transfer him to the Siberia of the USAF, and then keep him in the box for fourteen years. Hal would have gladly taken a transfer to a base in Alaska over the box. At least he could hunt and fish on weekends.
RPA crews suffered the highest burnout rate in the Air Force. Not only from long, hot shifts in the metal crate, but many airmen experienced PTSD from their RPA service.
Hal �embraced the suck.� Never complaining and never once requesting a promotion or transfer. He dealt with the stress by diving headfirst into his off-duty hobby � Mixed Martial Arts. He had learned Judo as part of PJ training and took it upon himself to learn Jujitsu, Muay Thai and Aikido. He even drove to Las Vegas to fight in amateur MMA tournaments. Until he began winning. And drawing unwanted attention to the Air Force and his role in the drone program.
Relief came for Hal about six months ago, with a transfer order that sent him to Holloman Air Force Base, New Mexico. From one desert to another. The transfer told him he paid his dues, even though his new role would be in the chair force�a non-flying desk job. Not only was he back on a nine-to-five schedule in a role befitting an officer, but he was serving Big Blue. The force he loved.
Holloman AFB was a vibrant community in no-man�s land. Surrounded by barren, desert scrub and bordering on the White Sands, it was six miles from the small town of Alamogordo. Holloman was an arid home to twenty-one thousand AF active duty, Air National Guard and Reserve forces. It was also home to AF retirees, Department of Defense civilians and their families. In the 1950s Holloman was one of the premiere test sites for pilot-less aircraft. Other testing included rockets, guided missiles and classified research programs.
In 1968, the 49th Tactical Fighter Wing arrived in Holloman, marking a new era in fighter aircraft training and operations. An era that has evolved through the decades to include stealth aircraft and a fleet of unmanned aircraft stationed at Holloman.
Near the main entrance of the southern gate was a sprawling office building labeled Holloman Air Force Base 49th Fighter Wing. Hal entered, passing security checkpoints to an office with large double doors. The sign above read, Multi-Media Center � Imagery Department.
Hal entered and a voice surprised him. �Good morning, Dhamār!� A man handed Hal a rugged, black external drive that looked like it was part of a stealth aircraft itself. �They don�t call it drone footage for nothing,� Staff Sergeant Eric Yarborough continued. �Yarbo� was Hal�s superior officer, even though he was ten years younger than Hal. Yarbo was a decorated former CSAR PJ and the poster boy for everything Air Force. His dark, beady eyes even resembled those of the AF Academy�s mascot, the peregrine falcon.
Hal took a seat at a desk near Yarbo�s, fired up his computer and went to work. Dual monitors came to life and he plugged in the external drive, labeled MQ-9 Dhamār, Yemen.
The MQ-9 Reaper was an Unmanned Aerial Vehicle � UAV. �M� was Air Force code for Multi-dimensional. The Reaper was a reconnaissance vehicle, but could also attack. Capable of firing six Hellfire Air-to-Ground missiles and an array of laser guided bombs. �Q� indicated it was unmanned and �9� refers to the number in the series. Nine being the most advanced non-classified UAV in the AF arsenal.
The Reaper was the ultimate remote-control airplane. Its primary purpose was to provide real-time video of targets behind enemy lines. Its bulbous nose and a stick-like fuselage gave it the appearance of a thirty-six-foot-long Praying Mantis. The Reaper was gas powered and capable of flying up to fifty-thousand feet with a range of over a thousand miles. At a cruising speed of 230 miles per hour, she could stay airborne fully loaded for fourteen hours.
Hal�s background as an RPA Sensor Operator made him a perfect fit to provide more detailed analysis of the UAV video footage. This particular one was on a recon mission flying over the Al Qaeda-held city of Dhamār, Yemen. The video footage appeared on one of Hal�s monitors. Technical data appeared on the monitor next to it, labeled MISSION BRIEF.
The Reaper footage consisted of hours of surveillance in potential target areas. Hal began the arduous task of scrolling through the Dhamār footage while making notes on technical data. He would use the notes to compile a full analysis and then forward it to the Department of Defense, where it typically wound up in the hands of a CIA agent. Hal�s nameplate on his desk revealed his official title at Holloman � AERIAL IMAGERY SPECIALIST.
Yarbo appeared at Hal�s desk holding two cups. �Coffee?� he asked.
�Sure,� Hal said.
Yarbo handed one of the cups over, asking, �How�s Dhamār looking?�
�Sunny and beautiful,� Hal replied. �With naked women running all over. You�re missing out.�
�That�s why I wanted you to have it.� Yarbo replied, patting Hal on the shoulder, �Some people live the life, and some watch it on TV.�
Hal tore open a packet of aspirin and dumped two in his hand.
�Late night?� Yarbo asked.
�Just a headache.�
�Probably from the ass kicking I gave you in Muay Thai last night,� Yarbo said.
�No, that only explains why my fists are sore.� Hal retorted. Smiling. Then changing the subject. �You�ve seen action before. I�m guessing you have dreams of it, but do you ever have flashes from it when you�re wide awake?�
�Daydreams, sometime� Yarbo answered. �Or just thinking about past missions. Not really flashes. What are you seeing?�
�If I told you, you�d give me the boot with a two-sixty-one.�
�Everyone remembers things. It�s part of the job.�
Hal nodded. �The problem is � I don�t remember these.�
�What do you mean?�
�I don�t know. Maybe I�m getting old and my memory is going. What do you do about yours? Nightmares from combat you can�t shake?�
�They�re never that bad,� Yarbo answered. �Used to take sleeping pills. That was a while ago. Never had �em in the day though.� Yarbo paused and added, �Just let me know if you get an itch to bring your rifle to work!� He laughed at his own joke. Hal didn�t. �Try some sleeping pills. If OTCs don�t cut it, the base doc will hook you up with the good stuff.�
Hal nodded. Raising his coffee cup in a gesture of gratitude.

CHAPTER TWO
CLOUDCROFT

Kabul, Afghanistan
A lone pair of combat boots trampled over the sun-scorched ground in a brisk jog. Heavy, echoed breathing filled the chamber of an enclosed mask.
The sun hung low on the horizon, shrouded in dust and urban pollution. Creating a red-orange haze that bloomed over Kabul. A Muslim minaret tower broke the skyline next to a cobalt-blue mosque dome. Crackly, Quranic chants bellowed from rusty loudspeakers perched on the minaret.
A methodical and disciplined voice broke through radio static over the operator�s bone phone speakers, fixed to his cheek bones� �Beacon to Ghost One� Activate.� The bone phone used bone-conductive technology, freeing the operator�s ears to his surroundings.
With an electronic sizzle, Ghost One�s face shield switched to night vision. Vivid details emerged from the darkest shadows. The Afghan landscape became crisp and clear in the artificial green hue. The whisper of a pump sounded in the operator�s ears. He felt instant relief from cold water that circulated through the lining of the special combat suit he wore. A welcomed relief in the hundred-degree desert heat. Electronic numbers and symbols blipped to life in 3D on the helmet-mounted display (HMD) of his face shield. The HMD was a binocular projection, featuring digital information in augmented reality. Beacon�s voice sounded over the bone phone. �Ghost One, prepare to acquire target.� The command appeared in flashing red letters in the lower right of his display.
TARGETING

�Beacon to Ghost One, objective at twelve o�clock. Advance and engage.� Ghost One stood still, zombie-like. �Repeat, advance and engage.� Ghost One proceeded forward. The objective appeared through muted-green night vision � a two-story mud dwelling surrounded by an eight foot wall.
An ISIS operative in olive green camos patrolled the perimeter, carrying an AK-47. Another stood guard at the gate, wearing a shemagh headdress.
Two high-ranking ISIS officers in drab military fatigues spoke in Arabic over a dog-eared map on a metal table in the back yard. The leader wore a long, Arabian headdress. AK-47s and RPG launchers leaned against the mud wall. Nearby, a rotund, lower-level ISIS fighter worked on an old motorcycle. Gingerly installing an improvised explosive device (IED) beneath the seat.
A guard sprang toward the officers, clutching the arm of another jihadi, as if presenting a criminal to a judge. He spoke Arabic in a rushed and tense tone. �I caught him smoking masaal.�
Ghost One�s breathing slowed as he approached the patrolling guard at an archway gate. Arabic voices echoed from the yard beyond. Red letters flashed on the lower corner of his face shield�
SECONDARY TARGET� ELIMINATE

The guard�s eyes flicked to the commotion of his fellow soldiers then back to his post. Ghost One passed in front of the guard completely unseen, like a soft breeze. He made his way toward the voices in the back yard.
Several guards gathered around the metal table � the site of the improvised trial. The only one not there was the jihadi rigging a bomb to the motorcycle. �Is it true?� Ali Abbas, the senior ISIS leader, asked the accused.
The man was silent, peering into his leader�s eyes. Un-intimidated. The other guard presented the evidence � a rolled-leaf cigarette. Hal observed, knowing that in their brand of fanatical Wahhabi Islam, consuming alcohol and tobacco was strictly forbidden.
�He tried to throw it away,� the accuser said.
Abbas lunged to the wrist of the accused. Pulling it to his face � smelling the tobacco smoke on his fingers. He tightened his grip in disgust, forcing three of the man�s fingers closed. Leaving his thumb and forefinger open � the fingers used for smoking.
�You know the penalty,� Abbas said in a condemning tone.
He removed a machete from a sheath on his belt and brushed the map off the metal table.
Ghost One ignored the backyard terrorist trial. Not part of his mission. Focused and disciplined, he glided toward the man by the motorcycle, like a wandering soul in the night. None of the terrorists could see him, even though he was three feet away.
�Accept it as a sacrifice to Allah,� commanded Ali Abbas. Nodding to the other guards, who pinned the accused against the rusty table. Stretching his arm across it as Abbas recited Quran from memory. ��Man will be evidence against himself� Make not your own hands contribute to your destruction.��
Abbas raised the machete � its blade glistening in the desert moonlight. Just as he was about to strike downward, a violent choking sound erupted nearby. Abbas turned to the heavy-set man at the motorcycle. He was grasping his throat in pain, struggling to breathe. The other men watched. Silent and transfixed.
The skin of the large man�s neck rippled as though clutched by an unseen force. His crooked back strained, bearing the weight of an invisible attacker.
A depression sunk into his flabby cheeks. Something forced his mouth open. He struggled, trying to break free. A black object appeared in his mouth, and his jaws forced shut, forcing him to swallow. Just as his cohorts arrived to help, the struggle came to an end with the large terrorist on hands and knees, coughing and gagging. Still alive. He rose with a crazed expression, looking for the culprit. Seeking revenge. �Who was it?� He asked the man nearest him in Arabic. �Who jumped me?�
�Nobody. No one was here.�
�Somebody did. They forced me to eat�� A burst of his own vomit interrupted. Showering the motorcycle with his dinner.
Ghost One was well inside the dwelling, having passed another oblivious armed guard. He spotted a woman in black robes preparing dinner in pots on the floor. Approaching footsteps sounded from the patio and Ghost One backed up to a wall. The woman did a double-take in his direction. Unsure of her eyes.
�Did she see you?� Beacon�s voice crackled in a loud whisper.
Ghost One inched along the wall and crept up the stairs. The woman rose with a panicked expression. Her gaze focused on the spot where he just stood. She made a frantic praying gesture � blessing herself as she fled out a side door.
Ghost One continued up the stairs, entering a small bedroom with half a dozen mats on the floor. It was their arsenal. AKs, RPG-7s, RGB-6 semi-auto grenade launchers and F1 Russian hand grenades were strewn about. Along with archaic scales, a drum of gunpowder and electronic fuses. Crude bomb-making paraphernalia. None of it concerned him as he stalked toward a window overlooking the back yard.
He saw the heavy-set man, coming around. The others returned to their task at hand � dispensing religious justice within the ranks.
Ghost One removed a small, black remote-control device from inside a vest pocket. He pressed a button and leaned against a wall to shield himself. Sliding his gloved finger to the remote trigger. CLICKING it. Instantly, the torso of the large man exploded in a muffled blast. Ripping his innards inside out. Spraying the guards nearby with lethal shrapnel and tattered scraps of intestines.
Abbas screamed in Arabic. Ordering his men to take cover inside, following a pre-arranged defensive plan.
The entire ISIS unit scurried into the dwelling, like rats retreating to their holes. They trampled up the stairs to their arsenal. Ghost One watched and waited with his back to the wall, allowing each member to enter his kill zone, one by one. None aware of his presence. The door closed behind the last one, and as the savages went for their weapons, Ghost One lit them up with his suppressed MP10 submachine gun. Muzzle flashes echoed off the faces of the men as Ghost One methodically squeezed bursts of lead into them. From one man to the next. The last to drop dead was their leader, Ali Abbas.
Holloman Air Force Base, NM
�Whoooa!� Exclaimed Nick Baldo, a young techno-guru barely out of officer school. The Surveillance Science Specialist watched a feed from Ghost One�s helmet cam, seventy-five hundred miles away. The scrawny airman was clad in an olive green RPA flight duty uniform. �Givin� it to the towel heads!� he exclaimed.
�You finished?� Warren McCreary asked. Not impressed with Baldo�s outburst.
�Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.�
First Lieutenant McCreary served as the Combat Control Technician (CCT) for the operation. His call sign was Beacon. In his early thirties, McCreary was a man on the rise in the elite circles of the US Air Force. Ambitious and sharp, he possessed the acumen and the necessary political contacts to make a speedy ascent up the military food chain. McCreary commanded from a bank of monitors inside �the box,� a sealed ground control station at Holloman. Baldo was on his right, handling technical support, and RPA pilot Richard Douglas was on his left. Piloting a drone that gave them a real-time video feed of Ghost One.
Prowling behind them, like a panther waiting for the moment to strike, was the steely, sixty-year-old Major William Trest. Trest was a strict, war-hardened veteran. He wore dress Air Force blues that looked as fresh and stiff as the day they were issued. He stepped directly behind Airman Baldo. Just the shadow of the imposing figure made the young Airman nervous. Baldo�s back straightened and his eyes widened. His guilty conscience wondered what he had done wrong, anticipating a grilling from the Major.
Trest�s voice broke the tension, barking a command to both seated men. �Get him the hell out of there, and let me see MISTY IR with DoD map overlay.�
�Yes, sir,� McCreary replied.
�Roger that,� Baldo said. �Patching MISTY through from NRO, and your overlay is tracking now, sir.�
McCreary spoke into his headset, �Beacon to Ghost One, mission accomplished. Deploy IR chemlight and proceed to extraction zone.�
♦ ♦ ♦
Ghost One trampled down the stairs and exited the mud dwelling. He cracked a small plastic tube forcing a chemical reaction. Invisible to the naked eye, the chemlight was as bright as a road flare through his night vision visor. He tossed the chemlight on the roof and broke into a jog, making a bee-line through the gate.
�Proceed to flashing marker for exfil,� McCreary ordered over his bone phone.
A flashing dot appeared on Ghost One�s face shield, guiding him to the exfil where team members would extract him.
♦ ♦ ♦
The chemlight glowed on Douglas�s monitor, seen from a night vision camera on the drone he flew above Ghost One. �Target acquired and painted,� Douglas said as he aimed a cursor at the glowing light, �painting� it for a laser-guided bomb to see.
McCreary replied, �You�re cleared hot.�
�Firing from ten thousand feet.�
A GBU-12 Paveway II bomb dropped from the wing of the drone. The five-hundred-pound laser-guided bomb plummeted fast.
Douglas counted down� �Five, four, three, two, one�� The monitor whited-out from the brilliant explosion.
�SPLASH!� Baldo said. �Direct hit on target.�
♦ ♦ ♦
Four-hundred miles above, MISTY, a school bus-sized spy satellite captured the explosion. What made MISTY more elusive than other satellites was its camouflage space shield. A cone-shaped inflatable balloon would deploy if sensors detected radiation waves. The Mylar balloon deflected lasers and incoming microwave radiation � tools of detection used by the Russians and Chinese to hunt enemy spy satellites. MISTY relayed encrypted information to and from the command center of Project Cloudcroft.
♦ ♦ ♦
On the other side of the planet at Holloman AFB were two rows of arch-roofed aircraft hangars, separated by a runway. Stealth Canyon. The hangars were home to the family of stealth aircraft stationed at the 49th Fighter Wing. The �barns,� as the airmen called them, were hollow metal shells providing shelter for the most cunning weapons ever devised by man.
Hangar 302 stood out from the others by the number of Security Forces guarding its perimeter. Clad in AF battle camouflage, the Security Forces were the Air Force�s version of Military Police.
To Air Force personnel passing by, a glimpse into Hangar 302 may have revealed two of the most advanced stealth aircraft in the world. The Aurora, code named Nightwing, and the new MQ-10S Angel of Death (AOD) stealth drone. The Aurora achieved mythical status with unheard of speed and maneuvering ability. Developed by Skunk Works at Groom Lake (Area 51), the Aurora was an hypersonic stealth aircraft capable of speeds over Mach 6 (4,500 mph). She could fly to any spot on the globe in under three hours.
The inside of Hangar 302 looked like a common aircraft hangar, but had features unlike any other hangar. Protective lead panels lined the walls � blocking infrared, T-ray and thermal spy technologies � limiting Russia and Chinese satellites from seeing inside. Banks of fluorescence in the ceiling provided the only interior light. Another peculiarity of Hangar 302 was the sandy brown ground control station inside. The box was off to the side, out of the way of the aircraft. The double doors that ran the length of its back were open for easy entry inside the box.
McCreary, Baldo and Douglas sat in the padded RPA chairs inside as Trest paced behind them. All eyes fixed on the flat screen before Baldo. The fireball from the Paveway bomb slowly dissipated. Still whiting-out the monitor that was a direct feed from MISTY�s camera.
�Show me target confirmation,� Trest ordered.
�Yes, sir,� McCreary replied, then turned to Baldo. �Prepare helmet cam feed for d-base interlace.�
�Yes, sir,� Baldo said. He rattled away at the keyboard and a database of ISIS member profiles appeared on screen. Baldo scrolled through helmet cam footage on another monitor. Stopping on a clear frame of Ali Abbas. The database ran a profile scan, returning a ninety-nine percent match. A black and white file photo appeared on screen with the jihadi�s name below. Ali Abbas Nasser � Senior ISIS operative. �Target confirmed,� Baldo said.
Trest leaned forward out of curiosity. �Go back to the woman.�
�Yes, sir,� Baldo replied. Scrolling the video backward. The woman from the dwelling appeared to look directly at Ghost One.
�She saw him,� Trest observed.
�How?� McCreary asked.
�You tell me,� Trest said. Then gave a final instruction before retreating to his office. �Let me know when he arrives.�
�Yes, sir,� McCreary acknowledged. No officer had to give the �At ease� order, but the effect on the three men was the same with Trest gone from their presence. Their shoulders relaxed, they stretched, yawned, and spoke free and informal among themselves.
�What I want to know is why he stopped when she looked at him,� McCreary pondered aloud.
Airman Douglas, finally free to see for himself, leaned around McCreary to look at the woman on screen. �Maybe he wasn�t looking at her,� Douglas said.
�Maybe he was,� McCreary countered.
�Consciously?� Douglas asked. Nobody had the answer. The three men watched the video play. Douglas broke the silence. �What would happen if he became conscious?�
�It won�t happen,� McCreary answered. Agitated. Driving the notion from their minds. �It�s never happened. The doc says he can�t wake up, can�t become aware. And if the doc says it, he can�t.� Baldo couldn�t restrain his curiosity.
�But, what would happen?�

CHAPTER THREE
SOARING HEIGHTS

Hal Sheridan�s eyes flicked open at 5:45 a.m. with a singular thought�Something�s not right. Lying in bed, staring straight at the ceiling, his entire body was one big ache. Clearing the early-morning cobwebs from his mind, he recounted the events from the previous night. Left work. Worked out. Ate dinner. Watched TV. Went to bed. What did I do in my workout? Nothing out of the ordinary. Did I catch a cold?
The sore, rippling muscles of his forearms thrust his body up from bed in a push-up. Every move he made shot tinges of pain throughout his forty-four-year old body. His joints felt like rusty hinges of an old iron gate.
Hal shot a glance to the nightstand, expecting to see a bottle of Jameson that would explain everything. It was bare, save for a brass lamp and an alarm clock. Hal opened the blinds in his room. Taking in the stillness of the morning sun as it spread like a golden blanket over the tract homes around him.
The community of Soaring Heights resembled any other modern southwestern suburb � stucco-walls, Spanish tiled roofs and architecture designed from a handful of cookie-cutter templates. The only difference � Soaring Heights was on base, available only to the employees and families of the Air Force and Department of Defense.
Hal�s home was a two-bedroom tract house on Mesquite Road. He stumbled his way to the laundry room. Bundling up sheets and blankets, along with a few other articles of clothing and feeding them into an upright washer and dryer. He opened a cabinet nearby, revealing neat stacks of linens. Each one folded with factory-quality creases.
Hal snapped a sheet open and made his bed with boot-camp regimen. Shaping hospital corners that veteran nurses would envy. He fluffed the pillows, setting them in their proper place, swiping away a trace of lint from one.
Hal ironed his uniform in the spare bedroom. Carefully tracing the edges of his First Lieutenant�s badge with the tip of the iron as a small flat screen TV blared the national news in the background. An embedded war correspondent stole Hal�s attention from the creases of his slacks. �I�m standing here live in Bagrami, Afghanistan, a suburb of Kabul, where last night a precision guided bomb from the US Air Force demolished the building behind me.�
Hal looked up at the reporter standing in front of a pile of urban, desert rubble. A muted green vision flashed through Hal�s mind. It was the same exact landscape, but in night vision. The image blossomed white. Blown-out from the explosion. The daydream sparked a cacophony of random images, piling up and snowballing through his mind � a glimpse of the woman in a burka, preparing a meal on the floor. An attractive woman in a lab coat, leaning in with a syringe. Her appearance and words hazy and distorted. A man in a turban, also in night vision green. He disappeared in a bright muzzle-flash. Another muzzle flash lit up the face of a different man � screaming in agony.
Hal wondered if he was the one holding the rifle that cut these men down. Before the answer came, another vision interrupted � this one surreal.
Hal jogged in the dark. The static of radio-noise and commands from a superior officer echoed in his mind. An explosion erupted nearby. So close he could smell the sulfur and toxic chemicals. Hal�s mind jumped back to reality, smelling the actual smoke from his pants, burning under the hot iron. The damage was beyond repair. Hal tossed them in the trash and grabbed a fresh pair, running the iron over it. The news show had moved on to a business segment. Hal watched and waited, hoping the newscast would return to the scene in Afghanistan.
♦ ♦ ♦
Inside the box in Hangar 302, a bleary-eyed Baldo watched a grid of live surveillance videos on a flat screen. The feed was from cameras hidden throughout Hal�s tract home. One was high in the corner of his bedroom. Another showed a wide view of his dining room. There was one up high in the kitchen and one from behind a two-way mirror in his bathroom. Hal�s face filled that one, half-covered in shaving cream. �Sleeping Beauty is shaving. Everything�s A-okay.�
A tired McCreary glanced at the multi-windowed surveillance feed. �Alright. Get some rest. We�ll brief and run sims tonight.�
�Yes, sir,� Baldo replied. Pushing his chair away from the console. He slumbered out of the box toward hangar doors opened a crack, catching rays of the desert sunrise.
McCreary hit a button, putting the image of Hal shaving on the large monitor.
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal shaved like he ironed � with purpose. Slow and meticulous. His face didn�t need the shave. It could have gone another day without notice, but it was his morning regimen. As he angled his neck to glide the razor across, he noticed something� A rash. Running along his jaw bone and beneath his chin. It was symmetrical, about a half-inch wide. He rubbed it. Baffled. Immediately recognizing it�a chin-strap mark. He thought about the last time he had a chin-strap mark that deep � over twenty years ago in Jump Week of Airborne School. When he learned the hard way not to cinch down his Mich helmet too tight.
Two tablets plopped in a glass of water. Hal reached into the medicine cabinet, grabbed some aspirin and chased it with the fizzing water. He closed the cabinet door and stared at himself in the mirror. Puzzled by the rash, the flashes of images in his mind, and the overwhelming feeling of hangover and fatigue. But these, he feared, were only the symptoms. Symptoms of a larger feeling weighing down on him. Pressing hard, heavy and inescapable. A feeling that his life, and all the decisions he made since arriving at Holloman, were not his own.
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal went to work with the anxiety that someone was watching him. He glanced up at the surveillance camera in the corner of the ceiling, relieved that it wasn�t trained on him. He then felt Yarbo�s eyes on him. Is this in my head? Am I being paranoid?
Hal continued his work, analyzing the Yemeni drone footage. Zooming into the image and marking anything that appeared to be a weapon or explosive. He took screenshots of suspicious gatherings of men and any vehicles nearby. All the while, blocking out the images from his dreams and the soreness in his arms, legs and shoulders.
♦ ♦ ♦
The fluorescents were off in Hangar 302. The box was completely dark and the long back doors latched shut. The aircraft in the hangar � still and silent. The Aurora was especially sleek and lethal in the low light, most of which seeped through the crack in the bottom of the hangar doors. Giving the stealth aircraft an up-angle light. The kind of lighting killers in horror movies receive to make them appear more ominous. The black aircraft blended seamlessly into the dark hangar. Only the light glinting off the swept wings, angled windows and flat fuselage were visible.
A make-shift conference room of folding tables and a dozen chairs was set up under a wing of the Aurora. Beyond the tables was the MQ-10S drone, looking like the stealth off-spring of an Aurora and an F-117A. The drone had flat, black panels with sharp edges and corners to deflect radar, much like the Nighthawk design. Its fuselage was wider than other drones. The swept-back wings held no external munitions, storing them inside to reduce the radar signature.
Trest took a seat at the head of the table. Clad in his informal dress uniform. Beads of sweat formed on his temple. He appeared anxious, and leaned over to Baldo, who was on his left like the secretary of a CEO. �The hangar with the most advanced aircraft on the planet and the AC doesn�t work? Go see what�s wrong with it.�
�Yes, sir.� Baldo hurried off with nary a soul at the table noticing. They were too mesmerized by the magnificent stealth creatures behind them. The men and women surrounding Trest were a mix of corporate suits and high ranking military. Trest�s gravelly voice broke the stillness of the hangar.
�Thank you all for being here. Pardon the un-office-like atmosphere. And the high temperature. Some of you already know each other. For those who haven�t met, why don�t we go around the room? Introduce your name and whatever you�d like to say about your company or division.�
Baldo returned to his seat. Shaking his head to Trest. Nothing could be done about the AC. Baldo listened to the introductions that went around the room. He sized people up by the rank on their uniform or the type of suit they wore. He spotted a fifteen-hundred-dollar tailored suit � concluding that the individual�s company knew how to grease the DoD.
Some department heads and executive used aliases in their introductions. Most were vague about their role and the reason for their presence. At these tables sat division heads for every aspect of Project Cloudcroft. There were corporate executives from Lockheed Martin, General Dynamics and Boeing. Parent companies of Skunk Works, Advanced Concepts Laboratory and Future Combat Systems. Representatives from top intelligence communities were present � CIA, PsyOps (psychological warfare), Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA), Air Force Intelligence, Special Operations Command (SOCOM), and the Department of Defense�s own RD lab known as DARPA (Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency).
Too many people, Trest thought, pondering the risk for leaks. Second guessing his own decision to invite them all. He addressed the group, �As you all know, I�m meeting the President this week to present a full report on Project Cloudcroft. It has been a long tradition that the President need not know all the details of black ops, for obvious plausible deniability reasons and to limit the potential for security breaches.� Trest took a breath, glancing around the room and continued. �So, what I need from each of you � is a report in non-classified terms defining what your company, department or division does. Keep it simple. A page or less. And by defining, I mean defining in such a way as to not�� He searched for the words� �Let the cat outta� the bag. So to speak.�
Some around the room nodded, understanding. Others had confused looks. An Air Force Intelligence officer asked, �What do I say about exfil? How do we justify the stealth helos?�
�Write that your team provides recon and on-the-ground assessment,� Trest said. �Talk about how it improves the effectiveness of missions�
Arthur Lewis, a heavy-set man from Skunk Works had an astonished expression. He spoke up. �Are you telling me the President doesn�t know anything about this?!�
�He knows the basics, Art,� Trest replied. �He knows we�re tasked with more precise ordinance delivery in the RPA program. And that�s all he needs to know. The lawsuits from drone strikes are piling up and he�s taking the heat. Believe me, he doesn�t want to know more. We just need to assure him that we�re drastically reducing collateral damage. And so far, we are. What are those numbers, Ted?�
A member from Air Force Intelligence thumbed through his notes and spoke up. �We�ve gone from a collateral damage casualty rate of fifteen percent per mission to point five percent per mission.�
Trest jumped in. �Use that in your notes. From fifteen innocents killed per one-hundred drone strikes down to one per one-hundred strikes.�
�Is the President aware of the targets?� Art asked.
�Indeed.� Trest boldly replied. �He often provides us with the kill-list.�
�How about congressional oversight?�
Empty stares around the table. People looked at each other, waiting for a response.
Trest was losing patience. �This is a clandestine op. You all knew this. It has a low enough budget to fly under the radar. That�s the whole plan. That�s why the President AND Congress approved it. Both through the CIA black ops budget and discretionary funds from the DIA and AF Intel.� Art grimaced. The whole thing left a bad taste in his mouth.
�Our enemy doesn�t exactly carry the Geneva Convention handbook,� Trest continued. �Some might see that as a distinct military advantage for them. Don�t forget, the purpose of this program is to reduce the loss of innocent life.� Trest paused. �I know this is more involved than a typical black op. There are a lot of moving parts. We can easily keep the lid on smaller operations, but something of this magnitude� Well, we have to find ways to hide things in plain sight.�
Trest paused. Waiting for comments from the group. Wiping a swath of sweat running from his temple to his cheek. �If there are no further questions, I�d like to move on.� Trest glared directly at Art, who shook his head no. �Good,� Trest replied, looking over in the direction of Baldo. �Somebody get me a Dr. Pepper!�
♦ ♦ ♦
Trest had never been to the White House. He felt underwhelmed as he patiently sat alone in the antechamber to the Oval Office. Waiting for the President to grant him entrance. The two-hundred-year old Victorian home had a musty smell that the housekeeping staff failed to conceal with an even more obnoxious �aroma.� The floorboard under Trest�s chair creaked when he shifted his weight. Making him wonder how sound the flooring was and how long the old boards could withstand any kind of a fire. The voice of a Secret Service agent snapped Trest out of his daydream. �Air Force?�
�Yes, sir. Major William Trest.�
Trest stood and gave him a strong handshake. Trest wore his formal officer uniform. Light blue shirt, dark blue blazer and dark tie. His silver metallic name tag was on the right side of his jacket, and he was highly decorated with eight rows of colorful ribbons on the left. His shoulder flap featured a gold oak leaf badge � the insignia for the rank of Major. The lone secret service agent guarding the door was wearing a standard dark suit and tie, with a poorly concealed earpiece. Trest wondered what the agent did to get this inglorious assignment.
There was an awkward moment as Trest didn�t know if protocol allowed for casual conversation. Just as he was about to strike one up, the door opened and the Secret Service agent ushered him into the Oval Office. Trest nodded to military leaders from other branches on their way out. Followed by what he believed were DoD and CIA officials in suits. He presumed their meeting was higher priority, otherwise they would be the ones waiting for him to leave the Oval.
The President was direct and efficient, keeping the meeting brief. He asked Trest for an update on the stealth drone project � what he assumed was Project Cloudcroft. Trest opened a folder and read off dates and locations of attacks. Giving the President specifics on the targets, along with collateral damage � which was little to none.
�How many of these stealth drones do you have?�
�Four,� Trest lied. Inflating the number to rationalize the high cost of the operation. There were only two MQ-10S drones built.
�You�re doing great work,� the President said, �but why is this thing so damn expensive?�
�Two reasons, sir. The advanced technology, and the number of assets required� Air and ground, satellite imagery, reconnaissance and communications. The technology itself is unbelievable. You�re familiar with Red Flag, sir? The international War Games exercises?� The President nodded. �The F-35 had a kill ratio of fifteen to zero in Red Flag, and in our own internal exercises against the F-15, it was eighty to zero. The kill ratio for Project Cloudcroft is even higher. More precise than any previous drone strike, and with less collateral damage.�
Trest handed the President a thick, bound document. �I took the liberty of providing you with a breakdown of expenditures and their purposes, sir.� The President flipped through the pages, giving it a quick glance.
�I�ll go over this later and let you know if I have any questions.�
�Thank you, sir.�
Trest shook his hand and was about to leave�
��One more thing, Major,� the President said. He nodded to an aide who handed Trest a document that read CONFIDENTIAL and TOP SECRET. A three letter code in the upper right corner marked it as the highest level of secrecy from the Office of the President.
Trest looked it over. It was a few names with a brief description next to each and their location. He needed no further instruction. It was the President�s new kill-list.
�Commit it to memory,� The President said. �All of it. This doesn�t leave my office.� The President gave Trest a minute to memorize all the names. One was a high-ranking Islamic terrorist and one a Taliban leader. The third name caught Trest off guard, as did his location. Adolfo Vicente �El Lobo� Garcia � Hermosillo, Mexico.

CHAPTER FOUR
THE TERMINAL

Hal gripped a door handle fashioned from a heavy bottle opener. Pulling it open to a blast of AC and stale beer from the dimly lit dive bar on base called The Terminal. The clack of a billiard break sounded in the distance. A lone drunk couple danced to country music. Creating their own dance floor in front of the jukebox while others played pool and darts nearby. A tilted neon Coors sign flickered its last sparks of life on a paneled wall. Both hung when the bar opened in 1978.
Hal scanned the familiar surroundings, finding what he was looking for � a familiar face attached to a mug at the bar.
�Uncle Hank!� Hal said. Patting the man on his flannel shoulder then giving him a firm handshake. Thanks for coming down.�
�Coming down?� Henry said. �This is my second home!�
�How many nephews has this ol� fart got?� Maggie, the barkeep asked. Smoking a cigarette and drying a beer mug at the same time.
�About everyone on base.� Hal replied.
Henry Banks looked a few years older than the buxom Maggie, both well past retirement age. His nickname was apt, as he seemed to be a mentor to most pilots on the base. Henry was the one to show Hal the ropes at the imagery analysis office, and the two became fast friends. Henry was stocky for his age. Slightly balding, with a boyish face and gap-toothed smile that could brighten anyone�s day � man, woman or child.
�The usual?� Maggie asked, and started pouring before Hal could answer. Setting the Jameson rocks down in front of the seat beside Henry�s. Hal thanked her and sat down.
�What the hell?! He threw it right to him!� Henry�s neck craned up, watching a football game on a TV above the bar. Hal looked up to watch the replay of the Denver Broncos quarterback throwing an interception. �Broncos keep playing like this and there won�t be any Monday night games next year.�
Hank glanced over at Hal and saw his mind was elsewhere � not into the game. �You okay? I think he needs another one.�
Hal waived it off. �I�m good.�
Henry knew something wasn�t right. �You sure? You don�t look yourself.�
�Maybe I will have another.� Hal held up a finger to Maggie for one more. �The whole time I was at Creech, I never once got PTSD. I thought it was a myth. An excuse for the rookies to get out of duty.�
�You think you have it now?�
Hal was reluctant to answer. �I don�t know what the hell I have.�
�You ever experience any of that from your combat?� Hal asked. �PTSD?�
�Hey!� The over-protective Maggie butted in. �He don�t talk about that. None of the old timer�s do. Different generation.�
�You know I didn�t mean anything�� Hal replied. �I was talking about after. When you got back. Did you get nightmares? Or see things, images from it during the day?�
�Not too much anymore. Once in a while.� Henry replied.
�There! That�s it�,� Hal said, looking at a news report on a TV next to the football game. �Can you turn that one up? Please?�
Maggie was busy with another customer down the bar, so Hal reached up over the bar to crank the volume. A female war correspondent was in mid-report. ��Believed to be killed in the bombing was top level ISIS leader, Ali Abbas Nasser.� The picture of Abbas Nasser appeared on screen. It was the same man in agony from Hal�s earlier vision.
The report continued. �It happened at midnight local time, and it has been confirmed that the pile of rubble behind me was indeed an ISIS safe house. Ali Abbas Nasser is also reported to be the man who replaced Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi as the leader of ISIS in Afghanistan. It�s not known whether the explosion killed any civilians, but other high-level ISIS leaders, Mohammed Jassim Ali and Hawar Abdul-Razzaq are believed to have been killed in the blast.�
An image jolted into Hal�s mind as he watched the newscast. An MP10 submachine gun sprang to life in his hands. Firing bursts of bright muzzle flashes.
�This is the third attack in as many weeks,� the reporter continued, �taking out key ISIS figures��
The thought festered in Hal�s mind, raising questions he couldn�t answer. Has this been going on for three weeks? When did my headaches start?
The news program switched stories. This one featured the Commander in Chief, President Clarke, announcing a pledge to ease tensions between China and Taiwan. Recommending a peace treaty brokered by U.S. delegates and UN officials.
�What other news channels do you get?� Hal hollered to Maggie at the end of the bar.
�Just this one. This TV don�t get news from the left.�
Henry laughed. Hal would have laughed too � any other day.
�That news report in Afghanistan�� Hal said to Henry. �I recognize it. Like I was there. Not just the village. I recognize the men too� the killed ISIS leaders.�
�What do you mean, �Like you were there?�� Henry asked. �There like Patton and the Carthaginians in a past life??�
�No. I�ve seen it before. Like I was there yesterday. The terrain, the village� The shape of the dwellings. I KNOW it. I�ve been there. And the men � I know their faces. Like a stranger you talk to at the post office or grocery store. You don�t get their name, but you know their face if you see them a day later.�
�What makes you think you were there?� Henry asked. �Dreams? Is that what you�re going on?�
�Dreams. Flashes of images. Detailed ones � like memories.�
�So, you fell asleep when the news was on and then you dreamt about it?�
�No. The timing doesn�t work. The attack happened last night. It was only reported today.�
�All those mud huts look the same,� Henry said. �And so do all the towel heads. You think you can tell them apart when they have scarves wrapped around their faces?�
Hal shook his head. He wasn�t convincing Henry.
�See this?� Hal cranes his jaw at an angle, showing Henry his neck and chin.
�What?�
�The line. It�s a strap line. From a Mich helmet. I could put one on now and it would line up perfectly.�
�I don�t see anything.�
Hal rose to catch his reflection in a mirrored Michelob sign on the wall. It was too dark to see the chin-strap line. �The lighting � you can�t see it in here. It�s not just the line� I have bruises on my body, I ache all over. I�m more tired than normal during the day. It doesn�t make any sense!� He paused, turning to Henry. �Am I going crazy??! Tell me I�m not cracking up.�
�There�s gotta� be a reason for it,� Henry said. �You�re working long hours, stressed� Hell, maybe you got a concussion from that Kung Fu that you call exercise? Or maybe you really have PTSD. What do I know? Have you seen a doctor or the base shrink?�
Hal shook his head. �I don�t need a doctor. Shrink maybe � but I don�t believe in all that mumbo jumbo BS. Half the guys at Creech have PTSD because they�re drug addicts � it�s not from the job. If they did something instead of drugs to blow off steam, they wouldn�t need the shrinks.�
�What other choice do you have?� Henry asked. �Keep obsessing on it until you are crazy? Go to the head shrink. Or the doctor. It�s not like he�ll make it worse.�
Hal nodded. He couldn�t argue the logic.
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal stayed at The Terminal until the game ended, making sure Uncle Hank got to his car and was okay to drive. Hal declined a lift home telling Henry he could use the walk home. He needed time to think.
The night air was cool and full of stars. The streets of Soaring Heights were silent. A pair of F-22 Raptors practiced touch and go�s on the runway nearby. Breaking up the calm of the night. People on the base were so used to aircraft taking off and landing around the clock they grew numb to the roar of the engines. Just like those who lived near railroad tracks, Hal thought.
Hal strolled down the middle of the street, devising a strategy of what he would tell the base shrink. None of it makes sense to me� How can I say it so a complete stranger will believe it? How do I phrase it so I don�t sound crazy?
Hal didn�t know where to start. When was the first symptom? What day? He couldn�t remember. The symptoms happened slowly over time. He should know when they started � the doctor would be sure to ask. Hal pictured the calendar in his mind�s eye and felt a sudden sting. He reached for his shoulder and then fell to his knees. Hal�s world went black.
A whip-like chord appeared out of nowhere. SNAPPING around his neck. His eyes flicked open with a horrifying thought�I�m under attack.
Hal�s mind switched gears to survival mode � calling upon his special forces training. He had to get the cord off of his neck. He knew he only had seconds. He dug his fingers deep into his neck, under the cord, creating a bridge to free his blood flow. Buying time. He felt the attacker�s forearms leaning onto his shoulders. A leverage point. Hal felt the attacker�s right knee pressing into this back. The concept of martial arts triangulation flashed through his mind like the diagram of an intricate patent. Hal remembered from his training that bipeds are essentially unstable. No matter how a person stands, there is a point in space where they are most vulnerable to falling over. Hal had to find that balance point of his attacker by sensing where his feet were. The knee and shin bracing against his back gave him that information. Hal thrust his head backward, reverse-head-butting the attacker. Hard enough to get the attacker to ease his grip for a moment. And long enough for Hal to use leverage. Still holding the cord, Hal lunged downward with all his might. Toward the attacker�s balance point on the ground in front of him. Flipping the attacker over the top to a hard landing on the ground in front of him.
Hal moved to subdue him and another attacker appeared from his right. Wielding a knife. Hal saw that it was a tactical, fixed-blade knife, which told him these guys were professionals. A third attacker appeared from his left. The knife lunged forward. Hal swiped at the man�s wrist, blocking the knife and in the same motion releasing the man�s grip � depositing the knife in his own hand. Three against one became three against Hal with a knife.
Hal�s attackers were all head-to-toe in black, but something was off with them. Hal couldn�t make out their faces. Their facial features were blotchy and surreal. Muddled skin tones and textures. Hal couldn�t dwell on it too long, seeing the third man pull a 9mm sidearm from his coat. Hal charged as the man brought the gun up to aim. Hal�s left arm thrust in to the inside of the man�s arm. Throwing off his aim while Hal buried the knife in the side of the man�s neck.
An attacker lunged from the right. Hal stepped fast. Twisting a heel in the dirt toward the attacker to give him leverage, then delivering a thundering elbow to the charging man�s face. Fracturing his cheekbone.
All the attackers were down. Hal stood over them. He eased closer for a better look at their faces, and at once the attackers vanished. Hal heard a faint, but familiar voice. �Mission prep is complete. Put him under and prep for mapping sim brief.� It was the voice of Beacon. Hal�s vision went black and he felt groggy.
Trest stood behind the open doors of the box in Hangar 302, looking toward the side wall of the hangar. Pads lined the wall and floor of a section of the hangar all the way to the doors. A sweaty, shirtless man wearing virtual-reality headgear stood motionless on an omni-directional trainer. It had an angular bowl-shaped floor that looked like a steel drum, which allowed the user to walk or run in place in any direction, while wearing the VR headgear.
Three men rose from the ground near the shirtless man, wearing bear-suits. Thick padding and lacrosse helmets, covered in hundreds of tiny white balls. Motion-capture dots that served as reference points for animation. They could be made to look like anything in the virtual reality computer. In this case � three attackers in black.
Two handlers cautiously approached the shirtless man. Like approaching a king cobra. One quickly raised an injection pistol to the man�s neck and fired a tranquilizer into his jugular. The man started to faint. Both the handlers caught him, easing him down to the padded floor.
Baldo rattled away at a computer keypad in the box. �Mapping sim is up and ready for brief, sir.�
�Alright,� Trest replied, �Move him to the clinic, have the doc look him over and we�ll start the mapping sim debrief in a half hour.�
The handlers removed the man�s virtual reality headgear, revealing the face of Hal beneath.
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal seemed unconscious, but looked straight forward. His eyes didn�t flinch � as if he were asleep with eyes wide open. McCreary guided him back to a reclining position in what appeared to be a contemporary dental chair. A metal tray attached to the chair, but that�s where the friendly-neighborhood-dentist similarities ended. A curved flat screen was a foot in front of Hal�s face, wide enough to fill his peripheral vision. A map appeared on the screen with rapidly changing locations. They flickered in the reflection of Hal�s eyes as he seemed to be absorbing it all. McCreary stood next to Hal in the small dark room while Baldo typed at a laptop nearby. Its screen showed the same images as Hal�s monitor. Both screens went black and the room was completely dark. �Mapping sim complete,� McCreary said. �Starting targeting program.�
Baldo rattled at the keyboard, pulling up an image of an ominous Mexican with long hair and handlebar mustache. Bold flashing letters appeared over his image, reading TARGET.
McCreary spoke calm and clear, directly into Hal�s ear. In the same voice he used in radio communication to Ghost One. �Target,� he said. �El Lobo. Alfredo Vincente Garcia.�
Other images of Garcia appeared. Some from further away and some profile angles. Each had the same TARGET label over them. An artificial 3D rendering of El Lobo slowly rotated. The reflection appeared in Hal�s eyes. He didn�t blink at all. Retaining everything.
�Secondary targets,� Baldo said, loading new images of armed men onto the screen. Henchmen of El Lobo. Bold letters appeared over each one.
SECONDARY TARGETS
�Running aggression sim,� Baldo said.
Thermal images of human forms appeared on Hal�s screen. They flashed AGGRESSOR TARGETS in red.
�Aggressor targets,� McCreary said to Hal. �Watch for red flashes. Heart rate spikes in sensors.� One flashed on the thermal sensor of a man.
�Kill red flashes,� McCreary said. Ordering Hal to kill anyone who approached with the label of aggressor and spiking heart rate � the sign of a would-be attacker.
�Sims completed.� McCreary said. �Let�s get him home.�

CHAPTER FIVE
EL LOBO

Moonlight gleamed off the sharp edges of the Aurora as she flew above the clouds over the Sonoran Desert � an arid expanse sprawling from Arizona through Southern California and down to northwestern Mexico. The Aurora seemed from another world. The MQ-10S fit snug to her belly, inside long panels attached to the Aurora fuselage, which cut the wind resistance and radar signature of the drone.
�Nightwing to Beacon� the Aurora pilot sounded over the radio. �Crossing the border now. Preparing for AOD release.�
�Roger that,� McCreary replied. �Release on your go.�
Metal brackets opened like jaws beneath the Aurora. Releasing the stealth drone.
�The angel is under my control,� Douglas sounded over the radio. �Powering up AOD motor in three, two, one� power up.�
Once the stealth drone cleared the Aurora, its propeller fired up. Turning it from a glider into a powered aircraft. The Aurora peeled off and the pilot radioed his return to base.
In the box at Holloman, Baldo watched a satellite feed with an overlay of a map of Mexico. A flashing light labeled AOD represented the stealth drone. It flew southwest toward the Baja coastal town of Kino Nuevo. About a hundred miles west of Hermosillo.
�ETA to target � five minutes,� Baldo said. He looked behind him, expecting to see Trest peering over his shoulder, but there was no sign of him. He lowered his headset microphone and asked, �Where�s the Major?�
�Off base,� McCreary replied. �Monitoring remotely.�
�I can�t believe he�s not here,� Baldo said.
�You�re complaining?� McCreary asked.
�Give me a target, Baldo,� Douglas said. Piloting the drone in the general direction of the Baja coast.
�Roger.� Baldo rattled on the keyboard and a perimeter outline appeared on his map of the coast. Labeled �El Lobo Estate.�
�El Lobo!? Are you kidding me?� Douglas asked, his back straightening in the chair, alert. The other two stared straight ahead. For a Project Cloudcroft insider, Douglas was on the outside. Not intimately involved in all the details of the missions or their targets. His only duties were to fly the drone, blow things up and not ask questions. All three of them were more at ease without Trest breathing down their backs. �El Lobo. The wolf. The most notorious drug cartel kingpin in Mexico.� Douglas continued. �This shit�s gonna� be good.�
�Alright,� McCreary said. �Keep your head in the mission. How long until drop?�
�Just another minute. Let me circle the perimeter and find a good DZ.�
The night vision feed from the drone showed a palatial Spanish-style villa on a cliff overlooking the ocean. A ten foot stucco wall surrounded the estate. The property included an expansive yard facing the ocean with a swimming pool, vineyard and horse corral. The backyard facing the hill was much smaller, with a perimeter wall hugging the villa.
Baldo watched a feed from the MISTY spy satellite. �It�s heavily guarded,� he said.
�As expected. And there�s fog on the DZ. Look for an alternate,� McCreary said. They scanned the monitors with the drone and satellite feed. �There�� McCreary pointed to a bare patch a hundred yards from the side of the estate. �He can land hillside here. It�s not a steep incline. No fog and he can access the back entrance. This is your new DZ.�
�Roger that,� Douglas said. �Circling to set up for drop.� The bomb bay doors opened, revealing an armed warrior in matte black combat fatigues. Ghost One. �Dropping now.� He dropped like a bomb. His parachute released. Ballooning open in the wind. Programmed to open at two thousand feet.
The familiar voice sounded over Ghost One�s bone phone. �Beacon to Ghost One, locate DZ.�
A flat screen before Baldo showed the view from Ghost One�s helmet cam. It panned as Ghost One turned his head toward a digital target marked as his drop zone.
His ultra-light chute limited mobility. There were no toggles or brakes. Ghost One leaned his weight in the direction of the target to steer, then landed hard in a tumbling roll. Baldo cringed.
�What the fuck are you doing?!� Trest�s voice shouted over speakers in the box. Confirming to the others that he was paying close attention from his remote location.
Douglas looked panicked. McCreary put his mind at ease, speaking to Trest over his headset. �It�s okay, sir. We�ve trained for this.�
Ghost One rose to his feet. Standing motionless. Looking straight ahead like a mannequin.
�Retrieving chute,� Baldo said. Typing a command that instantly reeled the parachute into Ghost One�s backpack. The slender backpack was midnight black, built into his suit with a hardened armor shell, coated in composite. The spectral jump suit was covered in a light, flexible armor that was a hybrid of body armor and matte black fabric. It had a rough texture that resembled pebbled skin, with the rounded peaks sheared off. The valleys of the sheared pebbles contained a flexible metallic material. This same material covered Ghost One head to toe. His helmet seemed dipped in it, and his face shield was made of a similar transparent substance. Ghost One�s suit top rose to a neck sleeve with no skin exposed. The alien substance even coated his MP10 submachine gun, suppressor and magazines.
�Initiating master check list,� McCreary said to Baldo.
�Roger.�
�Pressure control?�
�Check.� Baldo replied, looking at sensor readings on another computer screen.
�Heart rate?�
�Check. Nominal.�
�Rebreather?�
�Check.�
�HMD visor?�
�Check.�
�AR Targeting?�
�Check.�
�Weapons? Engage carbine.� Ghost One pulled the lever on his MP10.
�Locked and loaded.� Baldo replied.
�SCIROC?� McCreary continued.
�Operational.�
�ACS?�
�NREM sleep. Stage three. Nominal.�
�Activate.�
Baldo typed in a command. Rendering Ghost One invisible. A revolutionary nanotechnology created the optical camouflage effect. Conceived by Boeing�s Future Combat Systems, it was ultimately developed by DARPA and Bae Systems under the SOCOM banner. Armor plating around the backpack protected the computer brains of the stealth systems. Including the GPS-aided optical camouflage � only one of the suit�s stealth components. The stealth capability had its limitations, thus allowing for ops only in suitable conditions.
�Beacon to Ghost One, proceed to target.�
A flashing dot labeled �El Lobo� appeared on Ghost One�s visor HMD. He jogged down the hill toward the tall perimeter wall around the villa.
�Paco�s packin� a Stoner!� Douglas said. Seeing the Hispanic guard at the back gate over Ghost One�s helmet cam. An American-made Stoner 63, light submachine gun, slung over his shoulder.
�Thank Operation Fast & Furious,� Baldo said.
Douglas shook his head in disgust. �Please tell him to smoke that bitch,� he said to McCreary.
�Flash secondary target,� McCreary said, and Baldo typed the command that appeared in Ghost One�s HMD over the guard. �Beacon to Ghost One, eliminate secondary target.�
Ghost One eyed his target from a distance through the scope on his MP10. Firing a single quiet bullet through his suppressor. Dispatching the guard.
�That�s what I�m talkin� about!� Douglas exclaimed.
�Keep it down,� McCreary ordered. Knowing Trest was hearing and seeing everything.
�Yes, sir.� Douglas obeyed.
McCreary gave the next order to Ghost One. �Penetrate the perimeter.�
Ghost One scanned the large gate that was the height of the wall. He placed a hand on it to scale it, and it moved � pushing open. Ghost One eased it open and slowly breached the backyard. Suddenly startled by footsteps to his left. He raised his carbine and saw a giant cat in a cage looking right at him. A black panther.
�How can it see him?� Baldo asked.
�Make a note of it,� McCreary replied.
The panther paced back and forth, keeping an eye on him as Ghost One entered the back door of the villa.
�Proceed to the back bedroom,� McCreary ordered.
A 3D image of the villa blueprints appeared on a screen. Ghost One saw the same thing in augmented reality through his visor. A 3D map toward where they believed El Lobo would be at this time of night. Fast asleep.
Ghost One passed a dark kitchen. The dining room light was on. A guard ate dinner, watching a Mexican TV show on a small flat-screen. A Colt 45 was on the table next to his plate of bistec, rice and beans. Ghost One kept moving. Down the hall. He passed waist-high trophy cases. High end ones like from a museum or jewelry store.
�What the�� Douglas and the others saw the trophy cases and what they contained � a collection of rare, antique pistols. Placards featured the name of the pistol and the previous owner. �Pancho Villa� labeled one antique revolver. There were several 9mm�s with solid-gold hand grips. Some hand grips were molded with the initials of the owner, others featured Catholic saints, and one had a pair of scorpions on the handle. There was even a solid gold AK-47. Ghost One looked up. Hearing a couple voices at the end of the hall. Guards talking. McCreary and the others saw them too. All thinking the same thing� How to kill both without the other making a noise?
The solution came to McCreary. He immediately relayed it to Ghost One. �Head shots. Both targets. NOW!�
Ghost One raised his weapon. At this range it was an easy shot. He hit the first one in the temple. Just as the second looked to were the muzzle flash came from, he took one between the eyes. Their falling bodies making more noise than the gunshots.
�Conceal the bodies,� McCreary ordered. Knowing he couldn�t leave them right in the hallway. �Drag them to the next room.�
Ghost One grabbed the first man and dragged him to the door of a room across the hall. He opened it. Standing face to face with shelves of currency in plastic bags. Floor to ceiling.
�Holy shit� came over the bone phone. �Next room!�
Ghost One dragged the body to an adjacent bathroom and left him inside. He did the same with the other guard, putting their rifles on top of them. He proceeded to the target bedroom and opened the door. It was an opulent bedroom straight out of a Manhattan millionaire�s bachelor pad. Elevated bed with a massive canopy. A polar bear rug in front of a lit fireplace. A mini bar off to the side. Massive flat-screen TV over the fireplace. Guns were in the corners and on nightstands, along with drugs in plain view. Cocaine on a mirror by the night stand and an opened kilo-bag on the dresser. The bed was empty. No sign of El Lobo.
�Where is he?� Baldo asked.
�Thermal scan,� McCreary said to Baldo.
Ghost One looked from one side of the room to the other and his helmet cam displayed a thermal view to the guys in the box. A faint glow appeared further away on the other side of the wall. �He�s in the closet?� Baldo asked.
�Ghost One, proceed to closet.�
Ghost One opened the door to the walk-in closet. Entering, weapon raised. He saw a crack of light between suits on hangars. A hidden door. He pressed it, opening up an expansive cave-like room. A large grotto with a swimming pool. The thermal view showed the heat source, much larger, on the far side of the room.
The helmet cam feed turned to night vision in the box. �There. He�s in a hot tub in the back,� McCreary said.
�What is this place?� Douglas asked.
�It�s a real man-cave. With stalagmites and everything.� Baldo said.
�Tites.� McCreary corrected him. �Stalagmites rise up. Stalactites hang down.�
Ghost One carefully maneuvered around the large stalactites. Using them for cover. Inching his way toward the man in the hot tub with his back to Ghost One.
�Proceed. Get visual confirmation of target.�
�Why can�t he just shoot him from here?� Douglas asked.
�We can�t see his face,� McCreary responded. �We don�t know it�s El Lobo. We need kill confirm from his helmet cam.�
Ghost One slowly approached the lone man in the hot tub. He pulled a flap on his thigh that concealed a sleek, black Ka-bar BK7 tactical fixed-blade knife. He removed the knife, slowly stalking toward the drug lord. Just as he lunged in for the kill, a woman burst up from underwater between the legs of El Lobo. Ghost One slashed El Lobo�s throat. His limp head fell backward, recorded by the helmet cam.
�And we have confirmation,� Baldo said. Disgusted, Douglas looked away from the screen. McCreary watched the woman in the hot tub. The soaking wet prostitute screamed. Shrieking her lungs out. Ghost One returned the bloody knife to its sheath. Closing the suit flap over his thigh.
�ABORT. GO TO EXFIL. NOW!� McCreary commanded.
Ghost One heard the sounds of guards trampling down the hallway to the bedroom. He looked for another exit. There was only a small changing room beyond the hot tub. The lone exit was the way he entered. He quickly moved toward it and stopped at the sound of men entering the bedroom and fumbling through the closet. Suddenly, four guards poured through the hidden closet entrance. Blocking Ghost One�s exit.
�Donde es El Lobo?� One barked. He ordered another guard to get the girl.
She screamed that El Lobo was dead.
�He�s still here,� the guard said about El Lobo�s killer. Ordering his men to search the entire room. The guard barked a lock-down order over his radio for the villa. Nobody was to enter or leave.
Two additional guards arrived at the entrance.
It�s only a matter of time before they find him, McCreary thought. �Back against the wall,� he ordered Ghost One. �Get out of the way!�
�Z-MAN!� blared over the headsets in the box. �Make him climb!� Trest said over the radio.
�What�s Z-Man?� Douglas asked.
�He�s in a cave. It�ll work!� Baldo said.
�Beacon to Ghost One, climb the wall to the exit.�
Ghost One turned, faced the wall and started to climb. With ease � like a lizard.
�Wha�?� Douglas asked.
�Z-man is the DARPA project that made Geckskin,� Baldo said. �It�s on his gloves and boots��
��He�s not cleared for that!� McCreary interrupted.
�He�s watching it now!� Baldo replied. Adding a respectful �sir� at the end.
Ghost One climbed high up the arched cave wall, his gloves keeping him snug against the wall with the high-grip material. A guard shouted to the leader, saying El Lobo was dead and there was no sign of the killer. One tried blaming it on the girl. She was hysterical. When asked who killed El Lobo, she kept repeating �fantasma,� and �cuchillo flotante.� Ghost and floating knife.
Ghost One climbed down the man-made cave wall, head first, agile, like the namesake of the technology enabling him. He quietly stepped from the wall, two feet from the guards searching the cave. Ghost One hugged the wall and slipped behind them, backing up to the entrance. He opened fire in rapid bursts. Killing those closest to him and fanning bursts of 4.6x30mm copper plated steel throughout the room. The men by the hot tub took cover behind fake boulders.
�Pop smoke and exfil!� Ghost One heard over the bone phone.
He removed an M83 smoke grenade from inside his vest, popped the cotter-pin clip and threw it. Smoke billowed throughout the cave. He raced out the bedroom and down the hall from where he entered, gun raised. Shooting guards that entered the hallway. He passed the kitchen and went out the back door. Guards at the gate saw the door move and fired at thin air. Ghost One was halfway across the yard and invisible to them. He ran straight for the wall and scaled it in two running steps. Planting his hands at the top and propelling himself over.
�Go to the DZ!� McCreary ordered. A flashing target appeared in his HMD and he sprinted laterally across a steep hill. He reached the other side and saw the stealth helo � a modified HH-64 Blackhawk, blade spinning and door open � waiting for him.
�Deactivate� McCreary Ordered. Ghost One�s stealth suit powered down on the run, and he appeared to those inside the helo. He climbed in, helped by two PJs, and robotically sat down as they strapped him in his seat. Another man in PJ fatigues and Mich helmet sat opposite Ghost One. He grabbed him by the shoulders and spoke to him face to face. Speaking to those in the box watching through his helmet cam.
�Hell of a mission, ladies!�
�Major?!!� Baldo exclaimed, recognizing Trest in the Mich helmet on screen.
�Did you pussies think I would miss this op?� Trest laughed jovially. Then leaned back and gave the pilot the signal to take off.
�Hit it with everything you�ve got.� McCreary ordered Douglas. �Save the incendiaries for last.�
�Roger that. Target acquired and firing.�
Two Hellfire missiles streaked from the stealth drone, blasting toward the villa. Followed by the more powerful Paveway laser-guided bomb. The hillside lit up in a series of explosions. The final bomb was an incendiary cluster bomb. It hit the remains of the villa and exploded. Sending projectiles in all directions in a quarter mile radius. The projectiles detonated with incendiary munitions hot enough to melt steel. Destroying any evidence of the American-made ordinance that just wiped out the villa.

CHAPTER SIX
ELM

A woman appeared before Hal with hazy and blurred features. His mind unable to push through the fog to see more than her caramel-colored skin and dark hair, softly flowing over her shoulder. She wore a bright white gown. The glow from it consumed any detail. Did I die? Hal thought. Am I in Heaven?
�Relax,� she whispered, pressing a pistol injector to his shoulder. Hal felt a sting in his arm, and her image vanished from his mind.
Hal opened his eyes, searching the room. Gathering his bearings � realizing he was home in the comfort of his own bed. He remembered the pain from the injector and angled his shoulder into view. Spotting a small red dot.
Curiosity drove him to the bathroom mirror. The dot looked like a freckle. Must have been a dream, he thought. Until something under his chin grabbed his attention � a rope-burn winding around the base of his neck. Different from the chin-strap mark he saw before. This was deep with a red and purple bruise. He rubbed it. Hoping it too would vanish from his mind. Instead, the pain in his neck triggered a memory of bouncing streetlights, and the flash of an assailant�s arms swinging a rope around his neck. Another memory interrupted � a calm view of the street, after the storm. His helpless attacker lying crumpled on the ground. Hal shook the memories and cobwebs from his mind. Enough is enough, he thought.
♦ ♦ ♦
The waiting room of Dr. Stuart Elm was small, bland and sterile. Hal shifted, uncomfortable, in a hard metal chair. He picked up Better Homes and Gardens magazine from the coffee table, felt a thin film of dust on it and set it back down. The place even smelled like it hadn�t been cleaned, or visited, in a month. Hal looked up to a wide poster of a lush, serene jungle. It pulled him into its trance. The clinic door opened, snapping him out. A silver-haired man in a lab coat leaned in. �Harold Sheridan?�
�Hal,� he corrected. Rising to shake the older man�s thin and bony hand.
�Dr. Elm. Stuart. Call me Stu or Stuart.� The man said in a grandfatherly tone. He had a thin wispy mustache that matched the color of his hair and neatly-groomed eyebrows. He wore a bow-tie, giving him a peaceful and approachable demeanor.
Dr. Elm opened the door wide, welcoming Hal into the main clinic hallway.
Once inside the office, Hal felt uneasy. Not from the doctor, or the exam he was there to receive � it was common among airmen, but the room itself seemed odd. Looking more like an attorney�s office than the physician�s exam room he expected. The doctor shining a pen-light into his pupils didn�t help.
�First, I�m going to conduct some physical tests. All normal, and part of a basic mental health assessment.� He turned the pen-light off and held it vertical to Hal�s eye level. �Focus on the tip of my pen, please.� Dr. Elm moved the pen-light from side-to-side, watching Hal�s pupils. He held it still in the center. �Now move your head back and forth and focus on the pen.� Hal did as instructed. �How is your balance, Hal?�
�Fine.�
�Fine as in good or do you have any issues? Ever feel dizzy or off-balance?�
�Balance is perfect. I do feel dizzy at times. More recently. Usually, when I wake up. It can take a good hour or two for it to go away. Other days, I wake up and I�m fine.� Dr. Elm�s eyebrow raised slightly as he took notes on a pad.
�Have a seat. I�d like to check your reflexes.� Hal did, and the doctor lightly tapped his knee cap with a rubber hammer. Then tapped the other side. Hal�s reflexes were normal. �Sit back, Hal. Relax. I�ll be back.�
Hal eased into the deep-backed couch that felt like falling into a fluffy cloud wrapped in paper-thin soft leather. He looked at the book-lined walls as Dr. Elm grabbed a clipboard from his desk. Elm returned and sat in a chair before Hal that matched the couch. �So, how do you feel, Hal? I mean about life?�
Hal�s eyebrows furled for an instant and he eased back into the couch even more. It was such a broad question. He didn�t know where to start. �I feel good about life. I�m happy. Enjoy my job. Enjoy living on base and the lifestyle.�
�Have you noticed any recent changes in mood?�
�Yeah, since this whole� episode started. I have to admit, it has gotten me down.�
�We�ll address that in detail in a bit. For now, I�d like to focus more on the general. I have a list of questions here called the MMSE-Mini-Mental State Examination. It�s a standard list. You may find the questions very simple. Try to answer each as you would answer any question, not rushed, but not taking too long either. Here goes��
Dr. Elm asked Hal several basic questions to get a baseline on his mental state. Making sure he knew the date, year, month, season, then location, country, state, city, clinic and office floor. Hal answered each with no abnormality.
�Apple, bicycle, basketball,� Dr. Elm said. �Please repeat these objects back to me.� Hal did. �Now count down backward from one-hundred, going by sevens.�
�93, 86, 79�� Hal said. It took him a little longer than Dr. Elm expected. He made a note of it.
�Now spell WORLD backward.�
�D-R, D-L-R-O-W,� Hal said. Dr. Elm took a note of his flub.
�Please repeat the three objects I just named to you.�
�Hal struggled to remember. �Basketball� apple� and truck?�
�Bicycle,� Dr. Elm said, making a note. He continued with the test, asking more questions, and had Hal fold a piece of paper and draw geometric shapes per his instructions. Hal sat silently as Dr. Elm tabulated the results with a scoring sheet on another page. He set the pages aside. �Do you have any difficulty thinking, reasoning or remembering? For example, when you carry out typical daily tasks like banking, shopping, eating or getting dressed?�
Hal pondered for a while. Sincerely thinking about it. �No. Not that I�m aware of � with daily tasks. I have noticed changes in my memory. It�s not that I�m forgetting things, I�m not. I�m remembering things that I�ve never done before. I know that sounds a lot like forgetting, but I have memories of things that seem random, like I�ve never been to the places of my memories.�
�Will you give me an example?�
�Yeah � I have plenty. Images from combat. The dreams and flashes of visions or whatever you call them, during the day. I have no memory of nearly all of them.�
�Do you ever have any thoughts of hurting yourself?�
�No,� Hal answered sternly. Looking at the doctor like he was insane.
�Do you drink alcohol?�
�Who doesn�t on an Air Force base?� Hal asked, joking.
�Has this recent episode made you feel angry, resentful or hostile?�
�Yes, it has.� Dr. Elm makes a note.
�What?� Hal asked. �What did you write?�
�These symptoms are also caused by alcohol dependence.�
�I�m not an alcoholic!� Hal said. Raising his voice.
�That�s what most people say who suffer alcohol dependence.� He scribbled again. Noting Hal�s raised anger.
�I�m not,� Hal said more calmly. �I control my drinking. I rarely drink during the week and only have a few on the weekend.� He expected the doctor to scribble that in his notes, but Dr. Elm just stared at Hal calm and cool.
�Were you drinking before you had these dreams or visions?�
�No. Well, yes, one time that I know of. Most happen at night and I made it a point to not drink before I went to sleep to see if it was causing them.�
�And?�
�I still had the dreams?�
�Would you call these dreams hallucinations?�
�No. I didn�t imagine them. I don�t know what to call them.�
�Then, how do you know they aren�t hallucinations?� Dr. Elm makes more notes.
�Because they happen� when I�m asleep.�
�You said you have some during the day too, when you�re awake.�
�Yeah, but I don�t see things or imagine things that aren�t there. They�re flashes in my mind. Like a daydream. Not a hallucination.�
�It�s fine. I understand. There�s no need to get worked up. I�m just asking questions.�
Hal shook his head in frustration and nearly apologized, but bit his lip instead.
�Why don�t we take a short break? I just have a few more questions.�
�I�m good, doc. I�d rather we just plow forward and get it over with.�
�Fine. So, when you have these dreams, what exactly are you seeing?�
�Combat. Explosions, muzzle fire. Buildings, landscapes, people�s faces. Nobody I know, but they seem familiar. I see their faces at the moment they�re shot. And it seems like I�m the one shooting them.�
�Tell me about some of the most distinguishable things you remember.�
�Turbans men wear� Specific weapons� Middle Eastern men� Mexican-looking men.�
�Mexican?� Dr. Elm asked, surprised. Making a note. �What happens when you wake up from these dreams? Are you alarmed or frightened?�
�No. I feel like I�m waking up in a foreign place, even if I�m at home. I feel sore all over � aches and pains. Rashes at times, marks on my neck, face and arms. Dizzy sometimes.�
�These marks � what happened to them? Will you show them to me?�
�They�ve gone away. They don�t last longer than a day. I�ve never bruised easily.�
Dr. Elm scribbled on his pad. �I read your file. You served in the RPA program at Creech.�
�Yes, sir.�
�Are you aware Creech has the highest rate of PTSD cases in the entire Air Force?�
�I didn�t know that.�
�And you served there fourteen years. Do you believe it�s possible that these symptoms are a form of PTSD?�
�You�re the doctor. Why are you asking me?�
�Have you had PTSD before?� Dr. Elm asked.
�No.�
�How often do you think about your late wife and child?�
Hal looked at him oddly, wondering how he knew.
�It was in your file. From a Creech assessment. It doesn�t say how they were��
�Killed.� Hal finished his sentence. �By a drunk driver. And yes, I think about them every day. And I thought about them every day before I started having these symptoms.�
Dr. Elm flipped through his notes. �That�s all I have for today. It will be some time before I can determine a complete diagnosis. Your symptoms are pointing to any number of psychological disorders: PTSD, anxiety disorder, conduct disorder, Alzheimer�s Disease� It�s too early to rule any one of these out. The next step is to see what�s going on in your brain, so I�m going to order a CT scan and MRI. I�m also going to refer you to a neurologist, after you get the CT and MRI. They�ll be able to tell if there are any abnormalities in your brain itself. After you complete these, come back and see me.�
Dr. Elm scrawled out a prescription, tearing it off and handing it to Hal. �This should take care of those nightmares. And this�� He wrote another prescription. ��Is an anti-depressant. Both will help you to get better sleep, which at the least should ease your symptoms, and at the most, may knock them out completely. Come back in a couple weeks if you don�t feel any difference.�
Hal nodded, stuffing the prescriptions in his pocket. He thanked the doctor and found his own way out.
Dr. Elm picked up his desk phone and dialed, peering through the blinds, watching Hal leave the building. The doctor spoke into the receiver, �It�s Stuart. We have to talk.�

CHAPTER SEVEN
MINDANAO

A portable projection screen stood in the dark corner of Hanger 302. Just beyond the VR OmniTrainer near the padded wall. The screen was the rickety metal kind from the 1970s. An odd contrast to the most advanced aircraft, electronics communication and VR equipment in the world.
McCreary, Baldo and Douglas sat in folding chairs before the screen. Baldo ran a laptop computer connected to the projector. Trest paced in front of the screen. �In case you desk jockeys haven�t heard,� Trest preached, �China has been kicking our asses in the cyber realm. When the President learned they hacked the designs of our newest stealth battleship, it put him over the edge. Which is good news for us. He just green-lit our next high-priority mission on the port city of Fuzhou.�
Trest nodded to Baldo and the screen glowed with the first slide of a PowerPoint presentation� a satellite image of an urban office building. It was zoomed to the roof, cluttered with a forest of communication dishes, microwave transmitters and radio towers. �This is an office building in Fuzhou, a city in the province of Fujian on the Eastern coast of China. It�s called the Fuzhou Railway Communications Bureau Building, but intel confirms that�s a front. The building is actually a key weapon in the Chinese cyberwar arsenal.�
Trest looked to Baldo, who forwarded to the next slide. The word �NIPRnet� appeared in bold, along with its definition� Non-classified Internet Protocol Router Network. �The Department of Defense confirms a series of cyber attacks on NIPRnet,� Trest continued. �Originating from this facility. Great Britain and Germany also reported Chinese cyber attacks in recent weeks. NIPRnet lives in the Pentagon. It�s the system we would use to mobilize forces, in the event of a Chinese attack on Taiwan. Should China launch an attack on Taiwan, they could hamper our quick-response ability through cyber attacks on NIPRnet. Giving them the extra hours they would need to complete an invasion and occupy Taiwan.�
Trest paused, letting the weight of it sink in. �We don�t have any assets inside the Fuzhou building, and it would take months or years to work someone in undercover. Time we don�t have.�
The next slide popped up. It was a photograph of a small black box with protruding wires.
�Our task: Put eyes and ears on the facility with a surveillance tap capable of intercepting all communications within a ten-meter radius. The ideal placement � is right here�� A close-up of the roof showed a network of cables dove-tailing into a box that ran down into the building. �This tap will detect all inbound and outgoing electronic transmissions. Allowing us to not only see and hear what they send and receive, but also revealing their method of hacking Pentagon firewalls. The only way to plant this device is with a ghost.�
McCreary shifted uneasy in his chair. It was a daunting task and he could think of scores of obstacles that made it nearly impossible. The first came out in the form of a question to Trest. �In China? How will we get him out?�
�Getting out isn�t the only problem. We have to figure out how to get him in too. The Fuzhou population is seven million, so parachuting on the roof isn�t an option.� Trest said. �We parachute him to a park near farmland along the coast, within an hour of the city. A CIA asset transports him to the building, where he infiltrates and plants the device on his own. It�s in an industrial area, with surprisingly little perimeter security. After he plants it, we exfil him back to the beach where a DEVGRU Black Squadron team is waiting in a Sealion to fast-craft him to international waters. Our boys will pick him up there and transport him to a Taiwanese AFB to transfer to the Nightwing. Estimated time of the mission: eight-point-five hours.�
�We�ve never had a mission that long, sir,� McCreary said.
�I realize that,� Trest replied. �But this is an in-and-out recon with no combat. A cakewalk.�
�Non-combat � if he�s not detected,� McCreary said. �What are the ROE�s? And what if he�s detected or captured?�
�No lethal force. And the usual fail-safe is in play�� A knock at the door interrupted Trest. He looked to Baldo, who handed the laptop to Douglas and jogged to the door. He returned quickly.
�It�s Dr. Elm to see you. He said it�s urgent, sir.�
Trest grimaced. Unhappy at the intrusion. He made a brisk stride to the hangar door. His men watched as he led Dr. Elm into a room near the entrance and closed the door. Something must have gone wrong, McCreary thought.
The frazzled doctor skipped pleasantries and spat out the reason for his urgent visit. �Sheridan is having dreams!�
�What?�
�He�s having dreams. Nightmares. Seeing flashes of combat from the missions. Accompanied by headaches and other symptoms.
Trest was dismayed. �You said he wouldn�t remember anything!�
�He�s not supposed to,� Elm replied. �I don�t know why he is. None of the other subjects did.�
�What did he see? What did he tell you?�
�Nothing concrete. Images of combat somewhere in the Middle East and Mexico! What the hell happened in Mexico?� Elm looked at Trest�s hard empty stare, realizing he�s never going to tell him. �He remembers details,� Elm continued. �Locations, men�s faces. And bruises � marks on his neck from missions��
�I thought you gave him something to hide the marks?!� Trest asked.
�I did. And it worked! I couldn�t see them. I told him the visions were hallucinations.�
�So, what did you do? What do we do?�
�I gave him Prazosin. It�s a dream blocker. Told him it will help him sleep too.�
�What should we do?� Trest asked.
�Take him offline,� Elm said sternly.
�What?! We can�t.�
�You have to. He�s starting to piece things together!� The doctor said, agitated. �Take him offline. Temporarily. And maintain his dosages. Keep up his training. Program him to believe it�s all in his head.�
�Why can�t we do that and keep him online? He�s the best we�ve got. Going offline now isn�t an option.�
�Why?� Elm looked at him blankly.
�For reasons I can�t tell you. He stays online. Increase his meds. We�ll put more men on him.�
�I can�t give him more meds. Not without significant side effects.�
�What side effects�?�
��Sir?� Baldo interrupted. Speaking loudly through the door. �He�s nearing the drop point, sir.�
Trest opened the door for Dr. Elm. He took the hint and left the hangar.
Baldo returned to his seat in the box beside McCreary. They had all moved from the makeshift movie theater back to command and control in the box. Trest hovered over Baldo�s shoulder, wiping sweat from his face. Agitated that the AC still wasn�t working. Baldo�s bony fingers rattled on the keyboard, and an infrared satellite image flicked to life on screen.
�We have MISTY IR over Mindanao,� Baldo confirmed. Mispronouncing the island in the southern Philippines. McCreary corrected him with an �ow� sound at the end of Mindanao.
In glowing infrared, a human form passed below a canopy of thick vegetation, dimming the image.
�The ISIS cell � their training camp, is here, sir.� Baldo pointed to an area with glowing dots on the satellite feed.
�This is Beacon.� McCreary said into his headset. �Activate and proceed north to the camp.�
The IR image of the figure instantly vanished. Another flat screen showed the thick rain forest at night, through his night vision helmet cam.
�Move slowly. You�re about ten meters from the target hut.�
On the IR monitor, three horizontal glowing forms were visible under the thin transparent grass roof. Their heat signatures weren�t as bright. The men were dormant. Sleeping.
Outside the hut, another heat signature glowed, moving back and forth � a guard making his rounds. Two smaller glowing dots appeared, springing into action. Guard dogs. Their barks sounded over loudspeakers in the box, from a microphone feed inside the helmet.
�Freeze!� McCreary ordered. �Guard dogs at twelve o�clock. Take them out. SILENTLY.�
Wide banana leaves and thick bushes obscured the view on the night vision monitor as the helmet cam lowered into thick cover. On the IR monitor, the men sleeping in the hut were now awake. Investigating whatever made their dogs go haywire. A human form in IR darted from the hut to the dogs. Unleashing them into the nearby jungle.
�Here they come!� Trest said.
The MP10 muzzle rose into view in night vision on screen. Nothing in sight. A German Shepherd leapt from the blackness. Smothering the helmet cam. Growling and snarling viciously as it ripped into clothing and flesh. The painful shrieks of the victim sounded clearly over the speakers in the box.
�He�s in trouble,� Trest said, �Get him out of there!�
�This is Beacon One, retreat to extraction zone. Abort mission and exfil. I repeat, abort.�
�I thought dogs couldn�t smell the��
McCreary interrupted Baldo. ��They didn�t. They heard him and he panicked.�
Another dog arrived and the mauling continued. The screen of the shaking helmet cam was a blur. Looking up at the trees and a field of jostling stars. The IR satellite view showed the two German Shepherds tearing into something on the ground. Other glows approached. The men from the camp.
�They�re coming.�
An alarm flashed on the console before Baldo. �Ghost suit malfunction, sir.�
�He�s deactivated,� Douglas confirmed. �They can see him now!�
His glowing form appeared on the infrared screen, directly beneath the attacking dogs. The armed ISIS rebels approached their dogs, mauling a hapless victim in a black suit dotted with thousands of metallic flecks. The middle of the suit a bloody crevasse with squishy intestines oozing out. The men froze. Looking at his ominous helmet, mask and suit. Slowly pulling off their dogs.
�Self-destruct,� Trest ordered in a serious tone. �NOW!�
Baldo quickly typed the command on the computer.
�Thermal self-destruct activated, sir.�
The men standing over the ghost heard a flush of fluids circulating through the suit. The suit began to glow a dull orange, heating quickly. Becoming a red hot magma. The men stepped back in fear. The suit melted in a burst of smoke and flames. A chemical combination released white-hot plasma through the suit. Engulfing the helmet, mask and entire form of the man. It burned rapidly, and when the smoke cleared only a charred patch of leaves and grass remained on the rain forest floor. The rebels stabbed at the scorch-mark grave with the barrels of their AKs, wondering where the man, his suit and remains went.
McCreary pulled up the image of an African American CCT SF operative on the computer. His call sign � Ghost Three. McCreary typed KIA over a field marked STATUS. �Ghost Three, KIA,� McCreary said.
�Now, we�re down to two?� Baldo asked. �What about China? Are we postponing it?�
�Negative,� Trest answered, �Fuzhou goes forward.�
�Who should we call up?� McCreary asked.
Trest responded without hesitation. �Ghost One.�

CHAPTER EIGHT
SHARKIE

Hal rubbed his eyes and peered down at his G-shock wristwatch. 1 a.m. He sat in the dark � his face illuminated by the laptop on his small computer desk at the foot of his bed. He scrolled through an article on BBC�s website about a bombing in Kabul, Afghanistan. The pictures looked straight out of his flashes and dreams. Hal clicked on an image and it filled the screen. It was a wide-angle view of the demolished hut and other mud huts around it. The article called it a drone strike, but didn�t specify the exact location in Kabul. It appeared to be a village on the outskirts of town.
Hal searched Kabul on Google Maps and clicked satellite view. Scanning the outer areas of Kabul, but finding nothing familiar. He glanced at the bottle of meds on his desk that Dr. Elm prescribed. He popped the cap and swallowed a couple.
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal�s phone rang the next morning. He groggily woke to answer it, realizing it was ringing along with his alarm clock. The dull annoying tone had been blasting for the last half hour. �I�m on my way. Yeah. Overslept.� He was more relieved that he woke up nightmare-and-headache free, than worried about being late for work.
The day passed without any flashes or daydreams. Hal could hardly believe it as he looked up at the clock. Five o�clock and not a single symptom. The meds must be working. A hard slap on the shoulder from Yarbo jolted the thought away.
�You back in class tonight, buddy?�
Hal nodded. �I�ll be there.�
♦ ♦ ♦
Yarbo led the Muay Thai class of a dozen men and women of varying skill levels. The class used two thick wrestling mats, butted up next to each other as their floor. Yarbo demonstrated advanced combinations of attacks and defenses. �This defense works well against an empty hand or a knife lunge.� Yarbo nodded to a volunteer, who threw a punch half-speed at Yarbo�s jaw. �When you block, it�s more of an angled deflection. Don�t try to push the attacker�s arm away from you because you don�t know how strong they�re going to be. A deflection neutralizes their strength without much effort on your part. Try to match the angle of deflection with their angle of attack. The right angle of deflection allows you to maintain your core balance while knocking the attacking strike off course. Once you deflect it, execute a counter strike!� He deflected the attacker�s slow-motion punch and then jabbed him with a counter strike, stopping inches short of the man�s face. �Now, try it with your partner.�
The class paired up, but Hal was odd man out. �I got you, Sheridan,� Yarbo said. �Ready?� Hal nodded. Yarbo threw a three-quarter strength punch. Hal deflected it, returning fire with a counter strike that stopped short before contact. �Good,� Yarbo complimented. �Now you.�
Hal threw a punch, which Yarbo easily deflected and counter struck. Stopping short. �Now, opposite arm!� Yarbo yelled to the whole class, and they switched attack and defense arms. Hal and Yarbo practiced the techniques, each taking a turn.
�Good,� Yarbo said to the class. �Now, full speed!� He kept an eye on the class, making sure they were safely performing the techniques. �Nice work.� He lowered the elbow of one participant, making his form correct then turned back to Hal. �Ready?� Hal nodded. Yarbo threw a full speed punch, and Hal deflected it, countering with a full speed right, stopping an inch short of his chin. �That was close.�
They returned to their first stances and Hal threw an attacking blow. Yarbo deflected and countered. Hal blocked the counter strike instinctively, and naturally launched a counter of his own. Yarbo blocked it and before they knew it � they were sparring.
Both men used various advanced strike and blocking techniques. Each holding his own. The class froze. Stopping their exercise to watch the intense sparring match. The class formed a circle around Hal and Yarbo as their spar had advanced to include kicks and judo throws.
Yarbo attacked in a flurry and Hal impressively countered. Surprising Yarbo. Hal threw a counter right too fast for Yarbo to block, but instead of a full punch, Hal smacked him with an open hand. Not hard, but hard enough to let him know he got one by. Yarbo smiled and nodded. It was on.
Yarbo stepped back and pulled a sharkie (rubber knife) from his belt. He lunged at Hal, and Hal blocked it using the technique they just practiced. Yarbo pulled his arm back, sharkie in hand in a counter-swipe move, slashing at Hal�s midsection. Hal deflected it and employed a perfect grab-and-snap technique on Yarbo�s wrist. Not injuring it, but popping the rubber knife free and transferring it into Hal�s hand. Oohs and aahs sounded from the crowd, along with a patter of golf-claps.
Yarbo wasn�t pleased, shown up by a student in front of his class. He ratcheted up the spar intensity, lunging forward to taunt Hal into striking with the knife. Hal took a jab and Yarbo jumped back. Yarbo threw a kick that Hal sidestepped. Yarbo lunged with a fist toward Hal�s midsection. Hal stabbed with the knife toward Yarbo�s exposed ribs. The strikes happening in unison. Only Hal didn�t realize he was taking the bait. Yarbo grabbed Hal�s upper arm � avoiding the sharkie blade and using Hal�s own momentum to pulls his arm and shoulder forward in a judo-throw. Hal somersaulted over and hit the mat on his back and head in a hard THUD.
The class was silent. Hal slowly sat up, dazed. �You alright?� Yarbo asked, offering him a hand up. Hal nodded, accepted his hand and rose a little wobbly. A series of white flashes appeared in his mind. Hitting the mat shook something loose. The vision of his mind�s eye was a gun display case. Trophy weapons. Nine-millimeter sidearms with gold hand grips. He also saw a cave with shimmering water reflections on the roof and walls. Another vision appeared of him slashing the throat of a man in a hot tub. Hal closed his eyes. Forcing the images from his mind. He grabbed his towel from the mat. Wiping the sweat from his face. Hal picked up his gym bag and staggered to the door. Ignoring concerned classmates offering help as he headed out.
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal arrived at home, dropped his gym bag on the living room floor and fired up his laptop. Soaked in his sweaty martial arts gi. He sat in the dark, eyes closed, waiting for the computer to start. Trying to remember more details from the flashes. Searching his memory. He saw the cave again. Then the hallway. He saw men speaking Spanish. Mexico? He thought. Was I in Mexico? Whose house is this? The computer start-up theme chimed and his eyes flicked open. He typed in a search of �Mexico murder gun collector.� He scanned through the search result paragraphs. Nothing caught his eye until about a half a page down. �Mexican Drug Lord Murdered� was highlighted in the link metadata along with a blurb about a rare gun collector and owner of exotic animals. A flash of the black panther appeared in Hal�s mind. He remembered looking eye-to-eye with the exotic muscular cat. He clicked on the website link. It showed images of a blackened and smoking pit where the villa used to be. The article read, �Notorious drug cartel kingpin El Lobo (Alfredo Alfredo Vincente Garcia) is dead. Killed in the bombing of his opulent hillside villa in the Kino Bay Estates region of Mexico, overlooking the Gulf of California.�
Hal searched the area in satellite view of Google Maps. Zooming to the hillside villa. More flashes pounded his mind. He saw himself entering the back gate and going into the house. Then racing across the hillside shrouded in thick fog like he was running from something.
♦ ♦ ♦
In the box at Hangar 302, Baldo sat alone. Watching surveillance camera feeds from inside Hal�s home. Another screen displayed a hacked view of Hal�s computer. Baldo was seeing everything Hal searched. The young airman frantically picked up the phone. �It�s Baldo at 302. Sheridan is looking at the Mexico site.�
�What do you mean?� An angry Trest answered.
�He found an article on El Lobo�s murder and searched the area.� He�s zooming in on a map view of the estate. He knows.�
�How?�
�I don�t know. Should we bring him in?�
�Yes! Wait though. Until he�s asleep. Bring him in the usual way.�
�Roger, sir.�
Hal obsessively searched the villa surroundings in Google Maps, and pulled up every article he could find on El Lobo. Copying and pasting notes, images and dates into a document he created. He glanced down at his watch, realizing he had been going at it for several hours. He hadn�t experienced any other flashes since seeing the panther and the yard. Seeing the villa and surroundings emboldened him. He was even more committed. He knew he was there, but his analytical mind couldn�t accept it without a viable explanation. Was it an RPA mission I flew at Creech? He pondered. Scanning his mind back in time over all the RPA missions he flew.
Nearly all were under Air Force command, but a few were flown under the guidance of the CIA. Of those, the only missions in our hemisphere were recon missions in Columbia, Venezuela and Central America. He remembered a couple strikes on cartel targets in Columbia. He thought about possible strikes on Mexican cartels, straining his memory, but couldn�t recall any. He thought about other recon missions he may have been on earlier in his Air Force career, but none came to mind.
Hal flipped through his phone. Searching for a contact. Hoping it was still there. He found it. �Emerson RPA Pilot.� Hal thought about calling him then looked at his wristwatch. It was well after midnight. Too late to call. Hal was at peace with the thought of Mexico being part of a past mission he couldn�t remember. The notion would tide him over for the night anyway, and allow him to get sleep without obsessing on it. He popped a couple more pills from the bottle Dr. Elm gave him, which seemed to be working. Hal showered and hit the rack. The pills took effect and he was out a few minutes later.
♦ ♦ ♦
It was after one am in Hangar 302. McCreary and Trest had arrived, joining Baldo. They watched Hal sleep peacefully over a night vision camera hidden in the corner of his ceiling. �Bring him in.� Trest ordered.
�Initiate the sequence.� McCreary ordered Baldo. Baldo typed at the computer and a high-pitched sequence of beeps played over the speakers. Soft. Like a subtle case of tinnitus� ringing-of-the-ears, but in a high-pitched synthetic tone. Not loud enough to wake a person up.
�Implant operational,� Baldo said. �He�s hearing it fine.�
Hal rose from his bed at the sequence of high-pitched notes. Eyes closed. He stood in front of his bed and faced forward. Like standing at attention. Awaiting orders.
�Sleepwalking engaged.� Baldo noted. �You have the comm.�
McCreary took over, adjusting his headset. Speaking in monotone. �Beacon to Ghost One. Calmly get dressed, get in your vehicle and drive to the base. Drive to Hangar 302.�
Hal was in a subconscious state. Unaware of everything he was hearing through a bone phone surgically implanted into his skull near his inner ear. He obeyed McCreary�s commands with methodical precision and without question. Even though his eyes were half open, his mind was in a slumbering daze.
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal parked outside the hangar, in a trance. Calmly walking past the guards, who were on order to not stop him or ask any questions. McCreary waited to meet him inside the hanger. Hal crossed the threshold, and McCreary spoke to him in the same calm monotone voice. �Follow me. You�re doing fine.�
Hal followed McCreary to the small room off the side of the hangar. He opened the door to Dr. Elm and a couple associates in lab coats. The room was more cluttered now � looking like a small operating room with a modern EKG monitor and a breathing apparatus stationed by the reclining dental chair.
�Somnambulism is fine�� Elm said, interrupted by a �Shhh� from McCreary, who whispered, �He can only hear my voice.�
Elm nodded and McCreary led Hal to the padded dental chair. �Lie down.� Hal turned, angled his back to the chair, swiveled his hips, and eased into the chair. Like a programmed android. �Sleep.�
Hal closed his eyes. McCreary nodded to one of Dr. Elm�s associates. A man in a lab coat. He gave Hal an injection that rendered him unconscious. A long-haired woman in a lab coat began attaching EKG electrodes to his chest. She wheeled the machine over, monitoring his heart rate. Dr. Elm and the other associate tugged a more ominous white machine on wheels near the dental chair. They attached electrodes from the machine to Hal�s temples, scalp and chest.
�You may not want to stay for this� Elm said to McCreary. Also nodding to Trest, who stood just inside the door. Neither budged.
�What does it do?� Trest asked.
�It scrambles the electromagnetic signals in a specific area of his brain, the part that handles short term memory,� Elm said. �We�re deleting his recent memory flashes.� Elm nodded to the associate and stepped away from Hal. Hal�s head jolted and shook from electric shock. Elm raised a hand, bringing the shocks to a halt. He looked to the woman at the EKG.
�Nominal heart rate. BP. Everything�s fine.�
Elm motioned for another shock and Hal received another ZAP, causing him to convulse while remaining unconscious.
�How much does it erase?� McCreary asked.
�We�re focusing the electrical current on the area of the subconscious brain where dreams form. In previous cases, it typically scrambles or deletes this neural activity within the last week or two.�
�What about his other memories? Like day to day. Things he needs to remember for work?� Trest asked.
�Those memories aren�t affected.� Elm said. �They�re stored in the conscious part of his brain. Everything he sees and remembers on your missions is stored in the subconscious area of the brain. I�d pull him from action for a while though.�
�How long?� Trest asked.
�Depends on the individual. Hard to tell. Until they stop seeing the flashbacks. Could be weeks. Could be months.�
Elm ordered two more rounds of shock therapy. Hal was under deep sedation, meaning they would have to take him back home. Something they had planned as a contingency, months before, but never executed. Until now. McCreary called Douglas up to monitor the neighborhood from above with the MQ-10S. When the coast was clear, they carried Hal to his door, used his own key to open it, and laid him back in bed. Baldo had night watch duty and kept an eye on him from the surveillance monitors in Hangar 302.
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal�s annoying alarm clock worked this time. Waking him up on the dot. He had an excruciating headache and no memory of anything, aside from being on the computer until late and going back to bed. He knew he had been searching something on the internet, but couldn�t remember what. He started the computer up and performed a history search from the previous day. Baldo had erased everything related to Mexico and the drug lord, and replaced the history with PTSD websites. Hal clicked on it and opened the site. It didn�t feel right. He read about military-related stress disorders, but his throbbing headache made focusing on the words too painful. Hal got up, rummaged around his bathroom cabinets and found a bottle of Tylenol. He popped a couple and drank straight from the bathroom faucet, washing them down. Hal returned to the computer and searched Google Maps for Psychiatrists in Alamogordo � the nearest town with MRI and CT scan machines.
♦ ♦ ♦
Baldo shook the sleep out of his eyes and rattled away at the computer. It was as if he was behind the Google Maps firewall. He pulled up psychiatrist offices in Alamogordo and one-by-one marked the offices closed or out of business. There were only a handful of psychiatrists in the town of thirty-thousand people, and Baldo limited Hal�s options. He could see Hal�s cursor clicking on an open office and hovering over the phone number.
Baldo picked up a phone in the box. �He�s getting a second opinion. Sheridan. In Alamogordo.�
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal�s skull appeared in an electronic image on a computer screen. An older neurologist, Dr. Morris, examined it with reading glasses. �Your lab ran a 3T MRI and a CT scan of your skull and brain. I see nothing abnormal. The visions you described sound more psychological than neurological to me. When is the last time you saw them?�
Hal had to think about it. Unable to recall recent ones. �A week ago. Maybe longer.�
�And nightmares? When was your last one?�
�A week ago. Or two.�
�You don�t have a neurologic condition that I can determine. All our tests came out normal, so you�re beyond my area of expertise, Mr. Sheridan. I recommend seeing a psychologist. They are better equipped to delve into your psyche and figure out what�s going on. I�m sorry I couldn�t be more help.�
�I�m just relieved everything checked out. No tumors or anything.�
�Definitely not. You�ve got the brain of a healthy forty-year-old man.�
�What about the headaches? Could you see what�s causing them?�
�Not from these scans. Could be anything. Seasonal migraines. Dehydration. Have you had migraines before?�
�Not that I�m aware of. Headaches from hangovers. I�ve had plenty of those.�
�These could also be alcohol related, or from another trigger � too much coffee, not enough sleep� Drink more water, especially before you sleep and see if that helps.�
Hal thanked him and left the office. Dr. Morris picked up the phone. �Is Stuart Elm in?� He waited until Dr. Elm picked up the other line. �You were right. Hal Sheridan came in to see me today.�
�What�d you tell him?�
�Exactly what you told me say.�

CHAPTER NINE
FUZHOU

A stocky man with a flat top and chiseled physique sat eyes closed in a chair against the wall in Hangar 302. He wore tight-fitting workout gear and electrodes attached to his temples. Trest and Dr. Elm hovered over him along with another man in a lab coat.
�Lee Brunell.� Elm said. �Former PJ, Combat Control Tech. Thirty-two years old.�
�Is he asleep?� Trest asked.
�Yes. Induced REM sleep,� Elm said. �He�s cleared all our SomnControl tests and is ready to go.� Elm�s associate removed the electrodes from the man�s temples.
�You have the comm on Ghost Four,� Trest said to McCreary, who stepped forward wearing a lightweight wireless headset.
�Initiate control sequence.�
Baldo, a few yards away in the box, typed at the computer. Playing the familiar sequence of high pitched notes. Brunell�s eyes opened, looking forward in a daze.
�Beacon to Ghost Four, rise. On your feet.� Brunell stood up. �Proceed forward.�
The assistant in the lab coat escorted Brunell forward to the VR OmniTrainer. �Step up to the surface.� Brunell took a big step onto the metal floor of the trainer. Disposable shoe covers kept his feet from gripping the aluminum surface. The handler in the lab coat put the VR headgear on him, cinching it down tight. �Load Fuzhou sim.�
�Roger that. Loading.� Baldo replied. Fuzhou bay appeared on the monitor from high above in rough computer graphics.
�Pause for drop,� McCreary said, watching Baldo and waiting. Baldo hit a button and the graphics display was now visible in 3D on Ghost Four�s VR headset.
�Dropping now,� McCreary said to Brunell. �Look for the target, Ghost Four.� They watched CG lights and harbor enlarge on screen as the program plummeted, simulating a parachute fall. The drop zone target flashed with an icon, but Ghost Four was motionless. His head failing to turn and look for the target.
�Repeat,� McCreary said. �Find the target, the drop zone.�
The target � a highlighted area on the beach slowly enlarged on screen, but off center. Brunell was drifting way off target.
�Look for the target!� McCreary commanded. Lean your body toward it.� Brunell shook off the stupor and noticed the target. He assumed a parachuting stance and shifted his weight, leaning toward it. There were no controls on the chute cables and the only way to guide it was to lean. The city and shiny obsidian bay zoomed up as he parachuted in the direction of the target. Getting back on track.
�Avoid the water. Lean to the target.� Brunell did as McCreary commanded, guiding his chute toward the beach.
�Well done. Land at the drop zone.� The virtual world rushed upward and Brunell simulated a landing. The VR animation seamlessly continued after the jolt of the landing, and now showed Fuzhou from Brunell�s eye level. �Good.� McCreary said. �Now stand still for chute retraction.�
�Auto retraction,� Baldo said, simulating the time it took for the chute to reel up into the backpack.
�Look for the escort vehicle.�
An SUV appeared. Its bright headlights raking across the screen as it turned and pulled up next to Ghost Four. �Proceed to vehicle and enter.� A CG figure emerged from the computer graphics van, opening the back doors wide. Brunell climbed in. �Good. Now, sit down and wait.� Brunell sat down on the OmniTrainer. Following orders.
The sim skipped ahead as the car pulled into an urban area with tall buildings.
�Beacon to Ghost Four. Exit the vehicle. You�re on your own. Place your back against the wall and stay there. Hold still for the duration of the checklist.
McCreary and Baldo methodically went down each item on the check list. Ending with the final one � Activate. �Ghost Four, proceed to the target building,� McCreary said.� A red highlight flashed in the distance, glowing through the computer-generated buildings � skyscrapers in downtown Fuzhou.
Brunell slogged toward the flashing target on the VR OmniTrainer. His hospital shoe covers slipping on the metal floor enabled him to walk in place.
A search light appeared, shining down from the right. McCreary expected it. Part of the test to see how Ghost Four would respond. �Avoid the light.� McCreary commanded. Brunell continued toward it. �Avoid the light! Avoid bright light!� Ghost Four stepped into the light for a moment then changed direction toward the target. McCreary looked at Trest, shaking his head. Ghost Four wasn�t working out.
�Proceed around the building, to the west side. Look at your compass. Follow the marker.� A digital compass swiveled in the lower left of the HMD, one of the permanent interface widgets. Brunell marched toward the flashing target. He rounded the corner of a building and a Chinese security guard appeared into view. �Avoid the guard. He can�t see you, but stay away from him.� Brunell continued toward the guard. �Beacon to Ghost Four. Avoid the guard. Move to the building.� He bumped square into the computer-generated guard, who instinctively drew his sidearm and radioed for backup. The screen froze and went black. Bold red letters appeared � MISSION FAILURE.
Brunell kept walking on the treadmill. He seemed lost. His head looking all around, trying to see around his black screen.
�That�s enough,� Trest said. �Shut it down!�
Baldo turned the computer off and restored the overhead lights in the hangar. The lab assistant quickly removed the VR headgear from Brunell. He stood motionless on the OmniTrainer. Still asleep.
�What the hell was that?� Trest asked Elm.
�He�s not ready, sir. He needs more training.�
�I can see that! What does it mean?�
�He�s not accustomed to the SomnControl commands yet, sir. We have to work with him more, until he�s more responsive.�
�How long will that take?�
�It depends on the individual. Everyone is different.�
�And what if he never gets it? What if he�s never responsive?!� Trest asked.
�That�s a possibility, sir.�
�We can�t have any more delays. This op has to happen NOW. Bring in Sheridan. Tomorrow night. Prep for full sim workup.�
�But sir�� Elm said.
��Do it!� Trest barked to McCreary.
�Yes, sir.�
♦ ♦ ♦
Dr. Elm insisted on being there for the simulation training of Ghost One, which began the following night and continued for two weeks. It was the most complex mission to date and Trest would have asked Elm to be there, had Elm not demanded it.
Hal was responding well to the new medications. He was being closely observed around the clock, and had not exhibited any new signs of visions or nightmares.
Ghost One picked up the training like an SF pro. Much more responsive than the failed training of Ghost Four. Elm�s confidence in his readiness for the mission grew day by day. He marveled at Hal�s abilities. Wondering if he could respond at a level this high fully conscious � where the concept of fear wasn�t chemically sanitized from his mind.
Trest ordered Elm�s team to continue working with Ghost One � and to begin the process of finding new ghost candidates.
♦ ♦ ♦
Fuzhou H-hour had finally arrived. Trest called Dr. Elm in to Hangar 302 while Ghost One was en route to China. Elm observed the entire mission, from the Aurora flying Ghost One inside the MQ-10S at speeds of over Mach 6 to the detachment of the drone and release of Ghost One, where he parachuted over the bay of Fuzhou.
The drop zone was the Xianqi Jiaoshan Park. Just inland of the Fuzhou Bay and near the S1531 Airport Expressway. Their route from the bay to downtown Fuzhou. Local time was 10 p.m. Ghost One parachuted safely near a side road where a green delivery van waited. It had markings in English and Chinese that read China Post. The driver, an undercover asset of Chinese decent, fit the bill � looking like a humble, chain-smoking newspaper delivery man. A cigarette fell from his lip as Ghost One marched toward him through the thick smog and haze of Fuzhou. The asset knew he would be receiving a Special Forces operator, but had no idea the operator would look like this. He was expecting a Navy SEAL � not someone dressed head to toe in black, wearing fatigues made of a material that he could only describe as �other-worldly.�
�What are you waiting for?� Trest�s voice barked over the asset�s hidden earpiece. The CIA agent snapped out of it and quickly opened the rear double doors of the newspaper van. Ghost One stepped in amid stacks of China Post newspapers. Robotically using a large stack as a stool. Eyes straight on the opposite wall of the van as the asset closed the doors.
The asset drove down the side road from the park and entered the airport expressway for a fifteen-minute drive into downtown. There was mild traffic this late at night, and what traffic did exist was from late commuters going the opposite direction.
The asset�s eyes were more fixed on the rear view, keeping an eye on the curious package in the back of his van. McCreary and Baldo ran through the check list, prepping Ghost One on the drive. The asset wasn�t on McCreary�s radio channel, but could hear the faint back and forth over his earbud to Trest�s channel.
The China Post van reached the downtown area of Fuzhou and pulled into a dark alley between towering buildings. The asset pulled in far enough to be unseen from the road. He scanned the alley for people before stopping. It was empty. He pulled in close to the building and brought the van to a halt. The asset got out, looked all around, and up high for potential dangers, the same way Secret Service cleared any urban area. He rounded to the back of the van, pulled open the double doors and froze. The SF operator was gone. Or so he thought.
�Do your thing,� Trest said to the asset. �Unload the papers and get out of there!� The asset looked all around the alley, wondering where the operator went. He grabbed bundles of tied newspapers and hurled them out. Tossing them at dank doorways lining the alley.
Ghost One trod deeper into the alley. Following the flashing target light in his HMD. The light appeared in augmented reality. Showing up as an outline behind buildings and solid red in line of sight. It grew in size the closer a ghost approached.
McCreary�s voice sounded over the bone phone implant� �In one hundred meters, go left.� Ghost One reached the next street, and the Fuzhou Railway Building appeared on his left. �Avoid the guards and proceed to the northern side of the building.�
Ghost One passed through a security checkpoint, avoiding direct contact with guards. He stooped under a heavy arm barrier, and easily side-stepped staggered rows of concrete barricades. He reached the north end of the building. �Ascend the building,� McCreary ordered. �Climb!�
The Geckskin pads on his fingertips, kneepads and toes allowed him to firmly grip the building�s concrete surface. He easily scaled the ten-story building. Mechanically raising a hand, knee and toe on one side to pull up the other side where he placed the other hand, knee and toe against the wall. He climbed so fast it was like there was a built-in ladder on the surface of the wall. Never once pausing to look below him. Eyes focused and climbing toward the AR target. He reached the top of the building, grasping a metal railing to pull himself over. The handrail jiggled in his grip. Loose. He hoisted himself onto the roof with caution and was blasted by gust of wind from the Taiwan Strait, pushing a soup of industrial pollution from the nearby hills back into the city where it formed. A cacophony of horns from di-ski � Chinese taxis, could now be heard on all sides of the building, creating an un-ending hum in the city.
�Approach the satellite dishes. Look for drop target.�
Ghost One silently stalked toward the forest of satellite dishes on the roof of the cyberwar facility. McCreary�s voice cracked again over the radio. �Look for the cable box.� It flashed in his HMD and he moved toward the box colored in night vision green.
A mass of insulated wires and metal tubes ran from the satellite dishes and radio towers into a central box, then merged into a few thick pipes that burrowed down through the roof. Baldo could see the entire roof on an IR monitor from MISTY hundreds of miles up. He watched for guards that would glow white in the IR view. �The roof is clear.� Baldo said.
�Beacon to Ghost One� Deploy the device and retreat to the extraction zone.�
Ghost One opened a pouch above his belt, removing a black box. He set it on the graveled roof and slid it snug against the pipes of cables running down to the building. He flipped a switch on the box, activating an infrared digital timer that could only be seen through night vision. It counted down from thirty seconds.
�What is that?� Baldo stood up, leaning to the large screen for a close view. Seeing the timer in green night vision through Ghost One�s helmet cam. Douglas tilted over from his seat, curious. Trest and McCreary were both silent. Keenly aware of the timer on the box.
�Beacon to Ghost One. Double time to exfil! Move!�
Ghost One back-tracked to the corner of the roof where he climbed up. The time on the black box reached zero, triggering an eruption of sparks that sprayed outward in all directions. The magnesium lining of the box burned white hot � igniting a core of thermite. It glowed a brilliant orange-white, heating up to four-thousand degrees Fahrenheit. Twice as hot as molten lava. The box melted clean through the steel pipes insulating the satellite cables and their plastic coatings. Bursting in flames.
Ghost One gripped the handrail and climbed over, positioning his body for a Geckskin descent. The loose hand rail broke free from its anchors. Ghost One slipped from the edge, dangling over the building, clinging to the loose hand rail. Putting strain on its support bolts. The thick handrail tube bent, lowering Ghost One even more, not designed to hold his weight. The railing creaked and the bolts broke free, dropping him another five feet. He clung to the handrail, swinging back and forth, putting even more strain on the metal rail. It started to crack.
♦ ♦ ♦
In the box, Ghost One�s helmet cam was a wild blur of images. �What�s going on?� Trest asked.
�Put MISTY IR on the main monitor,� McCreary ordered.
�Yes, sir,� Baldo replied. Typing a command that moved the satellite feed to the largest flat screen in the box. It showed a bright ball of fire blooming in the center of the roof. The fireball grew whiter and hotter as the incendiary device melted downward through the roof. Dropping inside and sparking an inferno on the top floor.
Baldo�s head snapped to McCreary. �I thought this was recon only, sir?� McCreary ignored him, watching the helmet cam monitor of Ghost One.
�Swing to the window,� McCreary ordered. �Grab the windowsill.�
Ghost One looked below to a large window frame within his reach. The bending rail swung him near window. He reached out to grab it and the rail broke free in his hand. Ghost One plummeted � passing that window and catching the bottom lip of the next windowsill down with his fingertips. The Geckskin gloves gripped tight. He released the broken rail in his other hand and it plummeted eight stories, clanging to the ground. A piercing sound heard blocks away. Ghost One gripped the wall with his other hand, and started to descend.
♦ ♦ ♦
�Here they come!� Baldo shouted. Noticing guards move in from all directions at the base of the building. Drawn by the sound of fire alarms and the thundering steel handrail hitting concrete.
�Climb around the building!� McCreary ordered. �Move to the south side.�
MISTY revealed guards surrounding the fallen handrail in infrared. Ghost One climbed laterally. Traversing a corner to a side of the building with no guards. �There. Descend now. Proceed to exfil.�
The fire alarms blared. Surrounding apartment buildings lit up like Christmas trees with onlookers peering out. A convoy of fire trucks stormed through the main gate of the Fuzhou Railway building. Across the street, the asset sat in the China Post van, watching the entire top of the building go up in flames. The burning building resembling a lit torch.
Ghost One released the wall ten feet from the bottom and hit the ground in a sprint. Racing away from the burning building. The flashing exfil target appeared in his HMD. He darted toward it, dashing past fire trucks zipping in from the gate, which was now heavily guarded with men wielding Type 85 submachine guns. Members of the Special Police Unit � China�s version of a SWAT team.
The asset watched from the driver seat in awe. A crackle of radio static blared over his earpiece. �He�s coming toward you,� Trest yelled. �Open the doors!� The asset leaped out, throwing the rear double doors open.
♦ ♦ ♦
Command and control watched from Ghost One�s helmet cam as he darted to the open doors of the cargo van � jumping in on the fly. Mystifying the asset who felt the van rock while it appeared vacant inside. �HE�S IN! GO!� Trest blared over his earpiece.
The asset slammed the doors, jumped in the cab and took off toward the Fuzhou Bay.

CHAPTER TEN
MSS

In 1983, the National People�s Congress of China created the Ministry of State Security � MSS � in response to a growing threat of sabotage and subversion. The mission of the MSS was to ensure �the security of the state through effective measures against enemy agents, spies, and counterrevolutionary activities designed to sabotage or overthrow China�s socialist system.�
The Second Bureau of the MSS-Foreign Affairs assigned one of its rising stars to investigate the fire of the Fuzhou Railway Bureau Building � Intelligence Officer Yuen Weng.
Weng�s military career began when he enlisted in the People�s Libration Army at the age of seventeen. He made a rapid ascension through the ranks into the elite Special Forces known as �dadu.� Weng served as a recon specialist in the Hunting Leopard Unit of the Chengdu Military Region (the Chinese military used animal names instead of numbers to identify units). The MSS recruited Weng, who was the equivalent of an Army Delta Force operator, offering him a position as an Intelligence Officer � one of the most coveted promotions in the military. Weng recently finished two years of intensive training through MSS Foreign Affairs and had been on active duty for several months.
Weng passed through security posts at the Forensics Laboratory of the Fuzhou Central Police Department. Wondering why command chose him for this particular case over more qualified senior officers. Command already briefed Weng on the railway building fire. Telling him at best it was a terror attack on China�s cyber infrastructure, and at worst an attack on the sovereign state of China by a foreign country. Either way, it rose to the top level of investigation with all hands on deck at the forensics department. Dozens of scientists in lab coats intermingled with MSS agents, while local uniformed officers stuck to the sidelines. Weng felt the tension in the air in the form of daggers shot from eyes of officers and Fuzhou detectives pushed aside by the Chinese government � in favor of the small army of the MSS � called in to investigate the attack.
�Officer Weng,� a voice startled, speaking in Mandarin, �We�ve been expecting you.� Weng turned to a man in a lab coat with a kind expression, approaching him with a hand extended. �Shao Xiang, MSS Fourth Bureau, Explosives Division. Follow me. Have you been to the site yet?�
�No. I came here straight from the airport.�
�Follow me.� They turned up a narrow hall as men in lab coats brushed by, nodding to Xiang as they passed.
�As you can see,� Xiang explained, �it�s not as spacious as the lab at MSS.�
They entered a laboratory with rows of metal tables. Half a dozen scientists bustled around the lab. Squinting through high-tech microscopes and running a battery of tests on particles collected from the site. Tucked back in the corner of the room was an ominous, steel instrument resembling a torpedo on its end with knobs and levers poking out the sides. �With the exception of this electron microscope from the Ming Dynasty,� Xiang joked, �you�ll find the facilities are quite advanced.� He led Weng to a white table-top microscope. �Here, I want to show you something.� A scientist stepped aside for Weng to look. Weng peered in to a see a blotchy Rorschach blob. He rotated the focus ring and an image took shape � angular crystalline cells in a rainbow of colors. �Now take a look at this,� Xiang said, replacing the slide in the microscope. Weng peered in. �Looks about the same, doesn�t it?� Xiang asked.
�Looks identical to me.�
�Here�s another.�
Weng peered in at the splotch of dull green matter with a similar crystalline structure as the others. �What am I looking at?�
�You know the fire was no accident?�
Weng nodded.
�The first slide is from the roof. The second slide is a sample of thermite. Are you familiar��
��Yes. A common ingredient in incendiary devices.�
�Exactly. The second and third slides are samples from different incendiary devices. Different bombs, if you will. When a country�s military designs incendiary devices, they don�t trade recipes with other countries. So, each country�s device will have its own signature of chemical compounds, which vary in subtle ways from devices of other countries. You following?�
�Yes, sir,� Weng replied. �Incendiaries are unique to each country.�
�Precisely. And we know from having gathered incendiary samples from conflicts around the world, which devices belong to which country. The slide from the roof is a match to that of a Taiwanese incendiary device � the second slide.�
Weng nodded, listening intently.
�From an HJZ incendiary grenade made by the People�s Army of Taiwan, to be exact.�
�Have you informed the President?� Weng asked. �And how accurate are these tests?�
�More accurate than matching fingerprints. Fingerprints have billions of combinations. Fewer than twenty countries produce their own incendiaries. We know with near certainty that these are Taiwanese made. And judging by the fact that you�re here, it�s safe to say the President knows.�
�Will you take me to where you found these samples?�
�Certainly.� Xiang replied.
♦ ♦ ♦
The once white Railway Bureau building now looked like a burnt match stick on the skyline. The upper three floors completely black. Streaks of a smoke stains scrawled upward from windows a few stories below, formed by flames leaping up from the windows.
A line of men in jumpsuits and hardhats flowed from the bottom exits, removing computers and files. Weng and Xiang met a group of them. Zhi, a tall, lanky inspector, gave them hardhats.
�The building is structurally unsound,� Zhi said. �The men are moving out everything vital. I will escort you up the stairs.�
They entered the lobby, which appeared fine aside from the thick stench of smoke ingrained into the walls. The trio of men began the trek up the dark stairs, guided by the light on Zhi�s helmet. �Watch your step,� he cautioned.
They trod up several stories. Arriving at a tunnel-like hole carved out of the charred ceiling. They gingerly climbed a precarious ladder leaning on the partial roof. A remnant of the original roof that had burned and sunk two stories. �Follow me,� Zhi said. �Stay near the edge of the building. The roof is still weak.�
Once on the roof, the trio hugged the steel and concrete ledge, inching toward a gaping hole in the blackened roof, six feet in diameter. The melted edges sloped inward, like a black hole that had devoured everything in its path. Weng peered into the hole, which continued down into darkness.
�Whatever it was,� Zhi said, �burned extremely hot, all the way to the sixth floor. Firefighters put hoses on it, but the intense heat vaporized the water without effect, until it finally just burned itself out.�
�It was a military grade incendiary device,� Xiang told Zhi.
�Where did you collect the fragments?� Weng asked. Xiang pointed, waving his arm in a semi-circle arc around the hole.
�When the incendiary first ignited, it showered sparks several feet out. Some of these contained fragments of thermite. They can only ignite at high temperatures and these particles cooled flying through the air. Providing us with the evidentiary samples.�
�How was the explosive delivered?� Weng asked. �Was it a missile or bomb dropped aerially?�
�We�re still trying to figure that out,� Xiang said.
�What about video surveillance of the building?� Weng asked.
�The fire destroyed the cameras on the roof, along with the drives storing the data. But we did recover footage from security cameras on other buildings.�
�I would like to see them,� Weng said.
♦ ♦ ♦
Deep in the bowels of the neighboring Bank of China building, Weng and the two other men stared at a bank of security monitors. Flanking them were a security official and surveillance operator from the Fuzian Branch of the Bank of China. They were both honored to be in the presence of high-ranking officials from the Chinese intelligence community.
The monitors showed video recordings from various incidental angles of the inferno. One view was from the roof of the thirty-story bank building that happened to capture a large section of the burning roof. Other cameras were in offices several floors down, that could �see� the burning building in the background.
�Were you posted here on the night of the fire?� Weng asked the seated operator.
�Yes, sir. A custodian on the twentieth floor spotted the blaze from the window and radioed it down to security. I triggered the alarm immediately and called the fire department, but the fire spread too fast. I�m sorry, sir.�
�It wasn�t your fault. You may very well have saved the rest of the building, as well as sensitive data belonging to the government.�
Weng turned to Xiang, �Whoever did this knew what they were doing. They intended for the roof to burn quickly, preventing any attempt to extinguish the blaze. Did your cameras detect anyone on the roof before the fire?� Weng asked the seated guard.
�No, sir.�
�How about your watchmen on duty?� Xiang asked the security officer in charge. �Did they see anything unusual?�
The officer shook his head. �No sir.�
�Were there any aircraft passing by or projectiles flying toward the roof of the building?� Weng asked.
�No, sir. It was a quiet night. Nothing was happening. Our building was mostly vacant. I don�t recall any helicopters in the area or anything unusual. My guards also said there were no pedestrians near the building, aside from people leaving work for the evening.�
�Will you show me the feed from the roof of your building at the time just before the fire, please?� Weng asked. It was the monitor that had the best view looking down on the neighboring roof.
�Yes, sir. The recorders are synchronized, so you can see them all just before the fire.� The operator reversed the footage and it sped back rapidly. The roof appeared to rise upward as the building �unburned� itself. The blaze vanished and the building was intact and quiet. The operator then played the videos forward in real time.
Weng�s eyes darted from screen to screen. Looking for anything peculiar. Xiang and Zhi also studied the bank of monitors. One with a view near ground level showed sparks spraying from the roof at the moment of detonation. A brilliant burst illuminated the sky above the building on other monitors. Giving form to the puffy clouds hundreds of feet up. Moments later, the glow from the explosion dissipated to the size of a beach ball � melting through the roof � igniting the top floor of the building. Flames shot upward from the hole in the roof as the glowing orb continued to melt downward.
�Go back to a couple minutes before the fire.�
�Yes, sir.� The operator rewound at a rapid speed.
�Slowly, please,� Weng said.
The video reversed in slow-motion. Weng spotted something� �Stop.� The operator did. Freezing the image. �Now, go forward, slowly if you can.� Weng tapped a smaller monitor. �Make this the main one, please.� The operator moved that image to the much larger main screen. It played in real time. The initial burst of light nearly whited-out the entire frame. �Can you zoom to this area?� The operator zoomed in, and the handrail inexplicably wobbled � one end seeming to break free of its own accord. It dangled over the building�s edge. �Can we see it from higher up? The wide angle?� The operator complied, showing the same moment in time from a higher angle on the main screen. The handrail detached and hung from the building. It jolted again as the bolts broke further down.
�Something is pulling it down.� Weng said.
�What?� Xiang replied.
�Is there footage from a building on that side?� Zhi asked.
Xiang shook his head no. �This is all we have.�
�It doesn�t matter.� Weng said. �Back up a little. Slowly.� The handrail bent back up and froze in place. Undisturbed. �Freeze it there� Weng said. �A view from another building is irrelevant, because we can�t see what�s pulling it down from here.� The operator toggled the video back and forth. It was empty black space all around the railing as it broke free.
�There�s nothing there,� the operator said.
�So, what caused it to break?� Xing asked.
�Tremors from the explosion?� Zhi guessed. �Vibrations from a load-bearing beam beneath it may have caused it to loosen.�
�This soon after the fire, though?� Weng asked. �It�s within thirty seconds after the initial explosion. Keep going backward before the explosion, and stay zoomed-in on the handrail.� The operator did, and the footage crept backward. The blooming glow died out. The handrail was hard to see in the dark. Glints of reflections from the building lights set it apart from the gun-metal sky. The rail wobbled. �What was that?�
The operator played the video and the rail jittered again in real time.
�Something shook it. Before the explosion.� Xiang said.
�Yes. And whatever that something was also placed the incendiary device.� Weng replied.
�Go back to the first handrail wobble and zoom out a little bit, until you can see the area where the explosion occurs. Now play.� Weng said. The footage played forward. Weng intently focused on the blurry network of cables below the satellite dishes.
�Can you sharpen the focus?�
�No. We don�t have that ability.�
�Zoom in here. Did you see it? Back up a little and go forward slowly.�
A black blur of the incendiary device box appeared from thin air. Hovering and seeming to float down toward the pipes containing the cables. The image was so blurry it was hard to confirm anything with certainty. Something dark and blurry definitely moved on its own before coming to a rest on the roof, among the pipes, cables and gravel.
�That�s the device.� Weng said. And in that moment it became clear to him why command hand-picked him for the case. Somebody higher up the chain of command anticipated something that had completely eluded Weng, until now. �Play it again. Slower.� Weng said � more for the benefit of the others than his own. The operator did and the others watched mystified. Weng removed his cell phone from a coat pocket and placed a call� �It�s Officer Weng in Fuzhou. The Phantom was here.� He listened intently to his next orders, dictated over the phone. �Right away, sir.�
Zhi and Xiang exchanged blank gazes as Weng snapped his phone shut, turning to the security officer. �We�re going to need these drives. All of them.�
�They�re all yours.� The security officer replied.
�Please give them to Lieutenant Xiang. If you�ll excuse me, gentlemen, I am required to return immediately.� Weng shook hands with the men, leaving Xiang and Zhi even more bewildered.

CHAPTER ELEVEN
GHOST

Major Trest�s office at Holloman was modest, neat and clean. He had a wide, metal standard-issue military desk. Plain chairs faced it and a plaid couch fit snug against the wall. Plaques, awards and framed medal cases were neatly arranged on the walls and dust-free. A bay window offered a panoramic view overlooking the runway and Stealth Canyon, including Hangar 302 off in the distance. The blinds were pulled, blocking the morning sun as Trest strained his eyes, navigating the internet on his desktop computer. He was a hunt and peck typist, taking longer than normal to pull up Dongnan Kuai Bao�Fuzhou�s top online newspaper at dnkb.com.cn. He hit the button to translate to English. The front page featured an aerial photo of the building fire. The headline, Electrical Fire to Blame at Railway Bureau. Trest was halfway into the article that blamed widespread train delays on the fire when his phone rang. He let it ring. Finishing the article. Then finally picked up.
�Sheridan isn�t doing well,� McCreary said on the other line.
�What do you mean?�
�He�s been puking his guts out all morning and is a no-show at work.�
�Where is he?�
�Lying on his bathroom floor. Should I call an ambulance?�
�No. He has to call one.�
�Should we bring him in?�
�Negative,� Trest said. �I�ll take care of it.�
♦ ♦ ♦
About an hour passed. McCreary and Baldo stared at the screen with a feed from the hidden camera in Hal�s bathroom. He was now sitting upright in a robe. Eyes closed. Head swaying. The bathroom wall made a useful backstop, propping him up.
Hal�s eyes opened a crack. As if to test his current degree of spins. The bathroom continued to whip around him. A cacophony of visions bombarded his mind, but none of the intrusions lasting long enough to reveal any detail. He glanced at the toilet before him, sensing an imminent gut-busting hurl. The bathroom light flickered. He gaped at it blankly. Wondering if the flickering was real or if he was indeed hallucinating. His doorbell rang � breaking him out of the stupor.
�Fuck,� he whispered, struggling to hoist himself up. His ascension to his feet was old-man-parkour. He gripped the bathtub ledge first � then the toilet � and transferred his weight to the sink counter � then finally standing upright. Just as the lights flickered � and went out. �Great,� he said. At least I�m not imagining it.
Hal shuffled down the hallway, using the wall as a crutch. The doorbell rang again, sounding warbled as the power fluttered on an off. Hal answered the door to an El Paso Electric worker in a hardhat and orange vest. Hal saw the bucket truck beyond � lifting another electrician up to a transformer box at the top of a telephone pole. �Sorry to bother you,� the electrician said, �but the transformer is out, and I�m gonna� need you to shut down your breaker. If there�s a surge, it could blow out your appliances.�
Hal nodded. �Give me a minute.� He stepped inside, turning toward the kitchen � the direction of his breaker box in the pantry. The electrician stepped in close behind Hal and injected him with a syringe in the side of neck. Hal instantly collapsed and the �electrician� guided him safely to the ground.
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal�s eyes opened to paramedics bent over him in a speeding ambulance. �What happened?�
�You�re alright. You passed out and the power crew called us. Your vitals are low and we started an IV.� Hal glanced up at the bag and line running to his arm. �We�re almost there.�
Hal drifted in and out of sleep as they rushed him through a series of double doors on a gurney to the ER. He came to a stop and the wheels locked in place beneath him. A nurse stuck heart-monitor electrodes on his chest. He opened his eyes and saw Dr. Elm, a female nurse and Elm�s male assistant. Hal leaned upward � alarming the doctor and nurses.
�Easy. Just lay down.� Hal could see them clearly now � realizing it wasn�t Dr. Elm and his crew, but the hospital trauma staff. �You�re just dehydrated. Relax. Your levels are coming back up. You�re going to be fine.� Hal�s eyes studied the ER doctor, his brain trying to recall seeing the man before. He hadn�t.
♦ ♦ ♦
�Don�t be afraid,� a Pakistani man said in Pashto. Speaking in the Middle Eastern language to a trembling woman in a black burka. They sat on a rug in a small, dark, Afghani mud hut. The woman�s coffee-colored eyes darting between the two men seated before her.
�We know your husband was killed in the bombing. We aren�t going to harm you. We just have some questions that we hope you will answer.� She nodded in compliance. �Your house was reported as a bombing, but upon inspection of the� remains, the men inside were shot at close range with these�� He showed her spent 4.6 x 30mm brass shells in a sealed plastic bag.
�These are from an American submachine gun. MP9 most likely. Because the men were shot at close range, the killer had to be someone they knew, or someone who was cleverly hiding.� The woman listened intently. �Witnesses saw you running from the house, moments before the bombing. The drone strike.� The Pakistani said. She started to cry. �Why are you crying, woman? We haven�t done anything.� She dabbed her tears with her gown. �Why did you flee? Could you hear the gunshots? What did you see that made you run?� She shook her head. Not knowing how to answer. The Pakistani leaned closer. Face to face. �Who else was in the house with you?�
�Nobody.�
�Then why did you run from the house?�
She was silent.
�If nobody else was in the house and you ran away from it, a reasonable person could conclude that you are the killer.�
Tears poured from her eyes. She sobbed. Shaking her head no.
�Then tell us. Tell us what you saw. What made you run away in terror?�
She looked directly at him. Their eyes connecting. She then looked to the other man with him.
�What did you see?� The Pakistani repeated.
�ی� ���,� She replied in Pashto.
The Pakistani translator looked to the silent man beside him � Intelligence Officer Yuen Weng, dressed in special forces desert camos. The Pakistani translated the woman�s reply to Weng in Chinese, �She saw a spirit � a ghost.�
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal�s appearance returned to normal. He sat upright in bed as the ER doctor pressed a stethoscope to his chest. Listening. �Any chest pains?�
�No.�
�Nausea?�
�Not since your meds kicked in.�
�And which hand was it? You said it felt sore earlier.�
Hal held up his right hand. The doctor examined it. �Make a fist.� Hal did. �Squeeze hard. Feel any pain?�
Hal nodded. �A little sore.�
�Did you over exert it? Do something you�re not aware of � like pulling the starter on a lawnmower or chainsaw?� Hal shook his head no. �Pull-ups, curls, or wrist hangs at the gym?� When the doctor said �hangs� a muted green image of his arm clinging to the handrail flashed in his mind. �What is it?� The doctor said, noticing that Hal tensed up.
�Nothing. I� uh changed a tire the other day. Just remembered. I must have twisted it wrong or sprained it.� Hal squinted. Focusing. Trying to retrieve the memory of the handrail or anything else.
�You okay?� The doctor asked. Seeing the vacant look in Hal�s eyes.
�Yeah. I�m alright.�
�Well, everything else is okay. Your heart levels are back to normal. You have the ticker of a twenty-five-year old. I�m concerned about you passing out though. We�re going to keep you overnight until I get the results back from your neurology tests��
The doctor�s voice faded from Hal�s mind as he strained to recollect other memories of the handrail or the building he was hanging from. Nothing came back. The event was an empty vault in his mind. He wasn�t even sure if it was memory or imagination. The doctor�s voice faded back into his consciousness. Then Henry appeared at the door.
�Hank� What�a�you doing here?�
�Your friend will be fine,� the doctor said on his way out of the room. �We�re releasing him tomorrow.�
Henry gave Hal a heavy box smothered in crinkled wrapping paper. Hal scoffed at it. �I�m here one night� thank you though.� He leaned to set the gift on a nightstand and Hank�s voice stopped him.
�Hey� open that! You can�t have one, but it won�t stop me!�
Hal tore open a wrapped six-pack of Monk�s Wit. A craft beer brewed by monks at an abbey in northern New Mexico. Hank tugged a bottle out before the wrapping paper hit the floor. He cracked it open, took a seat and had a drink. �What they got you in here for?�
�I don�t know. They tell me I passed out.�
�Is this related to all that stuff you were telling me about?�
Hal looked around his room and out in the hall.
�I think so. This isn�t the best place to talk about it though.�
Henry looked around. Trying to see whatever Hal was looking at. �You think you�re being watched?�
�Sounds crazy, I know. But it�s even more than being watched.�
Summer Palace, Beijing
Yuen Weng had never been to the Summer Palace of the Chinese President. His palms were sweaty, and the plush red velvet chair he sat on felt like a down sleeping bag. His heavily-starched formal officer�s uniform didn�t make him any more comfortable. He went over the notes of his presentation in his mind. Too preoccupied to take in the opulent d�cor of the ante room that featured shelves of Ming vases and ornate carvings in the walls.
Two disciplined guards in formal attire stared straight forward � guarding the double-door entrance to the Standing Committee Chamber. Weng dabbed the sweat from his forehead with a handkerchief as they pulled the doors wide open. An attendant stepped out and invited Weng inside.
The chamber was a formal, plush conference room. The walls and ceiling all hand-carved into twisting dragons and fierce warriors. The solid dark table had ten wide chairs around it with President Li Weilen�s in the center � directly below the seal of China. It featured five solid-gold stars emblazoned on a red background and hovering above the entrance to the Forbidden City. The officials seated around the president were members of the Politburo Standing Committee � the equivalent of the American President�s cabinet.
Weng�s escort seated him beside his superior officer, Wuhan Goan. Goan was rotund and clean cut. His official title: Minister of State Security. The attendant introduced Weng to the Standing Committee � starting with the President. Continuing around the table, providing names and titles of the other members.
The attendant then excused himself. All eyes were on the President, who nodded his approval for Weng to proceed. Weng stood, cleared his throat, and addressed the committee. �President Weilen, members of the committee� Upon a thorough investigation by the office of the Ministry of State Security, I am here to report that the fire in the Fuzhou Railway Communications Bureau Building was the result of a premeditated and sophisticated attack by a foreign state.�
Weng continued, speaking directly to the president. �As you know, the MSS has been observing the recent conflict in Afghanistan and has observed the activity of a stealth assassin or team of assassins, which our department has code-named the Phantom. I submit to you that the saboteur, the arsonist of the railway building and this Phantom-assassin are one and the same.�
Weng glanced high up the wall to a small window and gave a nod. The projectionist inside dimmed the conference room lights. A video projected onto a screen on the opposite wall of the chamber. It was a freeze-frame of surveillance footage. A bright orange ring encircled a dark object. �This is a close up of the building�s roof moments before the fire started. The circled area is an incendiary device that caused the fire. Its outer shell is magnesium � made to burn without a trace while igniting the inner core of thermite � the incendiary material. Our explosives experts have confirmed with a high degree of certainty that the thermite comes from an HJZ incendiary grenade produced by the Army of Taiwan. However, I believe this is only what the saboteur wants us to think.�
Weng continued, briefly giving a nod to the projectionist to play the next clip. �Now as the projectionist slowly rewinds the video, watch the black box, the incendiary device.� The committee stared with intent as the box vanished.
�Where did it go?� One committee member whispered to another.
�Now, we�ll play the video forward in real time.� The box magically appeared again, erupting in a shower of sparks, eventually melting through the roof. Weng proceeded to show them an edited version of the mysterious handrail � jostling before and after the eruption. An animated outline of a figure was added to demonstrate how a person�s weight pulled the handrail down, causing it to break free. �The perpetrator seems to have survived this unexpected event and we presume he climbed down the building. However, no surveillance footage of this side of the building exists to confirm this.�
Weng paused. Addressing the President again. �We are unaware of the stealth technology the Phantom is employing. But we do know the delivery method by observing operations in Afghanistan.�
Video footage played from an infrared sensor on a Chinese spy satellite. �The missions happen at night. He is flown in by a supersonic stealth aircraft. We know this because of the heat signature. It�s very small, but consistent with heat signatures of American B-2 and B-21 stealth bombers. Here, you can see a lone parachute deploy. This is the figure of the jumper. Whatever optical camouflage device he�s wearing seems to trigger after landing. It also shields his body temperature from infrared view. We lost the parachuting man in Afghanistan after landing and his suit rendered him invisible. However, we were able to track the signature of the supersonic aircraft that delivered him, going backward through recorded satellite imagery. We were only able to track it for about an hour, but it was enough time to calculate its airspeed and possible trajectory. When we compare that airspeed information with the satellite data of the Fuzhou attack, we can extrapolate times that the aircraft took off from various American air bases around the world. This was the only possible match��
A new video played from a satellite feed of the Aurora taking off. �The stealth aircraft code-named Aurora, taking off from Holloman Air Force Base. In the Southwestern desert of the United States, in the state of New Mexico.�
Weng turned toward the projectionist, motioning to turn the room lights on. �With the permission of the President, this committee and the office of the Ministry of State Security, I would like to lead a covert team to observe the base and investigate this matter further.�
Grumblings sounded among the committee. High-pitched feedback interrupted as a microphone slid across the desk. Dalian Teda, the Minister of Public Security, pulled it toward himself. Weng thought it was odd to have a microphone in such a small setting. His eyes followed the cable to a recorder on a stand in the in the corner of the room. �If I may, I�d like to ask you about some inconsistencies in your report.�
�Of course, sir.� Weng replied.
�The first being this notion of a phantom assassin. You described one possible theory, but there is also a prevailing theory that there is no such �Phantom� at work in the conflict in Afghanistan. It is a rumor started by the CIA as a psychological warfare tactic designed to terrify their enemy into submission. The CIA has found great success with these tactics in the past, including frightening communists in the Philippines with tales of a mythical blood-thirsty creature called Asuang. The second inconsistency � even if there is a Phantom or a stealth assassin as you say, how can you ascertain what country it represents? There are no distinguishing marks on the aircraft. It�s not very compelling evidence to allege an act of war by the United States. For this severe of an accusation, we need irrefutable evidence that the United States did indeed commit an act of war.�
�Yes, sir,� Weng said. �I understand sir�� He was interrupted by the same minister.
��And removing that uncertainty from the equation, there is also no evidence that this Phantom was at the Railway Bureau building. How do you know the device wasn�t placed by an insider? Or placed by some other means? Perhaps launched from the roof of another building nearby? Did you check other buildings for any such evidence?�
�Not personally, sir.�
�How do you know it wasn�t dropped by a helicopter or weather balloon? Or some other means more plausible than an invisible man? Have you ruled out the possibility that an insider may have doctored the surveillance footage before you had a chance to view it? We know for a fact that the incendiary is from the Taiwan Army. This is a certainty. I believe we should also follow this certainty and investigate the possibility of a preemptive strike on our nation by Taiwan.�
�As you wish, sir,� Weng said.
The microphone slid two seats to the right, to the Propaganda Chief, Tianjin Ticai.
�My colleague here has been very generous. Not only do you lack the necessary evidence to support your theory, but what do you expect the President to say to the world as to the nature of the origin of this fire? If this is the only explanation that the MSS can provide, then it seems the entire investigation has been a waste of time, effort and resources. You would do well to consider the President�s time � which you may also be wasting. Not to mention the time of the esteemed members of the Standing Committee.� He addressed Weng�s superior officer, Goan. �You�re staking everything on an invisible man?! How do you account for allowing a subordinate to present something so unsubstantiated as this?�
Goan humbly replied, �I apologize to the chief, to all the committee members and to the President.� He gave a stern look to Weng. An obvious cue, and Weng stepped forward.
�If I have wasted the President�s time, and the time of this committee, I apologize. I regret being unable to present the evidence you require.�
Goan rose and nodded to the committee before leaving in humiliation. Weng followed. Bowing to the others with respect. He couldn�t imagine the presentation going any worse. Weng could see his demotion back to the Red Army before his eyes, and an imminent transfer to the Siberia of China, a post in Yakeshi along the Ituri River, where winter temperatures drop as low as sixty-two degrees below zero. Hitting him even harder was the thought of disappointing his wife.
The attendant led him to the door and a voice halted him. The voice of the Chinese President. �Excuse me, gentlemen�� Goan shot Weng a quick look of disapproval. Expecting the worst. They both politely turned to the president.
�Sir?� Goan asked.
�I respect the opinions of all Standing Committee members. It is with their sound counsel and aid that I am able to do what is best for the people of China. Professionally and logically, their opinions are correct. Personally, however, I am not required to hold the same beliefs. I believe there are no coincidences, and that when the impossible is removed from an equation, the lone solution is often the correct solution. The officer presents a very compelling case. Although at present, he lacks the necessary evidence. He and your department have the full support of his President and his country � to continue the investigation with the overseas operation he recommended to the committee. We expect to see you again very soon with the concrete evidence the committee demands, and evidence that I am sure you will find.�
Weng was overcome with elation, but hid his glee to shroud the appearance of gloating. Even the scowl on Goan�s face faded.
�Thank you, Mr. President,� Weng replied.
�My gratitude, Mr. President. Thank you,� his superior noted. They both nodded to members of the Standing Committee and got the hell out of the chamber.

CHAPTER TWELVE
WAR GAMES

�Sheridan is moving,� Airman Baldo said to McCreary, who leaned over to watch the monitor. The video feed was from a disguised surveillance camera the �electricians� placed on the transformer box � overlooking Hal�s house and driveway. Hal�s metallic gray GMC Canyon Denali truck pulled out of the driveway.
�He loaded some kind of gear in the back,� Baldo said. �I couldn�t see what it was. The camera was obscured.�
�Pull up MISTY and follow him.�
�Roger that.�
McCreary picked up a phone. �You may want to come down here, sir. Sheridan is on the move.� He paused, listening to the commands from Trest on the other end. �Roger. I�ll find out.� He hung up the phone, turning to Baldo. �Find out if Sheridan made a request for a personal day, and the reason he gave for it.�
�Yes, sir,� Baldo replied. Accessing the base�s payroll and scheduling website. He navigated to Hal�s department. �This shows it�s a personal day. PTO. No reason given.�
�Alright. Where�s MISTY?�
�Tracking. Should be up in a few seconds.�
Trest entered the hangar, stepping up into the box, making himself comfortable. Putting his coffee on the desk.
�MISTY is up. Following Sheridan�s truck.� Baldo zoomed in on the truck from the wide field-of-view of the spy satellite. The image was better quality than 4k � providing Baldo with the ability to continue zooming while retaining sharp focus. �It looks like he�s leaving the base.�
�Scramble our Force Recon boys.� Trest said to McCreary. �Tail Sheridan. Eyes on target only.�
�Roger that, sir.� McCreary relayed the orders through his headset. Trest and Baldo watched Hal�s truck pull into the driveway of another home on the base.
�Where is he?� Trest asked.
�Pulling up the map overlay, sir.� Baldo typed at the computer and street names and numbers appeared on the satellite image. A man exited the house, carrying a large duffel bag. He threw it in the back of Hal�s truck.
�Who the hell is that?� Trest asked.
�Zooming in, sir.� The image enlarged, but as it was a view from directly above, it showed only the top of the man�s head.
�Bring up the IR.�
�Yes, sir.� An infrared view appeared on another screen � showing glowing representations of the two men, and an even brighter area from the truck�s engine. Baldo right-clicked on a graphic overlay of the address and the homeowner�s name appeared� �Staff Sergeant Eric Yarborough, sir. Sheridan�s co-worker.�
�Should I call off the dogs, sir?� McCreary asked.
�Negative.�
Sheridan�s truck headed to the west gate of Holloman and McCreary relayed his location to the Force Recon operators following him. Sheridan�s truck turned suddenly. Staying on the base.
�What??� Baldo asked. �They�re on Arkansas Road. It looks like they�re headed toward the missile range.�
McCreary relayed the info to the team. �Northbound on Arkansas Road.�
�Where the hell are they going?� Trest asked. �To watch a launch?�
�There�s nothing going up today, sir.� Baldo replied.
♦ ♦ ♦
�What color are your flanges?� Sheridan asked Yarbo as they drove down a paved road with arid sagebrush scrub on one side and a dried river bed on the other.
�Red. Yours?�
�Blue. And just to make sure the terms are clear: I win and you take all the Yemen footage.� Yarbo nods, apprehensive. �And if I win?�
�Why worry about it?� Hal laughed. �That ain�t happening!�
�Wha�� Hal cut off Yarbo�s reply by gunning it hard left, off the road into sun-baked dirt and mounds of weed and sagebrush. Hal chuckled, watching Yarbo bounce around on the passenger seat like popcorn in a popper. Hal spotted a dirt road and edged his wheels up on it. Their ride smoothed out to a vibrating rattle. Calm enough for Yarbo to peer through the desert brush with Air Force issue binoculars.
♦ ♦ ♦
�Now where they going?� Trest asked. He spotted the Force Recon Humvee only a couple hundred yards back. �The Marines are getting close. Tell them to ease up.�
�Roger that.� McCreary replied, forwarding the order to the Force Recon.
♦ ♦ ♦
Yarbo aimed his binoculars to the left and spotted something on the horizon. �Bogey at ten o�clock. He sees us. He�s running.� Hal cranked the wheel and went off road, bounding through the desert, dodging mounds of sagebrush.
♦ ♦ ♦
A small heat signature appeared ahead of Hal�s truck on the IR monitor. �What are they chasing?� McCreary asked, �It�s too small to be a deer.�
�Looks like a wild hog, sir,� Baldo answered.
�A what??�
�You haven�t heard? New Mexico is being overrun by feral hogs. They�re all over the desert. Good eatin� too!�
♦ ♦ ♦
The brush thickened in Hal and Yarbo�s path. Screeching along the outside of his truck. Giving both sides a fresh layer of New Mexico pinstripes. Hal took the truck as far as he could, pulling to a stop. �Keep an eye on it. I�ll get the gear.�
Both men jumped out. Hal scrambled through the equipment in the back while Yarbo spied the wild hog through the binoculars. Shielding himself behind tall sagebrush.
Hal handed Yarbo his compound bow-and-arrow.
�You�re not going to shoot me, are you?� Yarbo asked. Hal didn�t get the joke. �You know, hallucinate that I�m one of these javelinas!� Pronouncing the J hard.
�Javelina?� Hal pronounced it correctly. �That�s not a javelina. You don�t want to eat one of those. Where�d he go?� Hal asked. Prepping his bow and arrow, heading into the desert.
�He�s just down in that river bed. Eating something. So, are you still hallucinating?�
�I was never hallucinating.�
�What about those dreams you were having. The visions. They gone?�
�They�re gone. I guess the right drugs can cure anything.�
�Good! I didn�t want you to confuse me for one of these desert pigs!�
�You�re in the clear� We�re not hunting cocky assholes today!� Hal nudged him with an elbow. Letting him know he was busting his balls. �I�m gonna� go up the river bed. I�ll give you the first shot. If you miss, it�ll flush him toward me.�
�Wait! Hold up!� Yarbo said. Hal paused. �You forgot your walker in the truck!�
Hal chuckled. �Douche,� he said, pronouncing it like touch�, then continued along the dry river.
♦ ♦ ♦
�What should I tell recon?� McCreary asked.
�Tell them to move ahead, set up a lookout.� Trest said. �It seems like a harmless hunt, but who hunts on base property?�
�Roger that.�
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal reached a small hill and stealthily ascended to the ridge. He spied through binoculars down at the dry valley carved by a prehistoric river. The bulbous gray hog with thick, matted fur grazed peacefully, seventy-five yards below. Hal drew back his bow string, lining up for a shot. He rationed that Yarbo had plenty of time to shoot, and he must have fired and missed. Just then Hal heard the whiz of an arrow streaking through the air into sagebrush beside the wild hog � a wild miss that only startled the plump beast. It took off. Yarbo appeared behind, chasing and yelling, �Here piggy, piggy, piggy!� Hal collected Yarbo�s misfire and loaded his bow on the run. Hal darted to the next hill, aiming to cut the hog off.
The Force Recon duo were on a hilltop, concealed in dense desert-scrub ghillie suits. As Marine Force Reconnaissance SF operators, their primary mission was intelligence gathering. This pair of Force Recon specialists consisted of a sniper and a spotter. The spotter peered through his M151 spotting scope � a compact telescope on a small tripod. �I�ve got a pig. Don�t know if it�s the one they�re after.�
�It is,� His sniper partner answered. �I got a man on foot at three o�clock. Carrying a bow.�
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal reached the top of the hill and scanned below with his binoculars. No sign of the hog or Yarbo. He panned to his left and paused � catching the glint of a shiny reflection. He focused his binoculars � revealing a bright glare on the spotter�s M151. Then making out the spotter and sniper in ghillie camos. Hal lowered his binoculars, ducked low in the scrub and headed up the hill to flank them.
♦ ♦ ♦
�We�ve got a man on foot in the valley,� the spotter said over the radio to McCreary. �He�s armed with a bow and arrow, but no sign of the other one.�
A radio-static reply sounded� �What�s your position?�
�We�re on the side of a hill, a hundred yards north of the Humvee.�
♦ ♦ ♦
Trest and the others watched with intrigue from the command center. The IR monitor showed three human heat signatures in a cluster north of the Humvee.
♦ ♦ ♦
�How copy the number in your unit?�
�Two, sir,� the spotter replied.
�We�ve got a heat signature of a third party right�� A boot came down on the barrel of the sniper�s MK11, pinning it to the ground. The spotter and sniper both looked up in dismay as Hal stood on the rifle, aiming his bow in full draw at the spotter.
�Toss your weapons,� Hal ordered.
�Hey, take it easy�� the spotter replied.
��Now!� Hal commanded. The spotter tossed his M4 machine gun in the dirt.
�And your sidearms.� The spotter and sniper both complied, throwing their 9mm sidearms on the ground.
�Name and rank?� Hal asked. More of a demand, really.
�Sergeant Ronald Hughes,� the sniper said. �First Recon.�
Hal looked to the spotter. �Lance Corporal Sean Merrick.�
�What are two Marines doing in the middle of the desert on an Air Force base?� Hal asked. Before Merrick could speak, his sergeant did.
�That�s classified, sir. I can only direct you to my commanding officer.�
�Who is?�
�That�s also classified, sir.�
♦ ♦ ♦
�What are they doing?� Trest asked, watching the three men in infrared. �Put it on the main screen and zoom in. I want to know what the hell is going on.�
�Yes, sir.� Baldo zoomed into the image, which clearly revealed Sheridan from above. Aiming his bow on the Marines.
�What the��
��How did he do that?� Baldo asked.
�Can we hear them?�
�No.� Baldo said. �Unless they open the channel on their radio.�
�Do it! Tell them!� Trest ordered.
♦ ♦ ♦
�Radio your commanding officer,� Hal said.
�We�re on a classified training mission, sir,� the sniper replied. �A war game, code � named Seahawk. Aimed at coordinating Marine ground targets with AF birds in the air.�
Hal released the bow tension and set it down. He picked up the spotter�s M4 and ejected the clip. Eyeing the cartridge at the top. He flicked it at the spotter with his thumb. �A war game � with live ammo??�
The sniper keyed his radio. �Cobra-22 to Falcon. We have an issue here. A local airman in civvies happened upon our op. He wants to speak to you. How copy?� The reply came over his headset.
�Negative,� the sniper relayed to Hal. Hal motioned to the sniper to give him the earpiece. The sniper handed it over.
�Repeat it.� Hal said.
�Please repeat, Falcon. I have given the airman my earpiece. He can hear you now.�
A static reply sounded over the earpiece. �Falcon to Cobra-22. Instruct the airman to vacate the area immediately, under the authority of Air Base Wing Commander Nathan H. Malcolm. If he has any other questions, he can take it up with the wing commander�s office.�
Hal handed the earpiece back to the sniper, who gave him an arrogant look like I told you so. �Happy hunting, fly-boy.�
�Shade your scope next time,� Hal said. �And be sure to tell your superior that you were both KIA�d by a civilian with a hunting bow.�
Hal walked down the valley, meeting up with Yarbo. �Did you get the pig?� He asked. Yarbo shook his head no. �What was that all about?�
�Joint exercise. War games, they said. Which way did porky go?�
�He ran off over that hill.�
�And you�re ready to give up?� Hal threaded an arrow in his bow, taking off toward the hill in a jog. Yarbo followed behind. Readying his bow.
♦ ♦ ♦
�You think he knows?� Baldo asked McCreary.
�Knows what?�
�That it was us. That it was your voice on the radio. Do you think he recognized it?�
McCreary shrugged. �He wasn�t acting like he knew. And he�s still out there hunting. If he suspected something, he�d be on his way to see the wing commander. Which reminds me�� McCreary turned to Trest. ��We need to get recon�s story straight and give the WC a heads up.�
Trest nodded in agreement. �I�ll talk to Malcolm.�
�Does this mean Sheridan�s back in the bullpen, sir?� Baldo asked Trest.
�We can give him Saudi as a warm-up,� McCreary said, �if you think he�s ready.�
�If he can hunt,� Trest replied, �he can hunt.�

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
SHAFRA

A mouth-watering aroma of bacon and mesquite-barbecued pork ribs filled Hal�s backyard. The night was cool, and moonlight glistened off the wild hog�s shiny and crispy golden-brown skin. It was skewered on a spit over a smoldering pit of coals. Half of it was gone � eaten or wrapped up for Hal�s guests � Henry, Yarbo and Yarbo�s much younger flavor-of-the-month girlfriend. A dozen empty beer bottles littered the table and concrete patio nearby. Hal saw his guests off, threw a cover over the pig, protecting the remaining meat, and went straight to bed. Telling himself he would deal with the backyard mess in the morning.
Hal slept unusually long. Once again, his alarm clock failed to wake him. Time to get a new one, he thought. Good thing it�s Saturday. He grabbed his left forearm, stunned to see a two-inch gash running down it, and his blankets spotted with dried blood stains. The wound had started to scab with globs of dark red clots. He grabbed a T-shirt from the floor, wrapping it around his arm. He applied pressure and felt a sting that jolted a flash in his mind, followed by the image of an Arab man in night vision green. The man wielded a shafra � a slightly curved and very sharp dagger. The vision continued. The Arab swung the dagger blindly through the air, slashing downward and raking across Hal�s forearm in a lucky strike.
The memory faded, and Hal examined the cut, rinsing it in his bathroom faucet. It was clean and not deep enough for stitches. A relief for Hal, not knowing how to explain it to the base doc if he did need stitches. It would need dressing though, and Hal called upon his Pararescue medic training. He dug around in the cupboard under the sink, pushing detergents and a toilet brush out of the way, removing an old PJ first aid kit.
He set the kit on the counter, looked straight into the mirror and stopped. A sinking feeling overcame him that reached down into the pit of his stomach and the inner depths of his intuition. Telling him he was being watched through the mirror. A sensation Hal didn�t take lightly. With all his Special Forces experience, if he could name one trait, skill or weapon that served him best over the years, one thing stood out � his intuition. Nothing else even came close.
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal�s intuition was right, of course. McCreary and Baldo watched Hal dress his wound through a surveillance camera behind the two-way bathroom mirror. Another monitor played recorded helmet cam footage from the previous night�s mission. Identical to Hal�s memory, only the video footage told the full story.
Hal was in an opulent palace in Saudi Arabia. The target � a wealthy Saudi responsible for funding Al Qaeda terror attacks. He lay dead in a pool of blood. Easily dispatched by Ghost One in stealth mode. A guard was nearby, looking for the assailant, shafra raised and ready for battle. He must have heard Hal�s footsteps, prompting him to blindly swing the shafra through the air. McCreary took a mental note: train them to walk softly. Hal lunged backward from the swinging blade, taking the gash on the arm. The Arab knew he scored a hit and he lunged hard in the same direction. This time Hal was ready. Hal blocked the stab, forearm-to-forearm. His Muay Thai instincts kicked in and his arm slid down the Arab�s wrist, breaking the knife free and flipping the grip into the hand of Ghost One. He wasted no time using the weapon, slashing a deep chasm across the man�s throat. The Arab dropped. Legs kicking and body writhing. Gripping his neck with both hands as liquid crimson flowed between his clenched fingers, mixing with the pool of blood of his employer. Hal mic-dropped the shafra and stepped over the savage�s carcass. Leaving the room.
Baldo was jazzed. He rewound the video to the mic-drop of the shafra. �I can�t. Stop. Watching!� He cracked himself up and watched the whole duel from the beginning.
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal finished cleaning the wound with an antiseptic towelette and stretched a butterfly bandage over it. He wrapped it lightly in gauze and taped it off. Pressing the tape end to his arm to seal it, provoking a sting and another vision from the same fight. The Arab screamed while swinging the knife through the air. Hal didn�t understand the Arabic scream, but one word was clear and unmistakable. Hal darted to his room, grabbed a pen and something to write on � a crumpled up grocery receipt on his desk would do. He scribbled down the phonetic sound of the Arabic word. Doing his best to write long vowels and syllables in CAPS and softer sounding ones in lower case. He would figure out a way to translate it later. It may not even mean anything. It could be nonsensical like some of his surreal visions. Or� it could mean something. Hal looked down at the word he just created, wondering if his spelling is anywhere in the ball park of the actual Arabic word. The result of his phonetic dictation � DahRJin. DARJIN he thought. Hal stuffed the receipt in his pocket. He could no longer research on his computer at home. If they�re spying on me through hidden cameras, they�ve hacked into my computer too, he reasoned. It would have to wait until Monday when he could research on a secure computer at work.
♦ ♦ ♦
Monday arrived with a full workload on Hal�s desk. It wasn�t until late afternoon when the office calmed down that he had some solitary time with nobody breathing over his shoulder. Hal logged into a secure Air Force web browser and enabled an extension to encrypt his activity. He navigated to the military website for Raytheon�s TransTalk � a language translation website developed to translate over two-hundred languages in real time. Hal clicked on Arabic to English translation and typed DARJIN. The response instantly popped up. NO RESULTS FOUND. He altered the spelling, trying again. DARJEN. Same reply. He tried other spelling variations, which were also kicked back. Hal then spotted Yarbo entering the room. He minimized the webpage, switching to his work screen before Yarbo could see. �I�ve got something for you.� Hal said. Handing him the external drive with the Yemen footage on it.
�Salud!� Yarbo said. Raising the drive like a toast. Notching the cut on Hal�s forearm. Hal had removed the dressing to not draw attention, but couldn�t hide the actual wound. �What�d you do, cut yourself opening the Geritol this morning?�
Hal mocked a laugh. �Something like that.�
Yarbo didn�t move. Waiting for the real answer.
�Caught myself with an arrow tip, cleaning my gear yesterday.�
Yarbo felt he wasn�t telling the truth, but not wanting to make a big deal of it he changed the subject. �That�s gotta� hurt. Hey, thanks again for all that meat. I tried to give Rachel some, but she wouldn�t take it, so now I have a freezer full.�
�No problem.�
Yarbo raised the computer drive. �You�re getting this back next week� Ping pong tourney.�
Hal smiled. �Bring it on.�
♦ ♦ ♦
The harsh New Mexico sun beat down on a man in work clothes, sunglasses and a tattered Seattle Mariners hat. He fought through a blast of wind and sand at a construction site, meeting up with two other men near a stack of lumber. A vinyl banner whipped in the wind, barely clinging to the new lumber. It read �Habitat for Humanity � Alamogordo, NM.� A rugged foreman in a hardhat and safety glasses approached, extending a hand. �Doug Allen?�
�Yes, sir,� the man in the Mariners hat and Ray-Bans said. �This is Charlie Cooper and Matt Stone.� The foreman shook the hands of all three men. Charlie was African-American and Matt was Asian-American. The trio were in their early thirties and in great shape, like they went to the gym before working construction every day.
�Frank Adams,� the foreman said. �They tell me you just wrapped up a build in Phoenix. You from there or Seattle?� Frank nodded to his Mariners cap.
�The Northwest and Sacramento actually,� Doug said, �but our last stop was Phoenix.�
�And you�re on some kind of Habitat tour?�
�That�s right. We�re old college buddies. We all did a build years ago in college and put a Habitat tour on our bucket list. It�s been great so far. We started in Seattle, then hit Sacramento, San Fran, LA, Phoenix, and we�ll keep goin� all the way to Florida.�
�We�re glad to have you. It�s good to have some guys with experience on a build. Do you have a build preference?�
�No, sir,� Doug said.
�We can do it all.� Charlie said.
�Great!� Frank replied. �Why don�t I have Charlie and Matt head on over yonder where they�re pouring the foundation, and Doug, you can help me with the lumber. You ever use a table saw?�
�Yeah, was practically raised on one. My dad worked construction when I was growing up. I used to cut up all the wood I could! Built tree forts, dog houses and rafts.�
�That�ll work! Here� put these on,� Frank said. Taking his own safety goggles off and giving them to Doug. �Wouldn�t want you to ruin your shades.�
Doug smiled. Taking his sunglasses off. Revealing his true identity� Intelligence Officer Yuen Weng. Charlie and Matt were also undercover MSS operatives.
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal waited for the last man to leave the office for the night, resuming his translation search. The TransTalk denied his new spelling again. He tried breaking the word up into two words, then three. Both times getting shut down. �NO MATCHING TRANSLATIONS.�
Hal gave up on TransTalk, giving traditional search engines a shot. He searched PHONETIC TRANSCRIPTION sites and tried the first one on the list. It came up empty. He tried different syllables, thinking he may have misheard it from his vision. And finally received a reply: Do you mean DARAR? He clicked it and a translation returned. Although not exactly what he was looking for as it was in Arabic characters. He copy-and-pasted it to a document and repeated the process with the second syllable of the word, JIN. It returned a word in Arabic characters. Hal copy and pasted it beside the first one,��� ���.
Hal returned to the TransTalk page and pasted the Arabic combination into the search field of the Arabic to English translator. The translation that came back repelled him from the computer screen. He eased back into his chair. Baffled. He pondered the translation, wondering if it was even accurate. Questioning if he typed in the correct phonetic spelling. And wondering why a man would scream it while blindly swinging a knife through the air.
The two words seemed permanently burned into the monitor. Hal wondered if they would still be there if he closed the browser. Why would he yell that at me? Hal thought.
Hal couldn�t take his eyes off the computer. He didn�t know what to do next. He wondered if shutting down the computer would make him forget all about it. He moved the cursor to the shut-down. Staring at the translation� Your entry ��� ���translates to EVIL SPIRIT.
♦ ♦ ♦
A weathered wooden door opened, revealing the steely eyes and cracked leathery face of an older rancher in a cowboy hat. Dale Barrett.
�It�s not much,� Barrett said, leading Weng and his �college buddies� in. �Just your average, everyday ranch-hand bunkhouse. It�s got a kitchen, fridge and stove. Four racks on the loft. Shower and shitter out back, and it�s got cable TV piped in from the main house.�
He led them to an upstairs loft, which featured two sets of pine, man-sized bunk beds. A row of windows faced the desert scrub of his ranch.
�You can join us at the house for breakfast and dinner. It�ll be a treat for the old lady. She ain�t cooked for guests since the kids grow�d up and left some ten-twelve years ago. We eat at six and seven, am and pm. Or you can do your own thing here. No skin off my nose. How long y�all in town for anyway?�
�A month,� Weng answered. �Two at the most. We�re happy to pay whatever rent you ask, sir.�
Barrett waved it off. �That build you�re workin� on�s helpin� out some folks in need, so long as you boys are workin� there, you�re welcome at the Barrett Ranch�� The roar of an F-35 Joint Strike Fighter took off nearby, drowning out his voice.
Weng looked out the window. �What was that?�
�Hell, that�s the best damned jet fighter in the world! Them Air Force boys call that the Lightning Two. F-35. Those stealth fighters and bombers fly in and outta� Holloman day n� night.�
�Sweet.� Weng said. �I�ve never seen one in person before.�
�Runway�s just a quarter mile that way,� the rancher said. �Fenced off a�course, but you can see it lit up at night.�
�Who knew there was an Air Force base here?� Charlie asked. Also peering up at the F-35 as it disappeared into the blue.
�That ain�t even the tip of the iceberg.� Barrett said. �Up north�s the White Sands missile range and the site of Trinity, where they tested the first atom bomb. Got this ranch as a steal because of it!� He cackled the laugh of a working man with dry and dusty lungs. �Everyone was afraid it�d be infected with radiation. We had it checked out and it�s fine. No more radiation than the Sahara Desert. So, whaddaya� say? This ol� bunkhouse good enough for you city slickers?�
Weng gazed out the window, looking at the Holloman runway. �It�s perfect.�
�Then drop your gear! Dinner�s gettin� cold!�
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal polished off a beer, setting it on his living room coffee table. He snatched up the remote next to it and clicked off the TV. Turning off a football game among two teams that would be fortunate to have games broadcast on local cable-access. Cleveland was beating the Jets in a field-goal fest with a total score higher than their Nielsen ratings�6 to 3.
Hal�s home was dead silent. He thrust the lever forward on his La-Z-Boy, dropping his feet to the carpet in a thud. Hal made the rounds of his nightly ritual � checking the coffee maker and stove � flipping switches on walls, draining the house of all light and life on his retreat to the back bedroom. Stopping off at the bathroom on the way.
Hal brushed his teeth in the mirror, staring at the scabbed wound on his arm then straight ahead into the mirror � into his own eyes. Trying to hide the suspicion that he was looking directly into the lens of a camera behind the mirror. I could rip the mirror off the wall and end it right now, he thought�And lose any chance of finding answers. Through the course of normal head-angling during the brushing of teeth, Hal�s eyes flicked to the corners of the ceiling � to the chrome of the faucet � to the mirrored medicine cabinet and to chrome towel racks � looking for places he would hide a micro-camera. Hal gargled, spat and opened the medicine cabinet, grabbing his dream blocking pills. He popped two, just like the good doctor ordered. He emptied the glass, turned his back on the mirror and faced the toilet, emptying his bladder. Trapped in the vise of his upper and lower incisors were the two shiny-white capsules. His tongue kicked them out and they flipped end over end like synchronized divers into his urine stream.
Hal wandered into his dark bedroom, shed his clothes down to his boxers and crawled under the covers. Lying on his back, his eyes traveled around the ceiling of his room, picking out a half-dozen hiding places for micro-cameras. He pondered the chronological events of the past several weeks. Leading up to his skepticism of the pills, his paranoia of what might be behind his bathroom mirror, and who may be staking-out his home right now.
Hal stared at his vertical blinds and the lazy rays slicing through from the streetlights. They splashed to pools of light on his desk and some stretched to the shag carpet beyond. If someone is watching me, I�m not making it hard with all the light I�m providing their cameras, he thought. Cameras� They�re not the only ones with cameras. His head lifted from the pillow looking straight ahead at his laptop on the desk. He got out of bed.
Hal eased into a small desk chair and fired up his laptop computer. His face and bare chest glowed in moonlight blue from the start-up screen. He opened a web browser, navigating to a sports website. Pretending to check the scores as a smaller window opened to the controls of his built-in webcam.
♦ ♦ ♦
Baldo took a sip from a steaming mug of coffee, preparing for a long night. He watched Hal at his laptop on a monitor. The feed coming from a micro-cam in the corner of Hal�s ceiling.
Baldo heard footsteps on the cold concrete floor of the hangar behind him. McCreary arriving for the night shift.
�What�s he doing?�
�I don�t know, sir,� Baldo replied. �He�s on a football website. Checking scores from the weekend and standings. It�s one of the sites he visits when he can�t sleep.�
�Bring it up.�
Baldo typed at his computer, and moved the hacked feed from Hal�s browser to a larger screen on the bank. McCreary eyed it. Assessed it as innocuous � and boring. �Any word on his emails? Could you get in?�
�I�m in his AF email. All work related. He could be using a third party email on his phone. Almost impossible to hack if he has a strong password. Cracking it would be a waste of time. I mean, does Trest want me to hack his emails or surveil him? I can�t do both, sir.�
�I hear you. I�ll see what Trest says about outsourcing that. I�m gonna� get some shut eye. Wake me up if he does anything worthwhile.�
�Roger that.�
McCreary found a dark corner of the padded floor near the VR OmniTrainer. He grabbed a thick sparring pad, using it for a pillow and closed his eyes.
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal went back and forth from the sports website to the preferences window on the Motion Eye camera of his laptop. Hal clicked the preferences tab and boosted the gain on the iris, setting it for low-level light. He adjusted the laptop, nudging the corner while watching the display, until his bed filled the frame. He set the camera to record for a period of ten hours then quickly lowered the monitor illumination. Creating the illusion that it was powering down. Hal pushed back from his desk and returned to his bed for the night. The target of his own surveillance.
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal�s foggy nightmare began with an attractive woman in a lab coat injecting him in the arm. He felt like he was falling backward, plummeting down an infinite tunnel of darkness. The woman and the rest of the world pulled away from him, vanishing far above in the distance. He landed in blackness and found himself running in place. At least he thought he was running. Everything was a soup of pitch around him. The only thing he could see was his legs pounding beneath him. His jog turned to a frenetic sprint, but he still felt like he wasn�t getting anywhere. So, this is what Hell is. Running through blackness � all the time � in an eternal void. A voice echoed commands that surrounded him. Coming from nowhere and everywhere. He heard one command after the other. At first they were groggy, like another language. Un-decipherable. Then the words and sentences took form�
�Avoid the light.�
�Stay out of water. Water kills.�
�No bright lights.�
�Step softly.�
�No talking.�
�Listen.�
�Obey.�
A surreal figure darted out in front of him while he was on a dead sprint. �Engage!�
He raised his rifle and fired. He heard no shot nor saw any muzzle blast. Only the sound of beeps spurted from his barrel as he sprayed the murky figure with bullets. Small holes riddled the man�s chest. He looked more cartoonish than a real human being. He fell to the ground and disappeared.
Another man appeared. Standing motionless before him� A Middle Eastern man in a designer suit.
�This, is your mission objective,� the mysterious voice echoed. �I repeat Mission Objective. Engage on my command.�
A dim light appeared on the right. Growing brighter as Hal�s feet thumped toward it.
�Avoid all light.�
Hal changed direction. Jogging to the left. Angling away from the light. Jouncing back to darkness. A surreal character leapt out of the dense void. Charging straight for Hal with a bayonet fixed to an AK-47.
�Engage!�
Hal raised his rifle around to block, whipping the stock around in the same fluid move. Catching the attacker square on the jaw with a rifle-haymaker. The attacker vanished into the black.
A tall, slender Asian man appeared, wearing a suit.
�Mission target. Engage on my command.�
The image vanished. Hal continued to jog in place. A corridor appeared straight ahead. Hal darted into it. Wary. The walls were flat with no features � just computer-generated polygons. A simulated building of sorts � a three-dimensional blueprint.
�Right turn in twenty feet.�
The turn arrived and Hal took it. Trodding hard right.
�Left turn in ten feet.�
Hal turned left, approaching a light in the corridor. He moved away from it in a double-time jog.
�Good. Avoid the light. Enter the building.�
A door appeared. Hal entered.
�Engage enemy in fifty feet.�
Hal spotted him and raised his rifle. He fired, and the spray of bullets sounded like a phone ringing. The enemy, the building and everything else in the virtual world faded as the ringing grew louder and louder.
The ringing continued from the phone on Hal�s nightstand. He could hear it, but was too tired to open his eyes and answer. He willed his arm to the nightstand, picking up his cordless landline. Grumbling a greeting. �Yhhhh?�
�So, that�s how an alcoholic answers the phone! What if I was your mother calling?� �Whhha?� Hal said. Then looked up at his clock. �Shit.�
�That�s right, Sleeping Beauty. Are you gonna� come down from the castle and join us here at work anytime soon?�
Hal recognized Yarbo�s voice. �I�m on the way.� He hung up and scurried out of bed. Hal grabbed a clean uniform from the closet, glancing down at his laptop. Remembering he left it recording all night. He flipped the top down and stuffed it in the carrying case.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
GUOANBU

A pair of hands fixed a military-grade surveillance camera atop a sleek and sturdy tripod in the bunkhouse loft. Weng panned the camera to the Holloman runway, adjusting the settings. He spoke in Mandarin through a Bluetooth device linked to a satellite phone. �Setting time lapse video on the Holloman runway now. You should be getting the feed.�
Weng glanced to an open laptop in front of Matt. Its screen split into quadrants-three showed feeds from the entrances and exits to Holloman Air Force Base and the fourth was from the camera Weng just set up-covering the Holloman runways. Runway twenty-five was the most visible from their vantage point.
�We have the feed of all camera images now,� Weng said through the Bluetooth earpiece, �and will record all cameras twenty-four-seven.�
The third teammate, a Chinese patriot of African descent with the alias Charlie Cooper, monitored another laptop with a radar image of the air base and its immediate surroundings.
Charlie pressed buttons on what looked like a bulky satellite phone next to his computer. Radio static sounded from the air-band scanner. He searched past garbled air and radio traffic and found what he was looking for: the back-and-forth communication of the Holloman air traffic control tower. He plugged the phone into a USB port on his laptop. Transcribed text appeared beside a wave-form view of the conversation between the tower and a pilot.
Weng closed the curtains to a mere crack so only the camera lens could peer through at the base. He signed off with his superiors on the other end of the phone, telling them they were headed to their front � the Habitat build.
♦ ♦ ♦
Baldo was alone in Hangar 302 watching the bank of monitors. Hal was on one, working from his office. His personal laptop was up and running beside his desktop monitor. Hal angled the laptop screen away from anyone passing by and tilted it down to avoid hidden cameras. Baldo�s eyelids were heavy, watching Hal on one screen and random feeds from around the base on other screens.
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal worked at his desk, suspicious of the motion detector in the corner of the ceiling, believing it was a disguised surveillance camera. He was careful to not look directly into it.
A small window on the laptop played the recording of his sleep from the previous night. Hal had scanned through his first hour of his sleep, noticing no changes. He watched himself toss and turn in fast motion, dragging the slider ahead in time.
Yarbo noticed Hal looking back and forth between computers. �Late night of homework?�
�Yeah, just downloading it now.�
Hal glanced at the laptop screen. Surprised to see an empty bed. He rewound it, watching carefully. He saw himself casually rise from bed and saunter to his closet. Putting on sweats, socks and running shoes.
Hal looked at the time code counter. Only two hours in, which would put the time around eleven-thirty or midnight, he thought. What the hell am I doing and why don�t I remember this? Am I sleepwalking?
The Hal on screen grabbed his house keys from the nightstand, turned off the bedroom lights and left the room. Hal scrolled the video slider to the right. Zipping through hours of footage of an empty bed. A flash of light appeared in the room and Hal stopped. Slowly scrolling back until his bedroom light turned on. He checked the time code counter. Four hours later. He played the video in real time.
The onscreen Hal returned in the same sweatsuit and running shoes. His movements were methodical and robotic. He removed his sweat pants and shirt, tossing them in a laundry basket. Sleep-jogging? Hal thought. He watched himself remove his shoes and socks, placing them neatly in the closet. He turned off the light and returned to his bed. I haven�t sleepwalked since boot camp.
Hal felt Yarbo�s eyes on him and he returned to his work, dragging the video file to the trash and emptying it. Hal closed his laptop and turned his attention back to analyzing aerial footage taken from a C-31 air strike on an Afghani village. Watching a hail of machine gun fire from a Gatling cannon rip up a Taliban unit was more entertaining than boring recon drone footage.
Hal split the screen in half, opening a new window with the FBI link to the most wanted ISIS and Al Qaeda terrorists. He studied each face, but didn�t recognize any. Hal closed the window and performed a search in a military database of Islamic terrorists in Afghanistan.
Hal scrolled through dozens of pictures, but nothing registered. He added the word known to the search field. Pulling up hundreds of matching links. Hal clicked one taken from a CNN.com article. He scrolled down, skimming it from top to bottom before closing it and returning to the next link on the search. �Afghan President Targets Known Terrorists� was the headline. He clicked on it and a photo leapt off the page, triggering a flashback of the Middle Eastern man in a designer suit. It was the same man on the screen � Mohammed Durrani-the Interim President of Afghanistan.
Hal took a shaky drink of coffee. Anxious. He set it down and tidied up his desk. More certain than ever he was being watched. He grabbed his cell phone and put it in the top drawer, then picked up a file folder and started to leave. �I�m heading down to the commissary. Catch up with you later.�
�Gimme� a minute,� Yarbo said. �I�ll join you.�
�I gotta� run some errands first, but I�ll find you there.�
Hal left the office. Spotting another �motion detector� in the outer hallway. The building was older, 1960s simple office architecture. The window-lined hallway faced the parking lot outside. A long yellow school bus parked at the curb in front of the entrance. The people aboard flowed into the building. Fifty high school students � boys and girls � potential Air Force recruits. They paraded down the hallway toward Hal. Some gaping out the windows to the retired fighter planes on display. Hal knifed to the middle of the crowd and pretended to drop the folder. Ducking down to pick up the papers. Enveloped by the crowd � obscured from the view of surveillance cameras.
A melee ensued as the hopeful recruits helped him pick up the papers. A few set their backpacks down. He spotted a pair of sunglasses clinging to one and a trendy beanie hat on another.
Hal emerged, standing up on the far end of the crowd, wearing the wrap-around Oakley shades and beanie hat. He fell in behind the tour guide who led the crowd back out to the awaiting bus. Hal shuffled onto the bus, trudging to the back where he sat low and out of sight. Eyeing the windows for any sign of guards. He leaned back, relieved. The coast was clear.
♦ ♦ ♦
Baldo squinted at the monitor, zooming in on areas of the crowd. No sign of Hal. Baldo brought up the feed of Hal�s desk. Empty. He checked the cameras in the corridor near the commissary. Not much movement. He spotted Yarbo talking on his phone on the way to lunch. No sign of Hal.
Baldo pulled up hidden cameras inside the commissary. He zoomed over the AF personnel eating lunch. Closely examining the faces. Hal wasn�t among them.
Next, Baldo brought up the cameras overlooking the parking lot. He zoomed to Hal�s truck. Empty. Not a soul around. Baldo quickly scanned the cameras in Hal�s home. They came up on a multi-cam view on the main monitor. His home was quiet and still. Baldo picked up the phone� �Sheridan is off the map.�
♦ ♦ ♦
The last of the high-schoolers trampled onto the bus, scrambling to find open seats. The yellow school bus pulled away from the Air Force parking lot. It was about a mile ride down First Street to the main gate at Holloman. Hal stayed low in the seat, watching out the window as the bus snailed along. It couldn�t reach the gate fast enough.
♦ ♦ ♦
�What do you mean you don�t know where he is?� Trest�s voice crackled over Baldo�s phone.
�I was watching him, along with the others and I can�t find him now. He was at his office. It looked like he left for lunch and I lost him in the corridor. His truck is still in the lot and he�s not at home.�
�Is he in the can?�
�Negative. I had one of our guys check.�
�What about the gates?�
�I called them all. Nobody has a record of him leaving base.�
�Well, what�s happening at the base today? Are there any visiting speakers or forums he might be at? Did you check the public affairs calendar?�
�Checking it now, sir.� Baldo searched on his computer. �Just a tour from Alamogordo High School, sir.�
�Has their bus left the base?�
�I�ll call the gate.�
♦ ♦ ♦
The tour bus reached the main gate at First and Santa Fe Drive. The Air Force guards waved it through. Politely nodding to students on board. The kiosk phone rang, but by the time a guard picked it up, it was too late. The school bus was free and clear of the base.
♦ ♦ ♦
�I�ve got something here�� Charlie said in Chinese. Pulling headphones down connected to the MSS laptop. Jagged audio waveform lines skipped across a window on his busy screen. Weng hovered over him, studying the screen. ��Chatter from the police scanner. It�s coming from the Security Forces on the base. They�re tracking a school bus that just left the base.�
�Pull up the live YG-30 feed,� Weng said.
�Yes, sir.� Charlie typed on the military-grade laptop, remotely controlling the YG-30 spy satellite about five-hundred miles above New Mexico. The YG-30 was the newest PLA military spy satellite in the Yaogan Weixing series. The wide-angle, high-res observation vehicle used electro-optical sensors to surveil any spot on Earth across a wide spectrum of wavelengths including optical, infrared, gamma and UV radiation.
Weng watched as the image zoomed down from space, zeroing in on Holloman AFB. The ultra-high resolution enabled Charlie to pick any spot and continue zooming while maintaining a sharp image. Weng spotted the yellow bus. �Here.�
Charlie typed on the computer and the image centered on the yellow bus. Charlie spotted the flashing lights of a police SUV several blocks away. He pointed it out to Weng.
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal casually glanced out the window of the rear exit. Unaware of the police car. A ruckus erupted several seats away, grabbing his attention. �My hat�s gone!� A student said. �Someone stole it!�
The bus stopped at a light. The kid scanned the bus. �There! In the back!� He pointed at Hal. Hal jerked the lever of the emergency exit, jolting the door open � triggering a high-pitched alarm. Hal leapt out, hitting the ground on a sprint. Dodging cars, dashing in the opposite direction. Causing one to slam on the brakes. All eyes in the bus were on him as he crossed two lanes of oncoming traffic. A garbage truck rumbled by, momentarily shielding their view. It passed by and Hal was gone.
Sirens sounded ahead of the bus. A white SUV with flashing lights parked in front of the bus, blocking its path. The SUV had two blue stripes running the length of the vehicle and a seal of the Air Force Security Police.
♦ ♦ ♦
The MSS agents in the bunkhouse observed the entire event over the live feed from the YG-30 spy satellite. Including the mysterious man in the skull-cap beanie and sunglasses.
�Stay on him,� Weng said, �while we gear up.�

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
MKULTRA

The weathered garbage truck passed a suburban strip mall with a large supermarket. It slowed for a tight turn onto a narrow street. Hal stepped down from the running board on the back of the truck, landing in a jog. He continued across the small street to a run-down motel.
Hal paid cash, got the key, and before heading up to the room, darted across the road to the supermarket. Throwing the beanie hat and sunglasses in the trash on the way in.
Patrons dotted the supermarket. Business was slow on weekday afternoons. Hal shoveled six packs of Coke into a cart along with a couple four packs of Starbucks bottled drinks. He pulled down a yellow four-pack carton of Red Bull, eyeing the label to see exactly what flavor �yellow� was. A woman pushed a cart past his line of sight at the end of the aisle. He looked up, seeming to recognize her, but couldn�t place it. An image flashed in his mind, startling him. Causing the Red Bull to slip from his hand. It hit the floor and burst, spraying a stream of urine-looking energy drink on his leg. Hal was oblivious to it. His mind focused on the woman from his vision. Realizing it was her�the same young woman in a lab coat who gave him an injection in his dream. She looked different, dressed in casual track pants and a loose sweater. Hal started toward her in a brisk gait. �Excuse me, ma�am.�
She looked back. Recognizing him, but pretending not to. She cut down another aisle.
�Ma�am?�
Hal picked up the pace. Trying to jog while not appearing to be a stalker to the store patrons. He lost sight of her, but locked onto her again when he reached the end of the aisle. She ditched her shopping cart and darted to a manager by the exit. Terrified, she pointed Hal out to the manager like he was a serial killer. The manager picked up a phone on a post nearby. Calling security, Hal presumed.
The woman continued out the door. The manager stepped in front of it after she passed, blocking the exit. Hal sprinted for another exit, knocking over displays and slaloming shopping carts. A security guard dashed down an aisle on his tail. Hal leapt the chain of a closed cashier stand and the manager cut him off as he landed. Shoving a stack of a dozen shopping carts toward him. Hal planted his hands on the carts and vaulted them like they were a pommel horse. He sprinted to the exit, now blocked by the security guard � a thin frail man who had no business security guarding anything. Hal leaped on a run, hurtling toward the guard and planting a foot on his chest. The two tumbled through the exit. Hal rolled to his feet and was up in a flash � bolting across the parking lot � head on a swivel � looking for the woman.
Hal spotted her fumbling with keys to remotely unlock her car. He raced at break-neck speed, arriving as her car pulled out from a parking space. Hal pounded on her roof. �Roll down your window! I�m not going to hurt you. I just want to talk.�
She ignored him, continuing to back up. Onlookers on-looked.
�Stop the car!� Hal rattled the door handle. Locked. The back door was also locked. The car jolted to a halt. Either from her stopping it or putting it into drive without stopping. Hal knew he had about three seconds before she was gone. He raised his right fist above his left shoulder then swung his elbow hard across his body � slamming it into the window of the back door � smashing it. She tore out, chirping the tires. Hal dove through the window into the back seat.
Then sprang upright behind her, saw her phone in the charger and lunged for it. Ripping the battery out and tossing the phone and battery on the floor. He reached into his jacket like he was grabbing a gun and sat back behind her, thrusting two knuckles hard into the back of her seat.
�Stop or I�ll shoot!�
�Bullshit!� She said. �You don�t have a gun.� She tore off out of the parking lot into the street. �I�m taking you to the police!�
She drove like mad, accelerating through a residential area. Swerving around cars. Not giving him an opportunity to flee before she reached a police station.
�Alright, I don�t have a gun. I just want to talk to you. I�m not going to hurt you.�
She spotted a police car stopping at a red light a block ahead.
�We�re in luck. We don�t have to go to the station.�
�You know me,� Hal said.
She glanced at him through the rear view. Confused. Panicked. Eyes flicking to the police car. She reached to her window control, approaching the cop car. Hal placed a hand on the back of her neck, sending a chill up her spine.
�Don�t. You roll the window down and I�ll snap your neck before you can even yell.� She paused � pulling her hand away from the window control.
�Just drive. Calmly. Ease up on the gas.� She did, and they glided past the police cruiser. �Good.� The young, attractive woman looked at Hal in the rear view. Her brown eyes making contact with his. �How do you know me?� He asked.
�I don�t. You were looking at me odd in the store. It creeped me out so I ran!�
�No� There was a look of recognition. You know me from somewhere. Where?�
She refused to answer. Looking straight ahead. Hal released her neck. Focusing on her through the mirror, like an archaeologist trying to dig up more memories of her deep within his mind. Hal spotted her purse on the passenger seat. He reached over the seat and grabbed it before she could. He rifled through it. Finding her wallet. Discovering her credit cards and driver�s license inside. He read it. �Jennifer Morgan. This is from Virginia.� Hal shuffled through a few credit cards and stopped on one. �Why do you have a government ID?� He glared at her. Waiting for the answer. �Again. How do you know me?�
�Please. It�s classified.� Hal found her military ID, memorizing her off-base address in Alamogordo.
�You know me,� Hal said, �and I have clearance.� He rolled the window down. �Talk or I�m throwing everything out.� She was silent. �Visa card�� He flipped it out the window.
�Asshole!�
�Master card�� Hal flung it out too. She watched it flutter to the ground and skip across the pavement through her side view mirror.
�AmEx�� Hal held it up, waiting for her to talk. Then tossed it. �Next up, military ID.�
�Alright. Stop!!� she said. �I�m Doctor Jennifer Morgan. I�m a research psychologist��
Hal nodded for her to continue. �Pull over � into that alley.� She did and they continued down the dirt alley that separated urban yards in an older section of town. They pulled to a boarded-up house and vacant lot. �Here. Drive into the bushes.� She glanced up at him through the rear view. �To hide your car. I�m not going to hurt you.�
She pulled into the unkempt vacant lot. Decades of neglect in the form of trash, dead tumbleweeds, thick clumps of grass and large wild, shrubs cluttered the lot. �This�ll do.� They were far enough behind the shrubs that her car was unseen from the street.
Hal slid across the back seat away from her. Creating distance so she didn�t feel as threatened. Hal remembered his first flashes of her. He thought it was a fantasy then because of her beauty. It was obvious now that she wasn�t a fantasy. She was just as beautiful, but didn�t have the angelic appearance in glowing white from his dreams. �Turn the car off and keep your hands on the wheel. Where I can see them.� She followed his orders. �You were saying?� Hal asked.
�I was working for the US government on a black project. They told me if any of you tried to contact me, I was to report it immediately as a matter of national security.�
�Any of us?� Hal asked. �There are more like me involved?�
�I�m sorry,� she said sincerely. �That�s all I can tell you.�
�That�s not gonna� cut it!� He said. �Who is �any of you?� What the hell is going on and why am I having these dreams?! I�ve seen you in at least three of them! And I�ve seen a hell of a lot more � assassinations� black ops� drug cartel missions� I know I�ve killed people � against my will! And I was somehow unconscious doing it!�
�What are you talking about?� She asked, astounded.
�ENOUGH!� Hal screamed. Startling her. �Stop fucking around!!�
�I�m not!� She asserted. �I am involved in psychological experimentation ONLY! They told me you are all VOLUNTEERS!�
Hal was speechless.
�Assassinations?? What are you talking about?� She asked. �Are these in your dreams?� Hal could see that she was sincere. Her voice was calm. She was making direct eye contact. She doesn�t know.
His tone calmed. �Combat missions, mostly. And others. Drug dealer raids in foreign countries��Who knows what else?!�
She looked at him like he had cracked. �Combat missions? How do you know they aren�t hallucinations or nightmares?�
He rolled up his sleeve, showing the gash on his arm. �Is that a hallucination? I woke up with it after one of these dreams. The last time I served in actual combat was about fifteen years ago!�
Her expression was bewilderment. �As?�
�Pararescue. Air Force Special Tactics.�
�May I see your ID?� She asked.
Hal removed his military ID from his wallet, handing it over. She studied it closely. �They told me you were a chemist,� she said. �I read your file. �PhD from MIT, involved in DARPA research and a dozen classified projects. Chief Chemist in the formulation of the RAM stealth paint Iron Ball.�
Hal cracked up. �I flunked chemistry in high school! I don�t even attempt math without a calculator!� He laughed. �How could I possibly create Iron Ball?� He shook his head in disbelief. The levels of conspiracy were mind-blowing. He turned back to her. �You mentioned before that there are others like me? Who? What are their names?�
�I should really talk to my commander about this.�
�Who is he�? �You can never mention this. To anyone. If they find out we talked they�ll kill you. I know they�re watching me and I wouldn�t be surprised if they bugged your car and are sending specialists right now.�
�Specialists?? Why would they bug me?�
�Because they�re manipulating you! Just like they are me!�
She exhaled. Nervous. Thinking to herself. Planning her next move.
�What�s in the injections anyway? Why were you injecting me?�
�I was told they were only somnambulism tests,� she said. �I swear that�s the truth.�
�Sonombu�� Hal botched it.
�Sleepwalking tests. All the candidates had experienced some level of sleepwalking in their past. The injections induced and intensified their sleepwalking.�
�Why? What�s the program you work for?�
�Are you familiar with Project MKUltra?� He shook his head. �It was a CIA mind control experiment from the sixties. It got out of hand and was shut down back then. Its purpose was to break down enemy combatants during interrogations with a combination of psyops and psychotropic drugs. I work with the Scientific Intelligence Division of the CIA. We used MKUltra research on proactive mind control � to advance our own research on controlling people during sleepwalking episodes. But they told me it was only R&D. They showed me all the equipment� including a virtual reality trainer with an omni-directional walker. I even tested it out! They let me observe tests with subjects, and I collected data on a couple of your tests.�
Hal was stunned. Absorbing it all.
�They never told me it went live! Cloudcroft was for testing and research they said!�
�Cloudcroft?�
She exhaled. Not believing she just gave up the classified name. �The project name. Now you know all I know.�
�We�re far from that. What exactly did you do?� Hal asked.
�Like I said. I was under the belief you were a chemist. Our goal was to increase your productivity during REM sleep and subconscious thought. We injected you with a cocktail of drugs designed to make you sleep while stimulating subconscious brain activity� the most creative part of the mind. In this state, we can program sleepwalkers like you to carry out simple commands. They instructed me to never speak to you or communicate in any fashion as it may alter the programming experiment. Only one of the controllers could speak to you.�
�Controllers? Like a CCT?� He saw she didn�t know the abbreviation. �Combat Control Technician. Pararescue controller?�
�I assume so.�
�Who?�
�I don�t know his name. He goes by a call sign� Beacon.� The name didn�t register with Hal, but he thought it sounded familiar. Like the name of a neighbor from decades past.
�My job was done after administering the injection,� Jennifer said. �You were out of my hands and I was ordered to leave. I only saw you on a couple occasions during the VR testing. I have no idea what they did with you after I left.�
�Who are the other subjects�� Hal noticed a bright red dot from a targeting laser on the back of her head. He grabbed her shoulder and tugged her down just as the windshield exploded from a suppressed bullet. �Scoot!� He helped her crawl over to the passenger seat, staying low.
Hal tugged the driver�s seat release, pulling the seat down flat, and crawled forward below window level to turn the ignition on. �Stay down!�
Bullets pinged off the roof and riddled the back of the car. Hal threw it in gear. Ducking low with one hand on the gas and one on the wheel. Driving blind. They took off out of the bushes. Hal driving from memory of the alley. Keeping the car straight. Branches scraped the side of the car. Bullets smashed out the back windows. Jennifer�s eyes screamed in terror looking up at Hal. He looked back for an instant with the expression that seemed to reveal his thoughts, I hope we�re going in the right direction.
The passenger window exploded from a gunshot, starting Jennifer. She screamed. Hal angled his head oddly, while flooring it. �What are you doing?� Jennifer asked in a panic.
�Listening.�
With the windows shot out, he could hear the wheels on the dirt. When he heard the car going into thicker bushes he cut the wheel back. Keeping it in the dirt alley. Hal reached up to the rear-view mirror and tilted it down. He saw a black pickup truck on his tail. Two men inside and one in the back, leaning over the cab with a sniper rifle. The man in the passenger seat fired a suppressed machine gun. Taking out the rear-view mirror.
Hal heard the wheels hit a gravelly texture. Then a bump and the sound softened. Pavement. Hal blindly whipped the wheel to the left. A horn BLASTED from an oncoming car. Its wheels screeching as it dodged Jennifer�s car.
Hal felt the car dip to the right, touching the gravel shoulder. He edged the wheel back, peeking his head up enough to see the road from the side window. He slammed the pedal to the floor. Creating distance. Then glanced in his side mirror and saw the shooters lower their weapons out of public view. Hal slid forward into the seat and tilted the back up enough for him to see a sliver of the road over the dash. Hal sped up.
�Who was that? Why are they shooting at us?� Jennifer asked.
�Don�t worry. It�s all part of my hallucinations.� He looked over at her. �Think you can believe me now?�
�Who are they?� She started to raise her head to look.
�Stay down!� he snapped.
Hal watched them through the side mirror. Trying to figure it out. From this distance, they were three silhouettes. The road cleared of cars as they passed through a flat farming area. No witnesses, he thought. Lowering in his seat. �Keep low!� Hal spotted the sniper laying his rifle over the cab. Lining up a shot. He fired. Demolishing Hal�s side mirror. Hal turned his head from the spray of glass and debris. Oncoming traffic appeared and the sniper ducked down in the back.
The road reached the outskirts of Alamogordo, entering the rural desert scrub. Flat terrain on both sides of the road. No hiding places, Hal thought. �Put your seat belt on.� He latched his own seat belt, eyeing the flat desert on his right. He cut hard right into the desert. Wheels spinning on the caked earth, producing a massive cloud of brown dust. Some of it wafting into the windowless cab. The black truck took a more cautious turn. Slowly following. Keeping to the left of the dust cloud.
Hal swerved the larger clumps of weeds and sagebrush, but it was still a bumpy ride with both of them bouncing around. �Where are you going?!� she asked.
�I don�t know,� he yelled back over the loud thumps coming from the undercarriage. The car�s suspension was not exactly designed to bounce over desert terrain. �There�s no cover anywhere!�
Hal looked back. Noticing they were avoiding the plume of dust that created a natural smoke screen. It gave him an idea. He veered the wheel back and forth from ten o�clock to two o�clock. It created a massive dust cloud that obscured the vehicles from each other.
Weng was driving the pickup. �Roll it up,� he said to Charlie and they both rolled up the windows. Matt, the sniper in the back, pulled his shirt collar up over his mouth and nose, filtering out the dust.
�Should we go around?� Charlie asked. The smoke plume was large and there was no sign of the other vehicle in it.
�No,� Weng said in Chinese. �We go where it�s the thickest.� He accelerated into the thick brown cloud. Charlie held the rugged laptop on his lap, but details of the satellite image were too difficult to see with all the bouncing.
Snaking the car back and forth had concealed them in the cloud, but also caused them to slow considerably. Hal thought the pursuing truck was either way off or right behind them. He made the cloud even thicker by hitting the brakes, cutting hard left and stepping on the pedal at the same time. The wheels spun with velocity. Churning and spitting a rooster tail of dirt and dust as the car spun in a circle. After a couple �donut� revolutions, the car was completely obscured inside.
Hal counted the revolutions in his head. Keeping his bearings. He straightened the wheel and the car blasted out of the dust cloud. Blue sky and sun-scorched earth opened up before them. Along with the main highway they had just left. Hal gunned it toward the road.
Weng and the others were in the middle of the dust cloud. All bearings lost. He plodded straight forward and the dust thinned. They gained visibility � seeing vast desert before them for miles and miles. No sign of the car. Or the road.
Hal glanced at Jennifer. They shared a grin as they were in the clear with a quarter mile buffer from the dust cloud and anything in it. They drove up the bank to the shoulder of the road and just as they hit pavement a loud THUMP sounded followed by the grate of steel on blacktop. �Shit. Blowout.� Hal took a left, back the way they came and saw tread fragments behind them on the shoulder, confirming what they both felt.
Hal looked at the cloud for the black truck, going as fast as he could on three wheels and a rim. Glancing down at the speedometer. Fifty miles per hour.
�There!� Jennifer said. Spotting the truck blasting from the far side of the dust cloud like it was shot out of hell with a path of destruction in its wake.
Matt banged on the roof of the cab, yelling and pointing when he saw Jennifer�s car on the road in the distance. Weng spun the truck around, avoiding his own dust, making a beeline toward the road.
The bare rear rim of Jennifer�s car sparked and spun loosely on the pavement with no traction to propel it. �What are we gonna� do?� she asked, spotting the sinister truck barreling toward the road. Knowing it was only a matter of time before they caught up.
The truck hit the pavement and instantly made up ground. Ninety mph versus fifty.
Hal knew they were dead in the water. Too far out of town away from the cover any building would provide. He thought for a moment. Gazing at the speedometer and other gauges. �Do your airbags work?�
�As far as I know. Why?�
�Hold on.� Hal pulled the e-brake while whipping the car to the left, performing a skid-stop maneuver that spun them around in a dead stop, facing the charging truck a half-mile away. �Get out.�
�Why� Wha��
��Now! Get out!!� She pulled the door handle and crawled out. �Take cover in the bushes!� Hal yelled.
Weng eased up on the gas. Wondering what the other driver was doing.
Hal gunned it. Aiming straight for the speeding truck. The bare rim spinning a pinwheel of sparks on the black top. The sniper on the roof lined up, and Charlie extended a submachine gun out the window. Opening fire! Hal ducked down as the barrage of bullets assaulted the vehicle.
�Aim for the engine block� Weng yelled. They did. Plinking it with bullets. A geyser of steam shot up from a direct hit. The damage to the car didn�t matter as fast as Hal was going. �Hold on!� Weng reached to his seat belt, but didn�t have time to buckle it. Charlie jerked the wheel to the right, but it was too late. Hal SMASHED head-on into the truck. Their pulling to the right was even worse on the truck. The collision forced it to roll in that direction. Throwing the sniper out the back and expelling Charlie from the passenger door.
The truck rolled, landing on the passenger side with airbags deployed.
Hal unburied his head from the deflating airbag that enveloped it. His face covered in burn marks, lacerations and powder dust from the exploding airbag. He was groggy. Pain shot through his neck and back.
Jennifer watched in horror, kneeling behind bushes off the side of the road. Unsure if she should check on Hal or run the opposite direction.
The sniper, Matt, was motionless on the pavement. Weng opened his eyes in the cab. Overcome with dizziness. Wondering where he was. His world upside down. Literally, as he had fallen to the passenger side, which was now the bottom of the truck. He raised his arms and clinched his fists. Testing his own movement. Realizing he survived intact and was mobile.
The impact jammed Hal�s door shut. He crawled out the window and cautiously approached the truck on its side. He saw Weng through the broken windshield. Hal kicked it in and grabbed Weng by the chest, tugging him out like a dead weight Manikin used for CSAR PJ training. He made eye contact with Hal while lying flat on his back on the pavement. Still out of it. �Who are you?� Hal asked.
Hal looked over to Charlie, who was dusting himself off in the desert, beyond the shoulder of the road. Looking for his machine gun. Weng�s eyes glanced over at Charlie and he yelled something in Mandarin. Charlie hobbled over to Matt, the sniper lying on the road. He was alive, but barely conscious. Charlie helped him up and they hobbled off into the scrub.
Hal asked again. Standing over his captive. �Who are you?�
Weng gasped an answer. Hal couldn�t hear and leaned in. Weng lunged up, grabbed Hal and tugged him down, hurling Hal over and behind him in a Tae Kwon Do throw.
Weng leaped to his feet and threw a flying kick at Hal who was still on the ground. Hal twisted and blocked it, sweeping Weng�s feet out from under him. Both were on the ground and rose at the same time. Weary.
Jennifer emerged from the desert, slowly approaching from behind her car. Using it for cover.
Weng attacked in a flurry of punches. Hal could only block a couple and others found their mark, knocking Hal backward. He regained his balance, stepped forward and launched a missile of his ham-like fist into Weng�s chest. His sharp knuckles the tip of a spear that plunged into Weng�s solar plexus � a mass of radiating nerves below the sternum � knocking the air out of his lungs.
Weng stumbled backward. Gasping and sucking air into his lungs. Hal advanced and swung again. Although weakened, Weng was agile and sharp. He blocked Hal�s swing and hooked an arm under Hal�s arm and shoulder, flipping Hal onto his back, following it up with a combo technique meant to end in a lethal windpipe-crushing strike. Weng stopped short though. His fist hovering in midair above Hal�s throat.
Hal was even more surprised than his adversary. Wondering why he held back on the kill shot after trying to shoot them both before.
�We know who you are,� Weng said, �and we know about the suit.�
�What suit?�
Weng looked up the desolate road. A mile from the edge of town. Knowing he had to leave immediately to avoid blowing the cover of his entire operation.
�What suit are you talking about?� Hal asked. �Who are you?�
Weng dashed off, stopping at his truck, searching for something. He emerged with the laptop and continued to scan the shoulder of the road.
Jennifer arrived behind Hal, stretching a hand out to him. He waved it off, hoisting his aching bones up.
�You okay?�
�I was about to ask you the same thing,� Hal said.
�Who were they?�
Hal looked back just as Weng found the sniper rifle between the road and the desert. Hal wasn�t sure if they collected the other weapon. If they didn�t, Hal had to find it first. He hobbled to the truck, walking out a limp on the way, then searched around the truck. He peered into the cab and leaned through the broken windshield as Weng arrived behind him. Hal removed the machine gun with suppressor, extracted himself from the truck and was surprised to be standing face to face with Weng.
Hal got a good look at the submachine gun before handing it over to Weng. Weng made a subtle nod and disappeared behind the truck. Hal and Jennifer watched as Weng ignited a wet patch of pavement below the truck�s fuel door. Weng scooped up the weapons and retreated to the desert. The truck engulfed in flames within moments.
�We should get out of here too,� Hal said and started off in another direction than Weng. Through the desert toward Alamogordo. He looked back, realizing Jennifer was standing still. �Now! Come on.� He held out his hand. She grabbed it and the two scurried down the shoulder bank and into the desert scrub.
She pulled up and froze. Releasing his grip. �I can�t go. They�ll know it�s my car and that I fled.�
�Right.� Hal pondered a solution.
�So, who were they?� She asked.
�Guoanbu.�
�Who?�
�MSS. The Chinese CIA.
�How do you know?�
�They were speaking Mandarin and that rifle was a QCW05. A Chinese special forces submachine gun.�
�What are they doing here?�
�I don�t know. Probably trying to find the same answers we�� �A fire truck horn interrupted, blasting from the distance, followed by the sound of faint sirens on arrival. �Tell them you were in a head-on hit and run,� Hal said. �They drifted into your lane and swerved out, but it was too late. Just one driver. White guy. Brown hair. You didn�t get a good look. He fled into the desert. She nodded. Understanding.
�Will they come back?�
�No. They weren�t trying to kill us.�
�What?! They�ve been trying to kill us the whole time!�
�They were trying to capture us. I saw the laser dot on your forehead and they hesitated. Firing into the car. It was a warning shot to scare us. He said they knew me and asked me about a suit. What does that mean to you?�
�Nothing. This is all new to me,� she said.
Hal saw the fire engines getting closer. �I gotta� go. Dirty yourself up. If they ask why you don�t have powder burns from the air bag say you wiped your face.�
�Where are you going?� she asked. �What will you do?�
�Nothing yet. Just keep doing your job like nothing happened. I�ll do the same. When things calm down, I�ll find you.�
�How?!�
�I memorized your address on your base ID. Sorry about the credit cards. I didn�t know what else to do. It�s not a busy street. They�re probably still there.�
With that, he took off. Ducking low and scurrying through the dry threadgrass, sagebrush, and buffalo juniper shrub.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
STAKEOUT

Hal opened the door to Alamogordo Lanes, engulfed in a wave of cool air that smelled of diver bar and wood oil from the freshly polished lanes. Pins crashed at the far end of the alley � the only lanes occupied in the late afternoon. He spotted a payphone by the vending machine and strode over, lifting the receiver � realizing he had no change. He returned five minutes later with a handful of change and a brand new bowling ball at his feet. Hal lifted the receiver and dialed. Pretending to slur his words in the phone in a drunken stupor. �Hey, buddy. How are you? I�m down at the lanes and I�ve had a little bit too much to drrrink. Bartender cut me off too. Think I can trouble you for a ride?� There was a pause as he listened to an understanding voice on the other end. �Thank you, kindleey! I�ll just be here waitin� out front.�
Night fell by the time the 1992 Chevy pickup pulled into the bowling alley parking lot. Hal dropped the bowling ball in the back of the truck in a thud, then got in the truck. Shotgun. �Uncle Hank! It�s good to see you! Thank you for the ride!� Hal said in his faux drunken voice.
�It�s okay. Just don�t get sick��
��Is that Trace Adkins?� Hal asked, slapping the dashboard in excitement. �I like this one. Turn that shit up!� He reached the dial himself and cranked it up, blasting the country music.
�Alright�� Henry reached for the dial. Hal gently stopped his arm, and motioned him to be quiet. Henry realized he was completely sober. Hal spoke in a low voice that Henry could hear under the loud music�
�Your truck may be bugged. I snuck off the base�� Hal proceeded to tell Henry all the events of the day on their drive back to Holloman. He held back nothing � telling him about meeting Jennifer and her involvement in Project Cloudcroft � being attacked by MSS agents � and how he was a pawn in some kind of experimental sleepwalking mind control. Hal told Henry there was still a lot unanswered and asked his help in getting to the bottom of it. Uncle Hank was only happy to oblige.
The old truck reached the main gate on First Street at Holloman. Hal continued the drunk routine, fumbling his Air Force ID when he handed it to the gate guard. The guard gave the truck a once-over with a flashlight, briefly pausing on the bowling ball in the back. The guard thanked Henry for taking care of his drunk buddy, and bid the two airmen a good night, opening the gate for them.
♦ ♦ ♦
Baldo leaned toward the bank of monitors, his eyes jumping from screen to screen. Frantically studying each one � feeling the weight of having lost the defense department�s new toy and one of its most powerful weapons. The phone rang and Baldo snatched up the receiver. He heard the gate guard�s voice on the other end.
�You told me to call if Airman Sheridan entered or left the base.�
�Yes, sir. And?�
�He just came back. Drunk as a skunk. His friend gave him a ride, in from town I assume.� Baldo searched the base cameras. He put the feed of Hal�s driveway onto the main screen.
�Who was his friend?�
�Specialist Henry A. Banks, sir.� Baldo searched his name in the Holloman database. His image, title and address immediately popped up. �Is that all, sir?� The guard asked. Baldo had forgotten the guard was still there.
�Yes, sir. Thank you for letting me know.�
Baldo hung up and saw the main monitor bloom bright white from headlights in a driveway. A truck pulled up and the camera iris adjusted, revealing Henry�s truck in Hal�s driveway. Hal got out. Grabbed his ball from the back and walked rubbery legged around the truck, giving a woozy wave to Uncle Hank.
Baldo switched monitors, putting Hal�s living room on the big screen. Hal�s keys scratching at the lock on the front door until he got it right and entered. He made a wavering path to the nearest bathroom. Turned on the light, then backtracked a few steps to the hall, opened a closet door and tossed the bowling ball in with no regard for the smashing sound inside. Baldo picked up his phone. �Sheridan�s back.�
�Where?� Trest�s voice sounded on the other line.
�Home. Safe and sound. Well, a little drunk, but he�s back.�
�Where was he?�
�Seems he went bowling in town.�
�By himself?�
�Negative. He was with Specialist Henry A. Banks.�
�Hank?!�
�I don�t know, sir. I don�t know the specialist.�
�Well, add him to the surveil. I�ll arrange eyes and ears.�
�Yes, sir,� Baldo said, hoping that would be the end of it. He wasn�t so lucky.
�How did Sheridan slip past your watch?�
�I don�t know, sir. We lost him traveling between cameras, from his office to the front corridor. And then he never returned after lunch. His truck never left the lot either, sir. We just missed him.�
�We didn�t miss him.�
�Yes, sir. I missed him, sir. I apologize. It won�t happen again.� Baldo cautiously inquired, �One more thing, sir. If he meant to dodge the cameras, do you think he�s on to us?�
�We�ll know tomorrow,� Trest said. �If he comes in for training and obeys commands like usual, he�s not onto us.�
♦ ♦ ♦
Several nights later, Jennifer arrived home, pulling into the garage. The automatic door closed and she went around to the trunk. Hoisting out two armfuls of groceries. Then struggling to unlock the door to the house. She got it open and darted toward the dining room. She rounded the corner to the kitchen, reached for the light switch on the wall and felt a warm hand on it. She screamed. Nearly dropping the groceries. Moonlight from the window raked across Hal�s face in her kitchen. He gestured to be quiet and helped her with the groceries, setting them on the counter. Hal made the talking-on-a-phone gesture, and mouthed, Give me your phone. She handed it over and she expected him to tear the battery out again, but he promptly put in the microwave, shutting the door. �It blocks the signal.� He said.
�You scared the shit outta� me!!�
�Sorry. I can�t see you in broad daylight, and it�s likely they are watching your house.�
�What�s that?� She asked. Nodding to the backpack at his feet. �Planning to move in too?�
He smiled. �Did you find your credit cards?�
�Two of �em. It�s okay. I have too many anyway. You just motivated me to get rid of one. So, what�s in the bag?�
�I have a favor to ask. I want you to watch me for a few nights.�
She gave him an odd look. �Couldn�t find a sitter?�
Hal smiled. �Watch me while I sleep� From outside my house. I have a neighbor, good guy, across the street. Blue house. 409 Mesquite Road. I�m at 407. He�s on tour now and won�t be back for a while. Park in his driveway and watch me with these�� Hal dug a pair of Luna Optics binoculars from the backpack. Handing them to her. �They have night vision optics, so you can see me wherever I go. I�ll be sleepwalking, so you can�t wake me� as I�m sure you know. Watch all my mannerisms. Everything I do. The way I walk. The way I run. Let me know if I talk to anyone. I believe I will only be on foot, but if I drive, stay back a few hundred feet. Make sure nobody follows you. If you see a suspicious car, don�t follow me. Call it a night and go home.�
She nodded. �When?�
�Starting tonight, if you can. It�ll be boring. You�ll just be waiting and watching. I�d say bring a book, but you can�t have any light in your car. And you�ll have to duck down so your car looks empty. I don�t know � bring music with headphones or an audio book. I should leave sometime around 11 p.m. If I haven�t left by 1, go home.�
�Okay. And then what do I do?�
�Just follow me. Find out where I go and what I do.�
�They�re probably taking you to Hangar 302. That�s where I go to run tests and observe.�
�Good to know. 302. Stay in your car, out of view of the hangar guards. Wait for a half hour or so and see what kind of aircraft leaves the hangar. The missions can�t go over six or seven hours, enough time for me to make it back home get some sleep before work the next morning. If you can wait for the aircraft to return, do, and then follow me home. If you get too tired, go home. Don�t sweat it. You can try another night.�
�No problem. I�m a night owl.�
�Take this. Just in case.� He gave her a service Beretta M9 sidearm. �Do you know how to use it?�
She nodded and then added, �I try not to.�
Hal thanked her for her help and he was about to leave when she asked, �Are you� going to rebel or something?�
�No. Not this time. That�s why I need your help � to study everything and prepare.�
�And then?� She asked.
�And then� I�ll need your help too.� He retreated across the kitchen to the back door he left opened a crack. He stopped, gave her a quick look of gratitude and disappeared into the night.
♦ ♦ ♦
Later that night, a Chevy Impala crept through a residential neighborhood on base. Jennifer behind the wheel of the rental. She slowed to read a street sign. Don�t go so slow, she thought to herself. Act like you�ve been here before. She took a left on Mesquite. Searching for addresses. She spotted one, 393. She was close. She nervously looked all around for other cars or people. It was a calm and quiet night. She saw Hal�s house on the right first. 407. Imagining where hidden cameras might be placed watching him. She almost drove past 409, her eyes fixated on Hal�s house. She stopped just past the blue house at 409 Mesquite, then tried to make it look natural as she backed up into the driveway, giving herself a clear view of Hal�s house. She looked to the rear view and her eyes flicked back and forth � from the garage door she was reversing toward � to Hal�s front door. She heard a metal clang. �Crap!� she said, looking back at the garage door.
Jennifer pulled forward slightly and turned the car off. She eased the seat back, lowered it to the furthest point that still enabled her to see Hal�s front door and sat in silence. Her car clock read 10:50 p.m. She clicked the night vision binoculars on and peered through. It was miraculous, she thought, as everything previously hidden in shadow� shrubs, windows, grass and features of his home now came to life in clear view. There was enough moonlight to see his front door without the binoculars, so she set them to standby and put them on the passenger seat.
Jennifer got herself situated, turning the spout of a Starbucks Venti Soy Mocha toward her. A coffee so large it barely fit in the cup holder. She tore open the corner of a PowerBar, but didn�t permit herself to eat it. Yet. Jennifer removed a Kindle from the glove box and put her earbuds in. Smiling with glee as she navigated the touch screen to a book she had been eager to read. A thought occurred to her gave her an adrenaline rush� I�m on an actual stakeout. She felt like a real spy doing the type of espionage work she only dreamt about before joining the CIA.
She hit play and listened to the tranquil music introduction and the warm, serene voice of the male actor who read, �Harper Audio presents Men Are from Mars Women Are from Venus by Doctor John Gray.� Jennifer studied the book cover image on the screen of her Kindle, so intrigued she forgot her true purpose for being there. She turned the Kindle light off and watched Hal�s door. She took a drink of soothing warm mocha as the audio book continued. �Imagine that men are from Mars and Women are from Venus��
♦ ♦ ♦
Charlie watched the satellite image from the YG-30 on his laptop in the bunkhouse loft. Peering down on the Holloman runways just west of the bunkhouse. Matt sat propped up against the wall on a bed, wincing from injuries sustained in the crash. He tightened a thick Ace bandage wrap around his chest and watched the computer screens from afar. He could see the faint Holloman runway lights out the window behind the laptop screens. Weng climbed up the loft stairs with three mugs of coffee. �Any activity?� Weng asked in Mandarin.
�A pair of F-22s landed on runway thirty-four,� Charlie answered, �and a Reaper drone took off right after from runway twenty-five. Routine patrols and training missions.�
Weng looked at the satellite image of the Holloman runways that formed a giant triangle spread out over the airport. Each runway was quiet and vacant. �And the YG feed is recording?�
�Affirmative, sir.�
Weng leaned back in his seat in front of the other laptop. �Good.� He looked back to Matt, realizing he had nothing to do. Weng grabbed the TY-N10 night vision scope from the table next to a laptop. Extending the tripod legs and handing it to Matt. �Make yourself useful. Zoom in on the hangars and taxi-ways. Give us a heads-up before anything takes off.�
�Yes, sir.�
♦ ♦ ♦
Jennifer tilted the Venti mocha. Angling it to the car ceiling while drinking. No sense letting the last three drops go to waste. The second chapter of her audio book ended and there was a silent pause. She looked down at the Kindle to make sure it was advancing to the next chapter, but when she looked back up across the street, Hal was standing in his doorway � looking right at her. She fought off the inclination to wave and crouched down in her seat so he wouldn�t notice her. He wore a full track suit that reminded her of her Ken doll from the 80s. Who wears a matching track suit? She thought. It gave Hal a nerdy look that appealed to her and made her feel a sorry for him at the same time.
She grabbed the night vision binoculars from the seat and stared at him in close-up. He wasn�t looking at her after all. Or anything else. Just casting a blank stare across the street. His eye-line gazed absently over the house behind her. Then suddenly � he moved. Like a switch turning on � taking off down the concrete path leading from his front door to the sidewalk. Once reaching the sidewalk, he turned a sharp left. Jennifer thought it was an unnatural way of running, squaring the corner on a dime � like a jogging robot would � turning perfectly programmed right angles.
Hal�s posture was stiff and awkward for a jogger. He�s Doctor Detroit! Jennifer thought, his running style reminding her of the power-walking oddball portrayed on the silver screen by Dan Akroyd. Hal took off in a brisk jog and his words echoed in Jennifer�s mind� Watch all my mannerisms. Everything I do. The way I walk. The way I run. He was well out of earshot of her car engine, so she set the binoculars down and fired it up. Pondering how she would be able to drive with the lights off while looking through the night vision binoculars at the same time. She tugged the earbuds out and put them and the Kindle back in the glove box. Jennifer secured her coffee in its cup-holder, grabbed the binoculars with her right hand while steering with the left. Maintaining a gap of a full block between she and Doctor Detroit.
Jennifer knew the layout of the base well. She had been to Hangar 302 many times, but was typically limited to the clinic room where she monitored subjects. The bearing Hal jogged was the quickest path to the Holloman runways and Stealth Canyon.
Jennifer saw headlights approaching and panicked, pulling into the driveway of a random house on the right. She turned her lights off and kept the engine running, pretending to exit her car until the vehicle passed. She spied the road for Hal with the binoculars, locating and bringing him into focus. She pulled out of the driveway and was back on his trail. Jennifer gave him a padding of about two blocks, which lowered her stress level, making her feel more comfortable.
Hal turned up another street, approaching the hangars at Stealth Canyon. Jennifer remembered what he said � to not let any guards see her, so she maintained her distance, eyeing parking spaces ahead that would give her a view of the hangar�s side entrance and the runway in front of the hangar. Hal turned his jog toward Hangar 302, running out of her view as he greeted the guards and was promptly escorted in. Jennifer parked and turned the car off. Sitting quietly in the dark.
Jennifer eyed her clock. 11:29 p.m. She figured it wouldn�t be a long wait until some kind of aircraft with Hal aboard took off, then the real waiting would begin. A few minutes had passed and she considered digging her book out. About the time she stared longingly at the glove box with her Kindle inside, a metal CLANG startled her. It was the sound of a hangar door opening. She hoisted the sleek black night vision binoculars up, watching the edge of the hangar. The taxi-way lights of the runway blooming like green spotlights through the hi-tech binoculars.
After the door opened, the hangar went quiet. Jennifer struggled to see or hear anything, panning from one side of the hangar to the other. She turned the key of her ignition a notch. Enough to roll her window down. She could hear the soft purr of an engine far away that was eerily quiet. Jennifer looked up the street to see if it was a vehicle approaching. The Aurora�s impressive profile emerged from the hangar. Taxiing toward the runway. The engine sound intensifying once it cleared the hangar and was out in the open. Jennifer spied the majestic aircraft through the night vision binoculars. Not believing her eyes. The Aurora looked more like a spaceship than any kind of airplane she had ever seen. She noticed a jet-black, angular protrusion under the belly of the Aurora. Realizing it was another aircraft. Hal� Her gut told her he was inside the winged capsule with flat, black panels.
♦ ♦ ♦
�Do we have a link?� Weng asked Charlie, who studied a laptop screen on the long folding-table in the bunkhouse.
�Yes, sir.�
Weng peered down the runway through the night vision scope. The zoom feature giving him a better view than the other two. �There�s a bird on the runway. It�s not a fighter or B-21. I think it�s our guy. Encrypt and send the following message: Experimental stealth aircraft code-named Aurora preparing for take-off at 23:39. No escort or trailing aircraft in sight.� Charlie rattled on the laptop keys, typing Weng�s message in Mandarin.
Matt rose from the bed, gingerly gripping his chest as he watched the Aurora stalk toward the runway. Weng glanced at the side panel on the night vision scope, making sure it was recording. Then panned with the Aurora as she rose above the runway in takeoff. �Also note that a drone appears to be attached to the bottom of the Aurora. Model unknown. Stealth design. Possibly Reaper class. Charlie and Matt both watched in awe. Having never seen anything like it.
Charlie�s screen beeped with a message. He relayed it. �Both messages confirmed, sir. Incoming response: Tracking wingtip and nose-cone heat signatures in IR from YG-30. Sending imagery now.� Charlie opened the secure transmission link to the electro-optical sensor feeds from the YG-30. A red box outline appeared around the Aurora, picking up the minuscule heat signatures. �We got her! Locked on.�
Matt leaned to the bunkhouse window. Eyes locked on the Aurora until the last instant when it disappeared into the night. �How fast is she?� he asked.
�We�ll find out,� Weng said. �Data says Mach four plus. When we picked her up over Afghanistan she was going Mach two � slowing down. At that speed, she can be anywhere in the world in five hours.�
♦ ♦ ♦
Jennifer watched the last glimmer of light from the Aurora�s engines until it vanished from her night vision binoculars. She set them back on the seat, knowing it would be several hours before the Aurora returned. She thought about making another Starbucks run, but didn�t want to risk being seen on base this late. Jennifer felt confident she could tough it out. She was actually alert and excited. Seeing the Aurora energized her. She dragged the Kindle and earbuds out, picking up where she left off.
♦ ♦ ♦
Weng�s eyes had grown red and swollen. Tired. He was in the bunkhouse kitchenette downstairs, pouring a cup of coffee. Wondering where on the planet the Aurora could be. Trying to calculate it in his mind. He looked at the clock on the coffee maker. 2:37 a.m. Well, if it hasn�t already landed and it�s traveling at Mach four that would put it in the middle of�
A yell from the loft interrupted his thought� �She�s turning!� Charlie said. Weng abandoned the coffee, leaping up the stair case in three strides.
Matt watched the laptop screen from bed, using the wall as back support. Charlie leaned forward in the metal chair facing the laptop. �She seems to be slowing,� he said.
A coded message appeared on the laptop screen beneath the satellite image� the Aurora�s airspeed. �She�s slowed to subsonic,� Charlie said. �Something�s about to happen.�
Weng moved closer to the laptop, pulling a chair up without taking his eyes off the screen. Matt leaned forward as far as his pain threshold would allow.
On screen, the Aurora passed a flat land mass that appeared dark gray in infrared, leaving a slightly brighter glowing dot in its wake.
�What is it?� Charlie asked. �Did it drop a bomb?�
�Zoom in on it,� Weng ordered.
Charlie did and they could see the black silhouette of the stealth drone against the lighter gray background. �It released the drone?� Charlie asked, astonished. They followed the drone as it banked around in a wide loop. It left the contrasting patch of land beneath it, blending in with a black land mass, disappearing.
�Where�d it go?� Matt asked.
A small rectangular object appeared. Lighter in color against the black background. �There� what is that?� Matt asked.
�A parachute canopy,� Weng said. �Record the feed.�
�Yes, sir,� Charlie acknowledged.
The chute diminished in size as it drifted to the ground below.
�Zoom in.� Weng commanded. The field of view enlarged and stopped.
�That�s the maximum, sir.� The chute now appeared larger in frame, but the image was blurry. The thermal signature of a man glowed beneath the canopy. The drifting figure stopped instantly as he hit the ground. Landing clean. The chute canopy quickly shrank and vanished. Reeled into the man�s backpack in a flash. He slowly stepped forward.
�Stay on him.� Weng said.
The glowing man took a couple more steps and disappeared.
�What?!� Matt exclaimed. �Where�d he go?�
�It�s the Phantom,� Charlie said.
�Send the confirmation,� Weng ordered.
�Yes, sir.�
�Where is this?� Matt asked. Charlie typed in a command to show a wide angle view and map overlay.
�Al Mukalla, Yemen.�

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
YEMEN

�Why didn�t we just Tomahawk their asses?� Baldo asked McCreary as Douglas circled the drone above the city of Al Mukalla, on the Yemeni coast. Trest arrived behind the box, startling Baldo.
�Because the Al Qaeda cowards put their IED factory between a children�s hospital and a mosque, knowing we couldn�t risk the collateral damage of a cruise missile or Hellfire strike.�
�Sorry, sir,� Baldo said, apologizing for his mild profanity. �I didn�t see you.�
�In addition, we have friendlies in the area,� Trest said. �An embedded Marine SF unit.�
�Are they on our comms?� McCreary asked, concerned about the secrecy of Project Cloudcroft.
�Negative. Maintain radio silence. They�ll pop chemlights on exfil. Guide our man to them. If he gets in trouble, radio JSRC to patch us through.�
�Roger that.�
�How did the new pack work?� Trest asked. �Did he find the demo kit the Navy boys left for him.�
�Yes, sir.� McCreary said. �Worked fine and he picked up the kit. He�s on his way to the target now. The buildings are heavily guarded by snipers�� He pointed to the IR image from a Keyhole satellite � showing Trest Al Qaeda snipers dotted throughout the area along with gunmen on balconies.
Ghost One approached the dilapidated building sandwiched between a Middle Eastern mosque and a third world hospital. The decayed look of the three story building was just a fa�ade that went one room deep. A pair of guards were visible through his infrared visor. They hid, tucked out of view on either side of the rickety door. The entire fa�ade resembled a building from Beirut in the 80s � appearing to have weathered more than one bomb blast.
McCreary ordered Ghost One to move slowly around the broken door to not disturb it and draw the guards� attention. He followed the pre-planned three-dimensional blueprint map � projected in his HMD in augmented reality. The polygon map showed the path to his flashing target.
Ghost One reached the fuse room, where Al Qaeda operatives constructed triggers and fuses for an array of improvised explosive devices (IED). All the bomb makers were long gone as dawn was only hours away. Ghost One removed the demo kit that had a timer even a monkey could trigger. McCreary walked him through it, a process they had rehearsed half a dozen times in the VR OmniTrainer back in Hangar 302. The timer was set for two minutes � it just had to be activated � which Ghost One did with ease. He made his way back outside in under a minute, starting up the street when he heard McCreary over the radio. �Chemlights in sight. Proceed to exfil.�
Baldo typed in the new target that appeared in Ghost One�s HMD. An area a few blocks away where the desert met the small city. Ghost One could see the chemlights far off in the distance through his IR visor along with the flashing target HMD for him to follow.
Two floors up in a building across the street, an Al Qaeda terrorist swept the buildings with American made night vision goggles, his AK-47 at his side. He caught the glowing chemlights and called on his cell phone. He barely spoke when the building across the street erupted in an explosion followed by a series of larger explosions � the demo detonating explosive devices inside. It went up like a fireworks factory. Rounds of ammo popped and jettisoned from the burning building. In the chaos, the Al Qaeda loyalist opened fire at the chemlight. A SEAL sniper shot back, taking him out. Al Qaeda operatives appeared from every nook and cranny along the street, firing back in the direction of the sniper.
�Get him outta there!� Trest said. Realizing Ghost One was in the cross fire.
♦ ♦ ♦
At the bunkhouse, Weng and the others watched the YG-30 satellite feed in a wide-angle view over Al Mukalla. They immediately saw the round glowing area of the explosion in infrared.
�Zoom in!� Weng ordered. Charlie had already typed the command and the field of view enlarged to cover several city blocks. They watched the firefight between gunmen in buildings and snipers from an enemy force down the street � taking cover behind buildings.
�Where is he?� Charlie asked.
♦ ♦ ♦
�Take cover!� McCreary yelled through his headset. Then repeated it. �Beacon to Ghost One. Take cover.�
Ghost One jogged toward the flashing light of his exfil target and found cover alongside a building on the left. Continuing his progress along the wall toward his target. Snipers and gunners leaned from window sills and balconies firing down the street at the SEALs. They returned fire. A bullet struck the stucco building near Ghost One, blasting shrapnel of rock fragments at his head and neck.
�We�ve got a problem,� Baldo said. Pulling up the feed with Ghost One�s vitals and suit status. �He�s been hit. And is losing power.�
McCreary studied his heart rate and pulse readouts onscreen. The numbers were normal. �Maybe it�s just the suit.�
�Rebreather malfunctioning� We�re about to lose stealth,� Baldo said as he saw the battery power bar move from yellow into the red. He swiveled in his chair to Trest, �Initiate self-destruct, sir?�
Trest thought about it. �Stand by. Initiate it, but don�t pull the trigger until I say.�
�Yes, sir.� Baldo typed in the self destruct command and the cursor flashed � waiting for him to hit enter.
Trest turned to McCreary. �Get JSRC on comms. Tell them to pull him out of there. On my authority. Priority Alpha. Use all available resources.�
�Yes, sir,� McCreary replied. Dialing his radio to the JSRC frequency and issuing the order.
♦ ♦ ♦
All eyes in the bunkhouse fixated on the laptop screens. The adrenaline rush made Matt forget about his injuries as he stood beside Weng � watching the screen like it was a new Yuen Woo-Ping action film.
�Why are they advancing?� Weng asked, observing the glowing IR forms of SEALs heading directly into the kill zone of the Al Qaeda gunmen.
�Here!� Charlie pointed to a faint glow beside the wall, further down the street. It was the shape of a man, barely visible in IR.
�Record YG across the spectrum,� Weng said. �All bands. Zoom in on it.�
�Yes, sir.� Charlie typed commands relayed to the YG satellite. The view zoomed even closer, recording video from all sensors: optical (night vision), heat, infrared and gamma.
The glow of Ghost One grew brighter due to the malfunctioning suit affecting its IR-spoofing ability. Two more SEALs arrived, providing cover for the others as they grabbed Ghost One and thrust him to the ground � out of the open line of fire. They took cover as their brothers from the end of the street laid down suppressing fire on the enemy.
♦ ♦ ♦
The resolution of the feed in the box was much greater than the Chinese satellites. Ghost One appeared to be in a bag of sorts. �Stand by on self destruct,� Trest said. �Let�s give �em a chance to make it back to the bird.�
�Shut down everything except his vitals,� McCreary ordered.
�Yes, sir,� Baldo said. The vitals appeared on screen � all in green ranges � indicating normal.
�Beacon to Ghost One, lie still. Exfil in progress.�
The vital signs told them that Ghost One was conscious and fine, still in sleepwalking mode. The same state he would be in after any mission for the long flight home. The SEALs hurried him out of the street to the cover of trees and other buildings. Three SEALs carried him while one provided forward cover and one covered their backs. They cut through the buildings, reaching a clearing where the stealth Blackhawk awaited. Two PJs threw the bay door open and pulled him aboard. They looked at the SEAL for an explanation. They never heard a KIA called out over the radio.
�He�s okay,� The SEAL said. �Get him out of the bag.�
�Roger that,� The PJ answered. They slid the helo door shut and the Blackhawk was airborne.
�SITREP?� The pilot asked his PJ crewman over the radio. A PJ unzipped the body bag, carefully examining the suit and the man inside. He removed the helmet, eyeing a deep gouge on the carbon fiber surface. He felt inside to see if any broke through. None did. A gaping tear in the suit ran from a shoulder down an arm � an extension of the damage to the helmet.
The PJ checked Ghost One�s breathing and pulse, radioing the pilot back. �His vitals are fine. He sustained surface-level helmet and suit damage. Appears to be shrapnel strikes.�
The pilot relayed the message to Hangar 302 as the Blackhawk flew over the heart of Al Mukalla.
♦ ♦ ♦
�Cancel self destruct,� Trest ordered. Baldo cleared the command on the computer screen and exited the program. �I�ll be in my office. Call me when the Aurora is wheels up.�
�Yes, sir,� McCreary replied.
♦ ♦ ♦
The IR monitor in the bunkhouse showed the helicopter taking off and heading north. �They�re headed south toward the Gulf of Aden,� Weng said. �Bypassing the Saudi base. Track them with YG.�
�Yes, sir,� Charlie replied.
It was only a ten-minute flight for the Blackhawk as it approached the newest aircraft carrier in the US Navy fleet, twenty miles off the coast of Yemen. The carrier showed up vividly in night vision from the YG satellite, its runway lines apparent, but her deck mysteriously vacant of all aircraft.
�Request carrier info,� Weng said.
�Yes, sir,� Charlie replied. Sending a secure message back to China.
�Where is the Aurora?� Weng asked.
The Blackhawk landed on a helipad off the main carrier runway. The reply came back from China. Charlie read it, �The USS Gerald R Ford. Super-carrier. Lead class.�
�Zoom in on the carrier.�
�Yes, sir.�
Weng studied the carrier. Waiting for the Aurora or any supersonic transport to rise by elevator from a hangar deep inside. The elevators were already in the up position and there was no movement on the deck. He looked to the Blackhawk, seeing two men unloading a third on a stretcher. �Pararescue,� Weng said, judging by their uniforms and Mich helmets. The person they carried glowed in the same dull IR signature as before, moments prior to his concealment in a body bag.
�What are they doing?� Weng asked. It appeared as though the PJs were carrying him to the aft of the ship in the middle of the runway. They took him down the painted lines on the runway, toward the back of the ship when all three of them vanished, forty feet from the edge of the carrier. Charlie looked at Weng, mystified.
♦ ♦ ♦
The USS Gerald R Ford was a floating technological marvel and the most advanced ship in the Navy�s arsenal. The Aurora, along with the stealth AOD attached to her fuselage, was on the runway near the aft edge of the ship. The PJs carefully loaded the sleeping Ghost One into the drone and buttoned it up. A portable shell of a hangar was over the Aurora. The hangar roof painted with matching deck color and runway stripes to conceal it from spy planes and satellites above. From high above, it looked like an empty runway. The PJs stood off to the side as the ground crew attached the catapult shuttle to the Aurora. They cleared out and the EMALS catapult did its thing. Launching the Aurora like an electromagnetic railgun. Sending her down the runway where she leapt into flight.
♦ ♦ ♦
All Weng and the others could see was a black patch flashing across the runway, briefly obscuring the dotted runway lines before disappearing over the water. �Lock on to the heat signature,� Weng ordered.
Charlie did, and the same box appeared around the small heat signature, outlined in a red graphic. The MSS agents relaxed, knowing they were back on the Aurora as it began the long haul back to New Mexico.
�Send report that we are successfully tracking the stealth aircraft, Aurora,� Weng said. Charlie typed it into the computer and sent the encrypted message back to the MSS headquarters in Beijing.
♦ ♦ ♦
Two and a half hours later, Jennifer sat bleary eyed in her car outside of Hangar 302. She had decided to risk it � a fresh new Venti soy mocha was in the cup holder with the old one on the passenger floor. She was halfway into her audio book. All the fun was gone and it felt more like torture as she didn�t expect to be listening for six hours straight. It was fulfilling its purpose though � keeping her awake. She had grown accustomed to the routine patrols of F-22s taking off and landing every hour. There was also a touch and go exercise that kept her alert, letting her put down the audio book for ten minutes. The F-22s used landing lights, which made them easy to spot. She didn�t know what to look for when the Aurora came down. She wondered if she may have already missed it, and Hal was long gone � back in bed fast asleep. She felt envy at the thought, knowing he would be peacefully sleeping while she waited out here for nothing. She relished at the thought of the ribbing she would give him the next time she saw him.
Her focus drifted back to the book. She was getting lost in the narrative when she heard the familiar screech of hangar doors opening. She paused the audiobook and yanked the earbuds out. Lifting up the night vision binoculars. The black of night seemed to come alive as the Aurora exited the darkness to form a flying silhouette against the hangars on the other side of the runway. The Aurora landed smooth, precise and flawless. A seamless motion from sky to ground. It quickly taxied to Hangar 302. The pilot moving it from its most vulnerable state � on the runway. The doors rapidly shut behind it with an even louder screech. The Aurora was visible to her and the rest of the base for less than thirty seconds.
♦ ♦ ♦
Weng and the others in the bunkhouse witnessed the Aurora landing in person. In awe of the magnificent aircraft. They had been tracking it from the YG satellite feed for the last three hours on its journey from Yemen to New Mexico. Weng read the airspeed data from the spy satellite, �Top speed, 7,279 kilometers per hour.� He looked to the other MSS spies under the aliases of Charlie and Matt. �That�s Mach six! We thought Aurora was only capable of Mach four.�
�Now what?� Matt asked, sleepy-eyed.
�We wait,� Weng answered. �He has to leave the hangar at some point, and then� we follow him.�
�What if there�s more than one Phantom?� Charlie asked.
�It�s possible,� Weng said. �Probable, most likely.� Charlie headed downstairs. His turn for coffee duty.
♦ ♦ ♦
Jennifer had been waiting alert for fifteen minutes, binoculars zoomed on the side of the hangar where Hal previously entered. He sprang out the side door in a near-sprint. Picking up his run where he left off several hours ago. Hal started up the road, jogging straight toward her. She fumbled the binoculars and crouched down the seat as he whisked by. His running shoes hitting the pavement in a rhythmic trod. She let him get to the end of the block, started her car and followed.
♦ ♦ ♦
Charlie and Weng were enjoying the fresh coffee he brewed when they spotted a man leave the hangar and dart past a car.
�He runs like he�s in formation,� Matt said, watching from the bed, leaning against the wall.
Weng nodded. It was an odd running motion. They each focused on the night vision monitor. Weng glanced to the IR monitor and saw the warm glow from the car engine nearby. The car pulled out of the driveway, turning in the direction of the runner. �He�s being followed,� Weng said. �Zoom in and keep both in frame.� Charlie typed in the remote commands for the YG satellite. �And open another window on the hangar. I want to see who else leaves tonight.�
Charlie rattled away, typing more complex commands. The image from the YG was both wide angle and high resolution, meaning any area could be enlarged for a close-up view while still maintaining high resolution. The program also allowed for multiple �cameras� or perspectives to be enlarged at once. Each opening as its own window in the software program. There could be dozens of active windows at any given time � and there indeed were, as other agencies in China utilized the same feed � unbeknownst to Charlie. Their only limitation was the field the satellite was looking at, which Weng and Charlie commanded for this mission.
♦ ♦ ♦
Jennifer followed Hal the same way back. They arrived on his street and she parked a few doors down from his house, watching him enter the front door. He didn�t turn on any lights until she saw a back window illuminate. His bedroom, she assumed. Within a minute it was out. The whole house was dark and quiet. Just like the neighborhood. She started her car and took off. Wondering how fruitful the whole experience was. She hoped Hal would glean something useful from her observations.
♦ ♦ ♦
Weng ordered a map overlay to identify the address of the home. He knew obtaining the man�s identity would soon follow, once they had his address. MSS hackers in Fuzhou had reverse directories and other cyber tools that could identify nearly any non-clandestine military personnel in the U.S.
♦ ♦ ♦
It was a late night for the MSS agents in the bunkhouse. One that turned to day as they were treated to a glorious golden-orange New Mexico sunrise. Charlie had opened separate windows from the spy satellite to track the vehicle following the runner � along with the three individuals who left the hangar minutes after Hal. By the time they completed their research over the next week, they would have the names and home addresses of Hal, Jennifer, McCreary, Douglas and Baldo. Weng�s final communiqu� to MSS headquarters that night read, �Phantom transport, location and identity verified. Location � Holloman Air Force Base, New Mexico, United States.� He added an assessment in the notes, �I am confident with high certainty that the United States and this phantom project are responsible for the Railway Bureau bombing in Fuzhou.�

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
TS//TK-SAR

Henry Banks drank alone late at The Terminal bar. He wasn�t really alone as he enjoyed the company of Maggie the barkeep. She had stepped in the back and Henry looked around the bar. He thought he was the only patron until he saw an airman in the corner leaning over a table, drinking away the ills of the day. Henry had a feeling he�d be the one to drive the airman home. He didn�t mind the notion and would gladly do it if a cab wasn�t available. Maggie sprang through the double saloon doors behind the bar. Bursting out of the back room. �Hank, you mind givin� me a hand. I ain�t supposed to be bending over and I gotta� bring a keg out of the cooler.�
�Be happy to!� Henry said, on his feet in a snap and rounding the bar. �Lead the way, m�lady.� She opened the heavy refrigerator door to the walk-in cooler full of stacked kegs, refrigerated bacon and hamburger patties. �Step inside.�
Henry stepped in and Maggie closed the door, remaining outside. He heard her cackle like a witch through the thick insulated door.
�What the�?� Henry thought he was being pranked when Hal emerged from the shadows.
�Uncle Hank!� He gave Henry a hug. Henry looked Hal over. At least Hal dressed for the occasion, wearing a heavy jacket. Henry spotted Jennifer behind him. �This is Dr. Jennifer Morgan��
She interrupted, extending a hand. ��Call me Jenny.� Hal shot her an odd look.
�Yeah, call her Jenny,� Hal said. �I�ve been calling her Jennifer the whole time!�
�What can I say?� Henry replied. �The ladies love me! And why the hell are you two here in a freezing cooler? Let�s go get a drink!� Hal stopped him.
�We�re in here, because we�ve confirmed it� everything I told you before. They are following me. They must know I go to this bar so they�ve probably bugged it too and have it under video surveillance. Jennifer � Jenny is the one I told you about, misled about her involvement in Cloudcroft. We need your help.
�What is it you do?� Henry asked Jenny.
�I�m part of a government research program studying the effects of sleepwalking on the subconscious mind � or so I thought. The program is an offshoot of the CIA mind control program Project MKUltra from the sixties.�
Henry�s expression turned to serious concern as Hal and Jenny filled him in on the events of the last couple nights� Jenny watching him during the night and Hal flying out on a drone attached to the Aurora.
�The flashes, visions and dreams are real,� Hal said. �I have been killing people. Carrying out assassinations and black ops under their mind control. �
�So, what can I do?� Henry asked. �How can I help?�
�I don�t have clearance to the footage from the Aurora or this drone,� Hal said. �I�ve never even seen the drone � consciously. The way Jennifer described it, it sounds like a new stealth drone. I showed her cleared images of unmanned vehicles we use in combat like the Sentinel, the RQ-170, and the Navy�s X-47, you know, both flying wing design. She said it looked more like the MQ-9, but with black paint and flat angled panels like the 117. Can you get access to this footage? Then we�ll know for sure what they have me doing.�
Henry exhaled deep. Pondering. Thinking who might have the footage or where he can find it. �I�ll look around� Check experimental aircraft files and whatever else I can.�
�Thank you,� Hal said.
�This is your department, though. Maybe they�ve allocated the footage to someone higher up the chain. Higher clearance than yours.� The thought never occurred to Hal. �Whoever is analyzing it may not know it�s you. The footage could be redacted of anything identifying you.�
Hal nodded in agreement. �Without proper clearance, I�d be arrested for espionage for just viewing it.�
�Right,� Henry said, �but if you�re in the footage, you�re part of it. Consider yourself cleared. That�s a battle you won�t lose in court. If you track down the footage, let me know and I�ll see what I can do on my end. Now, let�s get outta� this cooler and get a beer!�
�Oh, one more thing,� Hal said. �Guoanbu is still here. The MSS agents. Somewhere in Alamogordo. Do you know anyone on base who can find them?�
Henry�s reply was skeptical. �I know a retired FBI on base. I can ask him. Finding spies is a tall order.�
Hal nodded, accepting they may never find MSS. �I�ll go out the back and meet you inside at the bar. Jenny can�t be seen in public with us.�
�Few people can,� Henry joked. Slapping Hal on the back while erupting in an infectious laugh that amused Jenny. Henry went to shake her hand good bye, but she turned it into a warm hug.
�Thank you for your help, Hank. It was really good to meet you.�
�The pleasure�s all mine, Jenny. Thank you.�
Jenny left through the employee exit. Once out of earshot, Hal said to Henry, �Jenny!? What was that all about?�
�They can�t get enough of me!�
�Yeah, I know. And you can�t wait until tomorrow�
Henry finished his sentence. Something Hal has heard many times before. ��Because I get better looking every day!�
�I think it�s because you remind them of their grandpa,� Hal said. �Or Santa Claus!�
�Hey, I bet I have her sitting on my lap before you do!�
They both laughed. �You might be right. Thanks again, pal.� He gave Uncle Hank a hug and left out the back. Henry sauntered through the double doors back into the saloon, seeing his empty mug on the counter. �Fill me up, darlin�! And pour one for Hal.�
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal stepped groggily into the office the next day to find Yarbo and another airman staring up at a flat screen TV in the corner. It played a report on an IED factory blown up in Yemen. �US Special Forces infiltrated the bomb making factory, blew it up and then engaged in a firefight on the street outside,� the reporter said. �While there were Yemeni casualties believed to be members of AQAP, there were no American casualties.�
♦ ♦ ♦
�Navy SEALs kickin� some terrorist ass!� The airman beside Yarbo said.
Hal watched with them, observing a smoking pile of rubble that used to be the IED factory. It was familiar to him. An image flashed in his mind of a body bag zipped up over his face. Then another image lying on his back in a Blackhawk, looking up at PJs.
Hal stepped away from the TV, heading toward the counter against the wall in front of his desk. It held the inboxes and outboxes for half a dozen analysts � where they each received new assignments and delivered finished ones. Usually in the form of military-grade external hard drives. The analyst�s name was on each in and out box. Classification markings labeled each drive, telling the analysts what imagery the file contained. The coded label was nearly impossible for non-military personnel to decipher. The drives were typically marked in red, which was the classification of �Secret,� below the �Top Secret� classifications. The external drive in Hal�s inbox bore a red label printed with S//TK-EF//IMCON, which told him it was drone footage of Afghanistan, using the initials EF as a holdover of Enduring Freedom. He glanced at the drives in the inboxes of the other airmen, surprised to find one with an orange label. It read, TS//TK-SAR/CRU-FP//IMCON. Hal knew this was a special drive. Orange was the designated color for Top Secret information. The code letters translated to Top Secret//Talent Keyhole (satellites and other air imagery) Special Access Required (a high level of clearance, much higher than Hal�s), CRU-FP (highly secretive coordination of the military and CIA), and IMCON � controlled imagery. Hal read the name on the inbox. It was the name and title of the officer in command of the department, �1st Lt. W. McCreary.�
Hal glanced back to McCreary�s office. No light under the door. He wasn�t in yet. Hal couldn�t remember seeing footage in McCreary�s inbox before. He wondered if there was and he just wasn�t paying attention. Hal wouldn�t have any reason to check other analyst�s inboxes. It also wasn�t out of character for McCreary to be out of his office. As a First Lieutenant, he had other duties than overseeing image analysis.
Hal�s first thought was to replace the label on McCreary�s drive with his own, but killed that thought when he remembered that action alone was a felony. He glanced up at Yarbo and the other airman. Still watching the news. Hal had to act quickly, whatever he was going to do.
Hal picked up his drive and placed it in McCreary�s inbox. He grabbed McCreary�s drive and tucked it under his arm, out of view of Yarbo and the others in the office, and whisked out the office down the hallway. The excuse of admin switching drives by mistake would be a better one than anything else Hal could conjure up. Provided he returned with it before McCreary arrived.
♦ ♦ ♦
Henry Banks sat in a dimly lit room, peering through bifocal lenses at a paper with optic algorithms and other data. All part of his current work as a consultant on a sensor for the next generation of spy satellites. This particular sensor implemented advanced t-ray technology. Terahertz rays used a harmless form of radiation to see through solid material, but unlike x-rays, t-rays could focus like a spotlight to create an even sharper image. Henry wrote the book on gun cameras and satellite optics. Few on the base would believe that Henry was a pioneer in spy satellite and reconnaissance imagery. He fell into it at an early age when a shrapnel hit he took in the Korean War moved him from the pilot�s seat to Bombardier and Aerial Recon Photographer. His career in aerial imagery took off from there. He was on the team that identified the Soviet missiles in Cuba from the U2 photos in 1962, and he spent the rest of his life working on optics for high altitude reconnaissance aircraft and spy satellites.
Henry looked up from his work at a shadowy figure in the doorway then smiled as if it were a favorite nephew. �Hal! Good to see you.�
�Found something,� Hal said, �gotta make it quick. Copy this.� Hal handed him the drive. Henry glanced at the label and plugged the drive into his computer, starting the download. The status bar crept along, downloading several gigabytes of data. Hal looked at the clock. Then back at the door. Mainly to make sure nobody was watching, but also as a paranoid fear that McCreary would arrive and catch Hal in the act of copying a drive.
The copy finished, and Henry handed the drive back. �I�ll let you know what I find.�
�Thanks, buddy.� Hal shoved the drive into a pocket in his cargo pants and made a brisk march toward his office. He saw an airman he knew on the way and avoided eye contact. Plodding forward like he was on a work-related mission. Hal rounded the corner to the imagery department. His eyes darting to McCreary�s inbox. It was empty. His own drive gone. Fuck! Hal�s eyes leapt to McCreary�s office. The light was on under the door. FuckFuckFuck! Hal strode to the door, retrieved McCreary�s drive from his pocket, out of view of the airmen in the office and knocked.
�Come in,� McCreary said.
Hal could tell McCreary had just arrived. He was still settling in and his computer hummed the start-up jingle. Hal�s drive was in front of it, not plugged in. Hal stretched out the drive he was holding. �I think this is yours. Orange markings. Admin?!� McCreary looked at the drive label on his desk.
�Oh. Didn�t even notice. Good catch, Sheridan.� They exchanged drives. Just when Hal thought he was in the clear and was about to leave, McCreary said, �Did you look at it?�
�No, sir. Of course not. I don�t have that clearance.�
McCreary made a subtle nod. Believing him. �Dismissed.� He said in a pleasant tone.
Hal returned to his desk, quietly exhaling a deep lungful of air. His heart still kicking a base drum in his chest. Hal took a deep breath, calmed himself, plugged in his imagery drive and went to work.
♦ ♦ ♦
�Sheridan�s on the move,� Baldo anxiously said into a phone as he sat alone in the box.
�You don�t have to tell me every time he gets in his truck,� McCreary�s agitated voice sounded on the other line. �Just when he drives somewhere unusual.�
�Is Henry Bank�s house unusual, sir?� There was silence on the other end, making Baldo feel even more alone in the box. The hangar lights were off and his face was creepily lit from the glare of monitors before him. The glow from the half-dozen flat screens in the box created an aura around the box. Dust particles floated in the haze, which cast the entire hangar in a dull and eerie pall.
McCreary�s voice finally broke the silence over Baldo�s phone� �Henry Bank�s house qualifies as unusual. Keep an eye on it. Follow Sheridan�s truck if he leaves. We�re blind inside the house.�
�Why?� Baldo asked. Knowing they�ve been aware of Banks for a while. Plenty of time for Cloudcroft spooks to set up surveillance. McCreary hung up on the other end.
♦ ♦ ♦
Henry watched Hal�s truck pull into his garage through a crack in the door leading into his home. Henry pressed the garage door button, closing it as Hal killed the engine. The door lowered to a rest and Henry turned the garage light on. Entering at the same time Hal stepped down from his truck.
�Han�� Hal said but stopped himself, seeing Henry motioning quiet with a finger to his lips. Henry held an odd instrument, scanning Hal�s truck with it as he walked around. It beeped frantically as Henry waved the Bug Sweeper over the bumper. Henry pointed to the bumper and mouthed, �A BUG.� Henry let it be.
Hal eased the back door of his cab open, lifting a thick tarp off the seat. Under it was a space blanket, and under that � Jenny. He motioned for her to be quiet, then helped her down from the cab.
Henry held the door open to his home. It was a steel door, unusually thick and solid. Hal and Jenny entered and Henry closed it behind them. It made a whoosh sound like a vacuum seal. The trio stood in the mudroom of Henry�s ranch-style house. The room fit the part as mud-caked cowboy boots were in the corner next to a boot jack. The mudroom also served as Henry�s laundry with a modern washer and dryer next to an old refrigerator. Hal knew Henry only kept two things in that fridge: cold beer and thick steaks.
�How was the drive back there?� Henry asked Jenny. �Little warm?� She nodded, hesitating in answering as he just told them not to talk. �It�s okay, this door�ll block anything that bug can hear.�
�It was toasty,� Jenny said. �Hal cranked the AC, but I was still sweating.�
�I like a gal who admits she sweats!� Henry retorted. �If you said you were perspiring, I wouldn�t�a given you one of these.� Henry handed Jenny and Hal a couple cold beers he set on the washer when they first arrived.
Henry opened the mudroom door to a sprawling sunken living room in 60s ranch d�cor. The coffee tables featured bronze sculptures of cowboys and bucking broncos. Lamps on end tables were dark metal and wood with lampshades made of covered wagon canvas.
�Wow,� Jenny said. �Your home is beautiful! I love it!�
�Thank you. I call it modern rustic. I have to give my late wife the credit. Not a thing has changed since she fixed it up this way over thirty years ago.�
�High-tech, too,� Hal said, nodding to a blinking, military-grade motion detector in the corner of the ceiling.
�Thanks for reminding me, pal. Go on down and have a seat.� Henry went back to the mudroom and opened a panel on the wall to his security system. Activating the motion sensors in the garage and outside the house.
Hal and Jenny wandered down the steps to the sunken living room featuring a fireplace on one side and a large flat screen on the other. Couches, chairs and a three-legged cowboy stool separated them. The architecture was a combination of rustic hardwood and stone. A combination of a log cabin and ranch house. One would expect the view out the living room windows to be the western plains at the foothills of the Rocky Mountains.
Hal sat on one couch and Jenny took a chair across from him. He raised his beer to her. �Sorry about the hot ride.�
�It wasn�t too bad. Reminded me of riding in the back of my dad�s truck as a kid.�
�I�m gonna� pretend that�s a comment about my truck,� he said. She chuckled. �That tarp and the space blanket should be enough to hide your heat signature from drones or satellites.�
�Riiiight,� She said skeptically. �I think you were torturing me! Cheers!� She held up her beer and took a drink.
Henry joined them, bounding down the steps to the sunken living. He sat in a ranch-style Lazy Boy next to Jenny. It was custom-made with a Captain Kirk-like hidden panel in the arm rest. He lifted it up and removed a remote control, turning on the large flat screen TV. The green light on a thumb drive flickered to life, plugged into the side of the smart TV.
Henry played the video footage that showed an aerial view of desert in infrared. �This is IR footage from a stealth RPA over Yemen.� Hal rose, went to the screen and read the graphic text on both sides of the image.
�In English, please?� Jenny asked.
�Right. Sorry about that. This is classified footage from a stealth drone flying over Yemen. The image looks like it�s negative, but it�s a thermal image, so the warmer areas glow and the cooler areas appear gray or black. You see the glowing forms on the roof tops? If you look closely, you can see they�re armed. Snipers. Most likely Al Qaeda in Yemen. AQAP we call them � Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula. Watch this� this is the interesting part�
Henry sped up the footage to a lone man with a submachine gun approaching the alley way leading to the main street with the snipers. The man instantly disappears.
�What?� Hal said. �Play that again, please.�
Henry did, enlarging the figure in silhouette. �This is maximum zoom.� From this angle the man�s helmet, shoulders, arms and machine gun were visible. His face didn�t seem to have any features, just a flat surface, faintly glowing. It all vanished. �If you look closely, it still has a faint silhouette. It�s hard to see, but it�s there.�
�I see it,� Hal said. Henry and Jenny both got up from their seats for a closer look. Watching beside Hal. �It�s some kind of suit.�
�A stealth suit,� Henry replied. �Self-cooled so it doesn�t radiate heat. Nearly invisible to IR. Keep watching the silhouette.� He fast-forwarded and the form rapidly made the length of the street in stutter steps, crossing to a large building. �Here.� Henry played normal speed. The faint shadow entered the building. Guards glowed in IR just behind the wall. �They�re un-phased,� Henry said. �The shadow walked right past them.�
�Like he wasn�t even there.� Jenny said.
�Now, watch this.� Henry fast-forwarded again. �This is where all Hell breaks loose.� The video showed the shadow leaving in fast motion, striding across the street. Henry zoomed the image out and a massive blast whited out the video completely.
This triggered a white flash in Hal�s eyes. Images of the chaotic firefight in the street appeared. Hal was overcome with dizziness, easing down on the couch behind him.
�You okay?� Jenny asked. Hal nodded.
�I was there. That�s me. It has to be. The image I just saw in my mind was from his perspective, looking back at the explosion.�
Henry continued to play the video. �And this verifies it�s a stealth suit with some kind of optical camouflage. The suit is damaged and the figure slightly glows again.�
�What�s optical camouflage?� Jenny asked.
�Up until now, it has only been in Science Fiction and video games,� Henry said. �It�s like a cloaking device. There are a handful of theories of how one might be constructed. The most plausible theory is a high-tech fabric with microscopic video sensors and monitors woven in. Nanotechnology. There would have to be thousands of them, but with that many, the resolution would be life-like.�
�How does it work?� She asked.
�The nano-cameras capture live digital video and send it to nano-monitors on the opposite side of the suit. The cameras and monitors are all side by side, woven into the fabric, creating a see-through illusion. For it to work from every angle and on weaponry, it would require complex algorithms and substantial computing power.� Henry sensed he may have gone over her head. �Imagine I�m holding a TV connected to a camera on my back, pointing at the wall behind me. You would be seeing the wall right through my chest. That�s the concept� and with thousands of cameras and monitors, the quality would be better than HDTV, making it close to what the eye sees, rendering the person in the suit invisible.�
Hal watched the infrared battle from a chair. Shaking the dizziness away. A volley of bright bullets zipped back and forth down the street between glowing Special Forces on one end and luminous figures hanging out of windows on the other.
Henry continued the play by play� �Here, a military force, I�m guessing American Special Forces operators provide cover fire while they retrieve� you, the figure. It looks like they placed you inside something to shield you from unfriendly eyes above.�
�What do you mean?� Jenny asked.
�From satellites or other high-flying aircraft. Russian. Chinese. Israeli. Anyone�s. Maybe even US satellites.� Hal looked up at Henry. Henry nodded, continuing, �This is so top secret, leaders of our own government may not know about it.�
Jenny eyed the drone feed on the flat screen. �Where are they taking him?�
�Watch,� Henry said. The glowing Special Forces team raced through the alley to the clearing where their transport awaited. �Notice the odd design of the helicopter?�
Jenny nods. �I�ve never seen one of those.�
�Not many people have,� Henry said. �It�s a stealth Blackhawk.� They watch it take off and arc away from the rooftop fighters, flying over the city. The drone image follows for a few blocks and then cuts out. �That�s all there is,� Henry said.
�Now, what?� Hal asked.
�Well,� Henry replied, �we know the why of them manipulating you. We just have to figure out the who and the how?�
�It would be a lot easier if we had one of those suits,� Hal said.
Henry nodded in agreement. �Then go get one.�

CHAPTER NINETEEN
THE RENTERS

�We know the United States is responsible for the explosion at the Railway Bureau Building,� Chinese Foreign Minister Wu Yongkang said in rough English. Wu was in his fifties with silver hair and square wire-frame glasses. He addressed the US Ambassador Kristen Reilly, as he lead her into a private meeting chamber at the Conference Building of the UN headquarters � adjacent to the General Assembly Building in New York City. Reilly was a stern Congresswoman from New York. President Clarke passed her over as his pick for Vice President and awarded her the UN Ambassadorship as a consolation prize.
Reilly hid her alarm at Yongkang�s remark, completely unaware of the incident. The brashness of the accusation along with its grave implications caught her off guard and sent frigid chills up her spine. Both ambassadors had just finished listening to the Israeli Ambassador speak to the General Assembly on pressing for more sanctions against Iran, when Yongkang broke protocol and occupied a vacant seat next to her, assigned to the ambassador of Uruguay. Yongkang formally invited Reilly and her delegation to the private meeting room stating that the matter was extremely urgent. The two ambassadors agreed to meet in the small room while the delegate parties of both countries waited in the lobby area.
Reilly maintained her composure, looking sharp and confident in her trim and formal business skirt. �Please refresh my memory, Ambassador. What is the railway building? I�m not aware of an explosion there.�
Yongkang believed she was bluffing and wanted to expose it, but knew this delicate of a matter required the most diplomatic response. �The explosion on the roof of the Railway Bureau Building in Fuzhou nearly four months ago. A terrorist attack that delayed trains across the entire region. We know with certainty that the United States is responsible for this attack. To verify this knowledge, we can tell you the origin of the attack: Holloman Air Force Base in New Mexico.�
Reilly couldn�t hold her poker face any longer. She tried concealing an expression of astonishment, but Yongkang saw through it.
�I see you do not have the highest level of clearance and have not been appraised of this matter,� Yongkang said. �I will carry out my instructions regardless.� He reached into an attach� case and his big hands removed an official business card. Yongkang gripped it with plump pale fingers, handing it over to her. �Give this to your superior officer. Someone with the proper clearance, and tell them the following message comes directly from the President of the People�s Republic of China� We have obtained evidence of the involvement of the United States in the explosion of the Fuzhou building. This is an act of war. The PLA is not interested in war, but we do require the following reparations: acknowledgement of the attack, a public apology addressed to China at the General Assembly of the United Nations, and financial reparations to the Fuzhou building structure, components within and compensation for those who suffered from the attack � totaling $200M USD.�
The demands befuddled Ambassador Reilly. She wasn�t sure how to respond. Reilly glanced down at the business card printed in Chinese and English, and was about to speak when Yongkang continued. �One more item� Non-negotiable. President Weilen requires the technology of� I don�t know how to say this in English� the k�n b�ji�n de zhìfú. The suit. The stealth uniform.�
The suit? Ambassador Reilly thought to herself, having no fathomable idea what he was talking about. �Thank you, Minister Yongkang. I have to admit this is most troubling. As I am not familiar with these matters, I will convey your message to the Secretary of the State Department. I can assure you, the Secretary will be in contact with you immediately.�
Yongkang nodded. �I imagine you are aware of the President of China�s scheduled address to the UN next month?�
�Yes, I am looking forward to President Weilen�s speech.�
�If the terms are not met by the date of his speech,� Yongkang warned, �President Weilen will have no other option, but to name the United States as a terrorist aggressor and make a formal declaration of war during his address at the UN. A PLA position which already has the backing of the eight nations composing the SCO.�
This information was even more startling to Ambassador Reilly. The SCO (Shanghai Cooperation Organization) or Shanghai Pact, was an economic union of neighboring Asian countries. China was now using the pact as a de facto NATO union, pulling nearly all of Asia to the side of the Chinese in the event of a military conflict with the United States. The ramifications of the pact were devastating as it was a harbinger to a global conflict. Reilly shook the Chinese Foreign Minister�s hand, unable to hide her nervousness which revealed itself in her cold, clammy palms. She assured him the matter would be peacefully resolved and that the Secretary of State would be in contact with him that afternoon. Her words came out smooth and sincere, a stark contrast to the panic and horror of her hidden thoughts�the very real prospect of nuclear war with China and the potential spark of a third world war.
♦ ♦ ♦
�I�m being called to DC,� Trest said to McCreary in a cool and rigid tone, as McCreary stood before his desk. �Something has pissed POTUS off. I have a feeling it�s about Cloudcroft.� Trest handed McCreary a smartphone in a rugged shell. DoD secured. The kind you can�t buy in stores. �Get Baldo and Douglas to help you with RemoteConfig. Wrap it all up. VR simulator, training gear, MedLab, everything. Put it in the box and await my instructions. Do it tonight. I�ll text you on this tomorrow after my meeting if Remote is a go. Follow our contingency plans. Destroy this after you receive my text.�
�Roger that, sir. Heading over there now.�
♦ ♦ ♦
Trest eyed his elegant brushed-titanium watch. It reminded him of his wife, her gift for his promotion to Major. 6:50 a.m. He adjusted his notebook and pen on the desk of the presidential conference room. Noticing high ranking officers around him, along with the Vice President and Secretary of State. The others were milling about, finding their seats and catching up with colleagues. The room was round with polished dark mahogany wood panels. Trest had never seen it this early in the morning with the low sunlight cutting in through the blinds. A flush door in the mahogany paneling suddenly opened and President Clarke stepped in. Agitated. His eyes scanning the room, skipping over dignitaries like they were wallflowers at a high school dance. Landing on the object of his obsession� Major William Trest.
�What the Hell is going on at Holloman?!�
Cold silence fell over the room. The President noticed the pall he created and re-calibrated himself, addressing the others. �I apologize. Please, take your seats.� He sat at the head of the conference table and poured himself a glass of water. Then looked up in a stony glare with Trest in his crosshairs. Waiting for his answer.
�Sir?�
�Cloudcroft!� The President said. �Or whatever the Hell you�re calling it now. It�s got us on the verge of war with China and half of Asia!�
Trest furrowed his eyebrows in a perplexed expression.
�The Railway building explosion.� The President said. His eyes flicking to the UN Ambassador seated beside the Secretary of State. �The Chinese delegation ambushed Ambassador Reilly at the UN yesterday.� His glare cooled, turning to Reilly. �Fill him in!�
Ambassador Reilly cleared her throat, addressed the group and recounting everything the Chinese Ambassador told her. She came prepared with a presentation projected on the wall above. Images of Fuzhou maps, satellite photos of the roof of the Railway Bureau Building before and after the explosion.
Trest took it all in, exchanging glances with the same DIA agent present at Holloman during the Cloudcroft briefings.
The Ambassador wrapped up the report nearly twenty minutes later. Providing ample time for Trest and the DIA to fabricate CYA answers, which they both expertly did. Trest admitted to the use of Aurora over the Railway Bureau Building, citing authority from the DoD, which had approved recon and surveillance missions over China by high-altitude stealth aircraft like the Aurora. Trest adamantly denied any knowledge of a stealth suit. �A complete and utter face-saving concoction by the Chinese,� he said. �They refuse to admit we could have a mole on the inside of their preeminent cyberwar facility, which by the way, we still do. The agent�s cover remains intact.�
Trest�s eyes caught the reaction of the DIA official. Relieved and reassured by Trest�s answer. His ass was off the hook. When pressed on the explosion and incendiary device, Trest claimed he believed it was human error. The same DIA agent spoke up. It was his turn to provide cover for Trest, claiming this part of the mission wasn�t under Major Trest�s purview, and he accepted responsibility. Agreeing it was human error, and that the asset should have placed the incendiary on an insulated circuit board on the roof. The incendiary had enough combustible material to burn through one insulated wall, but not two. The combustion should have burned out before reaching the roof. Improper placement of the incendiary caused it to burn through the roof. The DIA official said, �The upside is we took out all the computers and mainframes on the top two floors, where we believe they are all stored for better air conditioning and ventilation purposes.�
The President dismissed the group. Trest and the DIA official left the room with restrained relief. Trest knew they would look into all of his answers using available means, including satellite footage and other surveillance footage. Trest departed the White House and spotted his driver and black Cadillac Escalade in the driveway, waiting to shuttle him back to the airport. A burner phone like the one he gave McCreary vibrated with a text that read, �Nice cover. Fast on your feet. I�ll scrub SAT IMCON. You take care of the suit.�
Trest texted the DIA official an affirmative reply and then found McCreary in his contacts, texting: �RemoteConfig is a GO.�
♦ ♦ ♦
The Aurora, and everything else in Hangar 302 was lit in a soft green glow from the overhead fluorescence. The banks of light overhead were typically turned off to provide better viewing of the monitors in the box. McCreary, Baldo and Douglas bustled back and forth between OmniTrainer and the box. Lifting anything and everything they could carry, packing it into the tan metal crate. Sweat stains soaked the pits of Baldo and Douglas�s white T�s. They had shed their Air Force over-shirts, getting down to business.
McCreary was behind the box, detaching power and communication cables. He got a call on his service cell phone, speaking a few words to the caller and hanging up. McCreary yelled to Douglas, �Hey, RPA, can you pilot a big rig?�
�Yes, sir.�
�It�s out back. Bring it around to the door and I�ll let you in.�
Baldo closed the wide doors on the box, latching and locking it shut with military grade padlocks. The hangar door opened and Douglas backed the flatbed tractor trailer up to the box. McCreary hopped up on the flatbed and grabbed the heavy winch hook behind the cab. He pulled the slack out, fighting the heavy cable, tugging it down the length of the flatbed before hopping off and giving Douglas the signal to raise it. The flatbed angled up and McCreary looped the cable through the hitching posts on the box. Baldo stood behind the cab, controlling the wench. On McCreary�s signal he pulled the lever and towed the heavy rectangular shipping container up on the truck.
♦ ♦ ♦
Low Level Route Survey documents were fanned out beside a map on a table in Hangar 302. The Air Force survey was a spreadsheet of all the dwellings and their coordinates surrounding Holloman AFB. McCreary pointed to an area on the map. �Holloman� Alamogordo. A zoning map of all structures in the area. We need line of sight within five miles of the Holloman radar tower here for SAT COMMS. Doesn�t give us much breathing room. We�ve gotta� find cover somewhere within this radius. Help me find a new home, boys.�
Baldo and Douglas joined him in searching the desert around Holloman on the survey and map. �Can we use camo nets?� Douglas asked.
�Negative,� McCreary said. �IR can see right through them.�
�Here,� Baldo said, pointing to a location on the map. �This might work.� McCreary looked closely. Nodding his head in approval, giving Baldo a brisk slap on the back.
♦ ♦ ♦
The undercover MSS agents hungrily dove into a stack of steaming flapjacks, sunny-side-up eggs and thick bacon strips. All whipped up and served by Mrs. Barrett, the rancher�s wife. The three MSS agents sat around a square dining room table with a checkered tablecloth. The quaint country kitchen decor included wall hangings of chickens, hens, a barn and other animals. Aromas of sizzling bacon, fresh maple syrup and pancakes right off the griddle filled the entire home. The morning sun cast bold rays through a large square window over the kitchen table, looking out to the Barrett Ranch driveway. Weng spotted a snaking dust cloud in the distance, trailing a vehicle like a missile plume � heading for the ranch. The table seat under the window sill was vacant. A sparkling clean plate, neatly arranged silverware and empty coffee cup awaited the man of the house. �Where is Mr. Barrett this morning?� Weng asked.
�Oh, he�ll be in shortly,� the charming rancher�s wife answered. �Had to repair a fence in the horse corral. Those ponies just about figured out how to get through it.�
The other MSS agents didn�t seem concerned about Barrett�s absence. Both their heads were down, mowin� into the fine grub. Weng eyed the vehicle as it approached, finally close enough to distinguish� a plain Air Force service SUV. Painted in the same flat dull gray as an F-16 fighter. Weng looked to the other agents, neither of whom noticed the vehicle.
Barrett rounded the corner of the house from the direction of the horse stalls. Taking off his cowboy hat to dry the sweat of his brow with the arm of a long-sleeved shirt. Weng watched Barrett freeze in the driveway, waiting for the SUV with curiosity.
Mrs. Barrett topped off Weng�s coffee and saw what he was looking at. �I wonder what this is all about.�
Charlie and Matt finally looked up from their breakfast. They all watched an officer step down from the passenger side of the cab. Dressed in his Air Force Battle Uniform or ABU, the non-combat work duty uniform. Weng saw the golden oak leaf patch on his arm that identified the airman a Major. Barrett and Trest exchanged a friendly handshake and seemed to make light conversation. Barrett gestured back to the house, and the major appeared to look right at the undercover MSS agents eating their morning breakfast.
Weng noticed Matt tightly grip a steak knife by his plate as Charlie eased an arm inside his jacket. Undoubtedly reaching for a concealed sidearm. Weng made a subtle gesture to both of them � shaking his head. They backed down. Returning to their meals.
�That was an excellent breakfast, Mrs. Barrett,� Charlie said.
�Why, thank you,� she replied.
Weng glanced outside to see the rancher shake hands again with the major, who returned to his truck. Mr. Barrett opened the door and trod into the living room with such glee, he forgot to close the door behind him.
�The door! And your boots!� his wife said.
�Hush about that for now, Missus,� he said. �The kind major has honored us by �requestin� the rental of our barn for official government business.�
�He what?� she asked.
�We�re rentin� out the barn to the United States Air Force. Makin� a pretty penny too!� He turned to the tenants of his bunkhouse. �If it�s not too much to ask, you fellas mind helping clean out the barn for �em? We�ll have it emptied out in no time with all hands on deck!�
�We�ll be happy to help,� Weng answered for the group.
Barrett rushed over and gave his wife a peck on the cheek. �Keep mine in the oven, will ya�? We�ll be back in a jiffy.�
♦ ♦ ♦
An hour later, the bunkhouse crew and Barrett were still at it. Dragging saw horses, plows, and bales of hay out of the large wooden barn, making room for who-knows-what the Air Force had in mind for it. It was a classic old barn, just like the kind Mrs. Barrett had as a wall hanging in the country kitchen � red with wide double doors, and a sturdy wooden ladder inside ascending to a hayloft. Barrett even topped the barn�s spire with a rooster weathervane.
The last big item was an old rusty tractor from the 1950s. Rancher Barrett tried to turn her over but she wouldn�t start again in his lifetime. He put it in neutral and steered as the bunkhouse boys pushed it out of the barn. They made a tight turn and parked her around the side of the barn, out of the way. While heading back in, they saw a massive dust cloud trailing an eighteen-wheeler, storming toward the ranch. On the flatbed was a rectangular metal shipping crate. Weng immediately recognized it as an RPA Ground Command Station. He stood in disbelief as the clandestine phantom operation delivered its command and control headquarters right to his doorstep. It had to be from the black op, he thought. There was no other explanation to hide an RPA crate off an Air Force base less than a mile away.
Douglas drove the big rig and Baldo jumped out the passenger side. The same gray SUV from earlier pulled up alongside it with Major Trest riding shotgun and McCreary driving.
Baldo shook hands with Barrett and each of the bunkhouse boys. �We�ll take it from here,� Baldo said. �Thank you for your service to your country.�
Barrett led the undercover MSS agents back to the house while the airmen sprang to work. Project Cloudcroft would soon be up and running once again.
♦ ♦ ♦
Back in the bunkhouse loft, Matt drilled a small hole in the wall and fitted a pinhole camera inside. He ran the cord to a laptop and plugged it in, revealing a wide angle view of the ranch. He adjusted the iris, reducing the glare and the barn came into sharp focus. Only the side and front of the barn were visible from this angle, but it was enough to see anyone entering or leaving.
The airmen were busy in the barn. One stepped out, searching the side of the barn for something � and then found it. A circuit box. McCreary opened the rusty panel, flipped switches and snapped the old box closed.
�Whatever they�re doing requires a lot of power,� Weng said. �It�s likely they have the phantom suit inside too.�
�Do you think we could take them?� Charlie asked.
�Three on four? And no idea what weaponry they have? Taking it by force isn�t an option,� Weng said. �We also don�t know if the phantom is inside or nearby. Are you linked to YG?�
�Yes, sir,� Charlie answered.
�Set it to watch the barn. Record all sensors around the clock. Notify MSS that an RPA box is inside and the phantom suit and operator may be here also.�
�Yes, sir.�
Inside the barn, Baldo, McCreary and Douglas hustled to set up the box. Each performing pre-assigned duties. Baldo dragged the VR OmniTrainer gear out from the box, staging it in a corner of the barn. Setting up all the components. McCreary focused on the box�s wiring and electrical, patching them to the barn�s dusty and antiquated outlets. Douglas was up on the hayloft, kicking loose straw out of the way to lower the tripod legs down supporting a mobile communications disc. He aimed the disk out the hay door toward the radio tower of Holloman. Douglas plugged a cable into the disk and tossed the other end down to McCreary, who connected them to the box.
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal strolled down the long, windowed corridor toward his office, drinking a hot cup of coffee. He spotted a blinking surveillance camera in the corner of the hallway and for the first time in a long time, felt relaxed. Calm. He knew he was being watched, but at least he now knew why.
Hal gazed through the rows of rectangular windows of the corridor. Nicely framing the legacy aircraft on display outside. They were supported by iron posts, jutting up from the trimmed green grass that separated the building and parking lot. One of the prominent fighters on display was a faded F-117A. The Iron Ball paint had been sand blasted off and replaced with a flat black paint, which had oxidized over the years to an ashy hue. Beside it was a light gray F-16 and next to it a darker gray, Vietnam-era F-4 Phantom.
Hal was about to turn into his office when a glimmer of sunlight off an approaching motorcade caught his eye. Shiny, black Cadillac Escalades entered the parking lot and pulled up to the red curb, parking in the fire lane. The vehicles each bore two flags on the front � Old Glory and a white flag with a fierce bald eagle gripping a bundle of arrows in one claw and an olive branch in the other. The white flag with the eagle told Hal it was the motorcade of the Vice President of the United States. Hal stopped in the corridor outside his office. Watching the Secret Service escort Vice President Marks to the front door.
♦ ♦ ♦
Minutes later, Hal was busy at his computer when the VP entourage appeared at his office. Led by Holloman top brass: base Wing Commander Colonel Howell and Major Trest. The entire office stood at attention. The wing commander led the stern-faced Vice President in while Major Trest served as his tour guide. �This is the imagery department, sir, where we analyze reconnaissance and combat imagery from the field.� Vice President Marks looked around the room, nodding as he made eye contact with the imagery specialists. The group made their way to the back, where McCreary stood at attention beside his office. �This is First Lieutenant Warren McCreary,� Trest continued, �who leads the airmen and specialists of the imagery department.�
�It�s an honor to meet you, sir,� McCreary said. Shaking the stony hand of the Vice President.
�Please join us,� the Vice President said. �I have some questions about your department.�
�Yes, sir. I�m happy to help however I can.� McCreary and Trest exchanged a brief look. Hal caught it. From their reactions it was obvious this was an unscheduled visit. The entire visit seemed awkward and tense to Hal. Mainly from the anxious demeanor the VP exhibited, but also the way Trest was bending over backward to appease him. Trest didn�t hand-hold anyone.
McCreary gave the VP an informal brief of the various projects his department was currently working on. Ranging from aircraft footage from Afghanistan to reconnaissance and satellite footage of North Korean nuclear facilities. The entourage made a retreat from the far end of the office, back to the entrance. Passing Hal�s desk with Trest and McCreary trailing the group.
The entourage took a right at the corridor, continuing down the hall with the wing commander now guiding the tour. Pointing out the legacy aircraft in the yard like he was giving a tour at Disneyland.
Once out of sight, Hal got up from his desk and left the office. Inconspicuous. Turning the opposite direction down the corridor. On a beeline to the office of Henry Banks.
♦ ♦ ♦
Uncle Hank�s charm went a long way on the base. His gentle soul brought him cache that could neither be bought nor earned by rank. Henry used it to gain entrance to the security station at Holloman, accompanied by Hal. The two passed rows of Security Force officers� desks, entering a dark, windowless room. Inside were security monitors covering the entire base. Enough cameras to require two guards stationed around the clock. The disciplined sentries never looked up from their monitors when the visitors entered behind them. Hal and Henry scanned the monitors, looking for the pack of a dozen men and women in the Vice President�s entourage.
Henry gave a subtle nod to Hal. He spotted them on a monitor from a camera aimed at a hangar in Stealth Canyon. Hal read the label on the monitor they were watching � Hanger 302.
The group entered the hangar from the side door. Hal and Henry searched for the corresponding monitor that showed inside the hangar. There were a dozen other hangars, numerically arranged on the bank of monitors. There were interior views of hangars 299, 301 and 303. No Hangar 302. As the entourage disappeared into the hangar, all Hal and Henry could do was wait.
♦ ♦ ♦
�And this is the base of operations for Project Cloudcroft?� the Vice President asked the wing commander.
�Yes, sir. But as I am not intimately involved in the project, I would direct your questions to Major Trest and First Lieutenant McCreary.�
�Thank you,� the VP said, then nodded to a couple men in dark suits in his entourage. They stepped forward. �These are special agent weapons inspectors. Do you have any objections to them inspecting the hangar?�
�No, sir,� Trest answered.
The two men went to work. One removed a Maglite with an high-intensity beam, scanning the MQ-10S and the floor around it. The other inspector used a flashlight to examine the perimeter, the metal walls of the hangar and the floor.
�Tell me how it works,� the VP said to Trest.
�Sir?�
�The operation. I see the carriage under the Aurora. I�m assuming it carries the stealth drone.�
�That�s right, sir,� Trest said. �The Aurora can maintain high altitude and air speed with the drone attached. To prevent the Aurora from lowering in altitude, which can further expose her, we release the MQ-10S to carry out recon missions.�
�And strike missions,� The VP said. �That�s why she�s dirty, right Major?� Dirty was the Air Force parlance for an aircraft carrying missiles or bombs under the wings. The term rubbed Trest wrong. Not the term itself, but civilian superiors using Air Force jargon. It seemed to give them a sense of false valor as if they were pretending to be airmen. Trest reluctantly replied to the Vice President. �Yes, sir. She does deliver ordinance when called upon.�
The hanger went dark. Freezing the VP in his steps. The crack of light from the hanger door made the Aurora and AOD even more eerie. �We�ll need the lights out for a few minutes,� An inspector�s voice boomed from the far corner of the hangar. They both continued their inspections using black lights. One inspector studied the contours of the Aurora and the surrounding cold concrete floor around it, while the other focused on an area off to the side, where the VR station once lived.
McCreary had an unsettled expression, watching the inspector wave the black light around the corner and over an area of the floor where the box was stationed.
The banks of fluorescent lights came on overhead, slowly brightening to full strength. Both inspectors approached the Vice President and Trest. One writing notes on a tablet device. The other shined a small flashlight on the ground near the feet of the men in the group. �What used to be here? See the difference in color?� The light beam drew out a rectangular path, illuminating a faint line in the concrete that separated a lighter area making up the shape of the box. �It�s about the size of a shipping crate or an RPA ground control station.�
Trest stepped forward to answer. �Yes, sir. There was a crate here for aircraft tools for the Aurora. Specialized tools and diagnostic equipment. We had it here for several months before she was ready for service.�
�Will you provide us with the requisition order and receipts for this diagnostic?� An inspector asked.
�Of course. It will take some time to find it, but I�ll have it sent to your office.�
�Another thing�� The inspector strode to the side of the hangar, where the VR training station used to live. �There appeared to have been some carpeting or mats here. What was it for? And how do you explain the indentations in the floor?� He directed the spotlight beam to divots in the concrete.
�That�s from the pilots,� McCreary spoke up. �They set up a small gym here. Free weights, exercise mats� They had dropped some weights on the concrete before using rubber matting.�
�So, where are they now?�
�They didn�t work out here long. Once the Aurora missions ramped up, there was too much exhaust and fuel vapor in the hangar to work out. That and the pilots themselves became more busy. They only worked out here on downtime and during the months of testing and diagnostics.�
♦ ♦ ♦
�Can I help you guys with anything?� A Security Force airmen manning the bank of monitors turned and asked Hal. Henry removed a light meter from a leather pouch on his belt and pretended to eye the monitors through it.
�No, sir,� Henry replied. �We�re just checking the luminance and video quality of the monitors. Just a spot check. We�ll be outta� your hair soon.�
Hal and Henry noticed the entourage leaving Hangar 302. The Vice President�s motorcade snaked around the back of the hangar. The VP shook hands with the wing commander and other officers before stepping into his Escalade limousine.
Henry and Hal showed themselves out of the surveillance booth and made their way through the Security Force office. Once outside, Henry said, �They didn�t find anything.�
�How do you know?�
�Nobody left in handcuffs.�

CHAPTER TWENTY
NO GO

Hal took a pull from the straw of a soda cup he got from the base commissary earlier. He had spiked it with coffee at the base, shielding the cup with his body from any surveillance cameras or prying eyes in the cafeteria. He opened his sparsely-stocked fridge looking for something to eat. The only light in his entire house shone from the refrigerator.
This was the fourth night of his routine � drinking coffee-laced soda and going to bed at the same time as usual, following the same regimen. Staying awake long enough to find out what happens when they summon him to the hangar. The first night, he thought he could meditate his way through the long hours of pretending to sleep. After meditating for what felt like an hour, he snuck a peak at his alarm clock and only fifteen minutes had passed. Time to come up with another plan. Hal toughed it out that night. The previous two nights and tonight, he listened to an earbud plugged into a small transistor radio hidden in his pillow. Believing he was being watched from every room in the house, he had thrown his bedding and a pair of shoes in the laundry. While the shoes were knocking around in the dryer, he taped the tiny radio to a pillow and wrapped it with the case. Then, at night with his head on the pillow and arms snuggled around it for comfort, he closed his eyes and stealthily turned the radio on. Carefully putting the earbud in. His radio program of choice � Chris Plante political talk radio.
Hal�s thoughts drowned out the rambling voices as he wondered how many nights he would have to do this. Are they on to me? Have I been pulled from their project, or has it been shut down entirely?
Hal�s hyperactive caffeine-drugged mind turned to the entourage of top brass at the base. McCreary wasn�t a surprise because of his knowledge of the drone video, but Trest and the wing commander? Are they all in on it? Judging by the shit-hitting-fan demeanor of the Vice President, Hal presumed he or the President may not have even known about the black op. He pondered the entire project for another hour. How long had it been going on? Who all was involved? Is it only Holloman or are other bases and facilities around the world involved? It occurred to Hal that if he let his mind wander down this path the first few nights, he wouldn�t need the radio-in-pillow sleep breaker.
♦ ♦ ♦
The glowing green numbers of his digital alarm clock flicked to 1:00 a.m. Hal was fast asleep. He gave himself a midnight cut-off. If they hadn�t summoned him by then, it probably wasn�t happening. And then he heard a pattering of bright, tinny, electronic tones that slowly pulled his mind from deep sleep. The electronic tones morphed into that of his cell phone ringtone. He opened a lazy eye and glanced up at his nightstand, angling the screen toward him. The caller�s name � Uncle Hank. He quickly answered, fearing Henry was in some kind of trouble.
�Sorry to call you so late, buddy,� Henry said. �You should come over here. Now.�
�Why? Wha�� Henry�s line cut off. Hal realized it was intentional. Henry didn�t want to say too much.
Hal threw on some clothes, trying not to eye the ceiling corners and other places cameras might be. Expecting that they were watching him now and are probably wondering where he was going in the middle of the night.
♦ ♦ ♦
Henry�s garage was open, revealing his truck, but nobody else inside. Hal�s truck pulled in as if he was the one who opened the door via remote. Hal reached under the seat for his sidearm, an AF issued M9A1 Beretta. He snapped the smooth slide back, readying a bullet in the chamber. Hal approached the door to the mudroom in an urban combat profile, prepared to clear it of threats. He snapped the door open, stepped in and surveyed the small room. Hal gripped the door handle to the house and threw it open, his nine raised in the Low Ready position, forty-five degrees up from the floor, finding that he had it trained between the feet of Henry and Jenny.
�What�a you doing?� Henry asked in an accusatory tone. Making Hal seem like he�d gone crazy.
Hal exhaled with relief, holstering his sidearm. �You sounded intense on the phone. I didn�t know what to expect.� Hal opened the door to the mudroom and set his 9mm on the washing machine.
Henry�s eyebrows furled. Mystified how Hal drew that conclusion. �Well, come on in. We have something to show you.�
Hal followed them down the handful of steps to the sunken living room. He noticed a 1980s VHS machine on the floor with cables running up to the flat screen TV. �What�d I miss? Did you find your old porn stash?� Uncle Hank laughed. Jenny� not so much.
�Naw,� Henry said, �I�ve already converted that to digital.�
�I�m sure you have, Mister High-Tech.�
Jenny turned to the couch behind her, lifting a cardboard banker�s box from it. �I went to the office last night�� She opened the box to Hal. ��and found this�� Inside were half a dozen VHS tapes with handwritten labels. �Dr. Elm�s sleepwalking research.�
Hal eyed it, intrigued. �What have you seen so far?�
�Nothing,� Henry replied. �I called you when Jenny arrived. Took me a while to find my old VCR and cables in storage. Are the tapes numbered?�
Jenny read the prescription-like scrawl on the labels. �No, but they�re labeled by date. Here�s the first one.�
Henry popped it into the VCR and the warbling, distorted video started, showing the blurry arm of Dr. Elm as he activated the video camera and stepped back to a blackboard. He had a Starsky haircut and butterfly-collar shirt from the late 70s. �This is tape one of the Somnambulism Series, and I am Dr. Stuart Elm. I have advanced the research carried out by Project MKUltra, discovering that somnambulists, or sleepwalkers, are the best candidates for mind control. The reasons are two-fold: One, the subconscious mind is very powerful � about a million times more powerful than the conscious mind and it controls ninety-five percent of our behavior. The second reason derives from the first, sleepwalkers are able to remain in a subconscious state longer and they are able to perform active tasks while in this state. Our challenge was to extend the sleepwalking state for several hours with no harmful side effects, and to turn off the part of the brain dealing with voluntary action� The fight or flight component of the mind. We have achieved tremendous success on both accounts. We are now able to program the subject�s mind for several hours in a sleepwalking state to do anything we command. Anything we say. Here is test subject 016G. We have already administered 100 mL injections of smn.7 and 60 mL of trazodone��
Dr. Elm approached the camera, filling the frame as he turned the recorder off. A wave of electronic noise flashed, and Dr. Elm and an associate appeared in a different location in an in-camera edit. They both wore lab coats, standing beside a man in his early twenties in a thick gray sweatsuit and white hardhat with a lamp attached. The round lamp was from the 70s, looking more like a VW headlight than a helmet lamp. Electrodes stuck to the subject�s temples and heart, with wires running under his sweater to a bulky EKG monitor on wheels. The subject wavered like he was half awake, his eyes opened a slit.
Dr. Elm held the EKG cart with one hand and a microphone in the other. His grad school assistant in bell-bottoms took notes on a clipboard. Elm spoke into the mic � his voice booming over speakers on the bottom shelf of the EKG cart. The sound echoed through the hollow classroom, devoid of desks and chairs. It appeared to be night, with only a dim bank of lights on at the far end of the room. �You are a spelunker,� Dr. Elm said to the subject. �You are exploring a cave. Reach to the front of your hardhat and turn your lamp on.�
The subject followed orders, turning the lamp on. It shone directly into the camera, filling the screen with blooming light. Momentarily whiting-out the optical tube sensor inside. �Look at me,� Elm said, and the subject turned the bright beam on him.
�You�re in a large cavern and you have spotted a small, narrow lava tube to your right, near ground level. Crawl into the tube.�
The subject turned to his right, stooped down on hands and knees and crawled into an imaginary lava tube. His hands and knees slowly shuffling across the cold, faded linoleum floor.
�The rock is hard and course on your hands and knees. Like volcanic pumice.� The subject subconsciously paused, rubbing his palms as if the pumice scraped them. He continued crawling on hands and knees. �The tube narrows. Crouch down lower and keep crawling.� The subject did as Dr. Elm commanded.
The associate took notes as Elm eased the EKG cart forward, keeping up with the subject snaking around in a cave of his imagination.
Hal and the others watched the screen in disbelief.
The crawling man headed toward a wall. �The lava tube winds,� Elm said. �It turns to the right. Crawl to the right.� The subject planted his right hand, pivoting around it as instructed, avoiding the wall. �You can�t see where the tube ends. You�re in deep and the tunnel narrows even more. Your helmet scrapes on the rock ceiling above. You have to crawl on your elbows, and there�s no space to turn around. Your only option is to keep moving forward.� The EKG machine beeped faster � anxiety accelerating the subject�s heart rate.
Hal watched with fascination. Leaning back from the TV screen unwittingly. Vicariously feeling the subject�s claustrophobia.
�The tube turns again to the right. Crawl right.�
The subject squirmed to the right, avoiding the door, heading to wide open space in the classroom.
�You reach forward and touch a solid wall.� The subject stretched an arm forward and it stopped in thin air. Like a mime feeling an imaginary wall. �You hit a dead end. You try to feel above and around you, but the space is too tight. Your arms hit the curved rock ceiling above. Turning around is impossible. You can only crawl backward the way you came.�
The subject tried to feel the wall above and to the sides. His own mind creating the tight space around him, blocking his arms from reaching higher than the cramped tube ceiling. The beeps of his heart rate sped up on the EKG monitor � the readout showing sharp spikes in his heartbeat. He put his palms flat on the linoleum floor and pushed himself backward. Trying to pull himself at the same time with his knees and toes. Backing up at a snail�s pace.
The assistant jotted notes from the EKG on his clipboard.
Henry watched the subject inching backward in disbelief. �What the hell?!� He looked over to Hal and Jenny, shaking his head.
The video continued. �You feel the ground around you tremble.�
The subject froze in panic. His eyes opened wide even though his mind was asleep in another world. The reaction surprised even Dr. Elm. He crept closer to the man on the ground, waving a hand before his eyes. It went completely unseen by the subject.
�The trembling increases,� Elm said, his voice rising in intensity, conveying the terror of the shuddering cave. �You feel the sheer power of the earthquake as the whole mountain around you shakes. Sand and small rocks break from above, falling down on you. Clouding your view through the helmet lamp. Visibility is zero as dry pumice dust fills the lava tube. You breathe it in and it burns your lungs, clogging them.� The subject coughed. Not an ordinary cough, but a deep cough as if the microscopic pumice fragments were tearing his lung sacs. He covered his mouth with his palms to breathe through them. �Larger rocks fall on your helmet and the light goes out. You�re in utter darkness.� The EKG beeping went haywire, sounding a more frightening electronic alarm � the man�s heart rate rising to a lethal level.
The subject swatted frenetically at his forehead and the imaginary helmet lamp. Trying to get it to turn on, while coughing and wheezing from the hallucinatory dust.
�An aftershock hits!� Elm exclaimed. �Jolting the entire mountain. A hundred tons of rock collapse on your legs � crushing them from the waist down.� The subject screamed in agony. Writhing as if tons of rock really were pulverizing his legs.
Hal recognized the shrill and terrifying wail � it was the same guttural shriek victims of IED blasts yelled.
�Nobody can hear you,� Elm said in a calm voice. �Nobody will ever hear you.� The subject freaked out. Full on panic attack. Screaming. Writhing back and forth. His legs frozen from the immense weight of imaginary rocks. The EKG beeps screeched in fury and suddenly sounded a dull, morose, solid tone.
�He�s flat-lining!� The associate said. �Get him out! Talk him out!�
Elm fumbled his words. Not knowing what to say. �You�re okay now. Calm down. The earthquake passed.� It wasn�t helping. The man lay motionless. The associate dropped the clipboard, dashed over and started CPR. Dr. Elm turned to the camera operator making a throat-slashing motion. �Cut it! Turn it off.� The screen fizzled to snow and then went black.
Hal took in a lungful of air and exhaled audibly. The three stood in motionless silence, staring at a electronic noise on the screen. Hal looked at Jenny, noticing tears rolling down her cheek. She felt his eyes on her. �I had no idea,� she said, sitting down. �I never knew. They never told me any of this. I feel so stupid.� She looked up at Hal. �I�m sorry.�
�Hey, you didn�t know,� Hal said, comforting her. �It�s not your fault.� He sat down next to her and put a soothing hand on the small of her back. Henry grabbed a box of tissues from the table, housed in a leather-craft cover. He handed it to Hal, who held it while she pulled a couple tissues out, patting her eyes.
�What�a�ya say we take a little break?� Henry asked. Hal nodded.
�No, I�m okay,� Jenny said. �Let�s keep going.�
�How about something to drink?� Henry said.
�Just water for me,� Hal replied.
�Water?� Henry asked Jenny. She nodded.
�We don�t have to watch these now,� Hal said. �Really. We can watch another time.�
�I�m good,� she said. �Let�s keep going.�
Henry arrived with a couple ice waters and a beer for himself. He sat down on the couch opposite Jenny. Hal ejected the tape and dug the next one from the box. He popped it in the VCR and hit play on the old, black VHS machine. Taking a seat in one of the recliners.
Doctor Elm appeared at a blackboard. �What we learned from the first test subject taught us to narrow our commands, and it made us aware of our own ability to add real stress to the subject. We have since added a chemical stress reducer to our formula�� He scrawled out the formula on the chalkboard. Jenny eased back on the couch. Comforted to know this tape was more of a classroom lecture than another experiment of torture.
They watched three more tapes. Enough to reach a comprehensive understanding of the sleepwalking mind control used to manipulate Hal, then discussed potential ways he may be able to reject the mind control. Henry updated Hal and Jenny about his research into the suit. Telling them he put feelers out with friends working for defense contractors like BAE Systems, Skunk Works and DARPA. He was waiting to hear back from them. To Henry, this meant he would never hear anything from them, but he chose not to share that pessimism with Hal and Jenny.
Hal drove home before the sun came up, reflecting on the videos during the drive. Experiencing simultaneous feelings of relief and terror. Relief he had seen the videos before the puppet masters summoned him again. Terror from the power the manipulators still held over him.
♦ ♦ ♦
Three more sleepless nights passed. Sleepless by design for Hal, who continued his diet of soda-spiked coffee, wondering if they were ever going to call him up again to carry out their dirty work.
Hal hadn�t been in bed for more than twenty minutes � hadn�t even connected his radio earbud when he heard the series of computer notes deep inside his skull. They were so crisp and clear, they sounded better than a concert-quality audio system. He thought they must have implanted a bone phone device directly to an auditory nerve or the skull. Upon hearing the tone designed to wake him, he repeated a mantra in his mind�move quickly and robotic�the instructions Jenny gave him describing how he walked and jogged. Hal rose from bed, went to the closet and dressed himself in the same sweatsuit Jenny described. He rapidly strode through the house. He locked the front door behind him and headed down the walkway, turning the corner on a dime, toward Stealth Canyon.
Hal reached the sidewalk and froze as a familiar voice boomed inside his skull. �Beacon to Ghost One�� The resonance and sound quality was so sharp and clear, it sounded like someone was right behind him saying it. He resisted the urge to look back. The voice continued� �There is a gray truck ahead. Get in the passenger seat and await further orders.�
Hal stiffly power-walked up the sidewalk, spotting the gray truck. He cut across the street on a line, maintaining the same efficient rhythm straight toward the truck. He opened the passenger door, paying no mind to the driver. Making eye contact could blow his cover. He climbed in and stared straight ahead. Frozen, like an android. Waiting and watching.
Douglas drove the gray Air Force pickup truck across the base toward the gate on First Street. He had never been this close to one of the ghosts, and had a hard time keeping his eyes on the road. Hal could feel the driver watching him. Sensing his morbid curiosity. Or maybe it was his own, wondering who exactly was driving him. Do I know the airman? Have I seen him on base before?
Douglas passed through the main gate without stopping. The guards were on orders to let them pass, and they paid little mind to the man in the passenger seat looking straight ahead. The truck turned onto the main highway where they drove a few miles before exiting. Taking a dirt road to the Barrett Ranch and the new home of Project Cloudcroft.
Hal immediately recognized the ranch. He accompanied Henry to a barbecue there earlier in the summer. He remembered the hospitality of the rancher and his wife, who were both old friends of Henry.
The truck pulled to a stop and Douglas radioed their arrival. Moments later, Hal heard the same voice deep in his skull� �Beacon to Ghost One, proceed inside the barn.� He exited the vehicle and marched in a brisk stride through barn doors that were opened a narrow gap, just wide enough for a man to robotically walk through. Hal froze the moment he stepped inside, seeing the RPA crate opened with light spilling out, illuminating the barn. McCreary and Baldo stood by the crate, waiting for him. Hal wondered if his stopping looked unnatural.
Baldo held up a modified Oculus VR headgear like a crown. Hal presumed by the way he was holding it that Ghost One would typically march over and stand beneath it for a fitting. Hal paced over as mechanically as possible, and Baldo pulled the VR headgear over his forehead and eyes. Tightening it down for a snug fit. The view inside was pitch black. For the moment. Hal felt relieved to relax his eyes and look around, abandoning his strict eye discipline.
Baldo lead him to the nearby OmniTrainer, glancing down at Ghost One�s feet. �He forgot to take his shoes off,� Baldo said to McCreary.
�Do it for him.�
Baldo loosened Hal�s shoe strings, tugged his shoes off and guided him onto the metal bowl-shaped floor of the OmniTrainer. Hal heard Baldo scurry away and climb into a chair in the box.
Douglas gaped at the training, fascinated. His first time to witness ghost sims. McCreary wore a headset with microphone, standing between Hal and the box. He nodded for Douglas to take a seat. Douglas sat in his RPA operator�s chair, spinning around to watch.
The CG simulator graphics appeared on Baldo�s screen.
�Mission sim up and ready, sir.�
�Play, real-time,� McCreary ordered.
�Yes, sir. Program playing in real time.�
The computer simulation played on a screen above Baldo. The same program Hal watched in 3D through his VR headgear. The technology amazed Hal. He appeared high above rolling countryside hills at night, plummeting toward Earth. The realism of the VR vertigo made him queasy. More so than an actual night jump.
Hal was unable to tell where he was from the topography details. The computer animation didn�t include any recognizable structures in the glowing city on the horizon.
�Beacon to Ghost One� You�re parachuting. Landing in five, four��
Do I pretend to land? Hal pondered frantically during the countdown, and ended up feigning a half landing, barely bending his knees.
�Stand by for systems check,� McCreary said as he and Baldo ran down the checklist. Hal patiently waited, staring straight ahead at a digital country landscape bathed in artificial moonlight.
They wrapped up the checklist and a red flashing light appeared in Hal�s view on the horizon. The word TARGET flashed above it.
�Proceed to target,� McCreary ordered.
The order perplexed Hal. Am I really supposed to walk? He had never seen a VR OmniTrainer and had no clue you could actually walk in place.
McCreary exchanged a look with Baldo. Ghost One wasn�t accustomed to ignoring commands.
�Beacon to Ghost One, proceed to target.�
Hal swallowed hard and plowed forward, walking in the same brisk stride he had been practicing around Henry�s house under Jenny�s tutelage. His feet naturally slipped on the slope of the metal bowl � enabling him to walk in place. Wow! Hal thought. Consciously silencing himself from saying it out loud.
The computer simulation moved in sync with Hal�s footsteps as he plodded through a grassy CG plain on the countryside toward a dark river. Trees and shrubs passing by at the speed of his walk. A thought struck him that nearly made him chortle aloud�Why the mind control?! If I knew it was this cool, I might have volunteered for the duty!
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal successfully completed the sim. The computer program stopped at the end, then returned to the starting point. He would have to repeat it again and again. Three more times. After that, he completed a simulated training for contingency plans, should the mission go awry. A variety of scenarios presented themselves and Hal responded to each intuitively, while following orders after to abort the mission and proceed to exfil. He found the process redundant. He got it after the first sim. Hal presumed the repetitions were necessary for retention with someone in a subconscious-sleepwalking state.
During the sims, Hal discovered that he could reach for any of his weapons and they would appear in his hands. If he reached down to his holster and closed his hand, he would be gripping his sidearm. The same was true of a submachine gun, grenades, fixed-blade knife, and even chemlights.
They practiced simulations with nearly every weapon � sidearm target practice, faux knife fights, and hand-to-hand close quarter combat. Hal wondered if he responded the same now as all of his subconscious simulations.
By the time the sim training came to an end, Hal had worked up a good lather. Baldo led Hal out of the OmniTrainer to a comfortable chair, brought over from the box. He kept the VR headgear on Hal. Running the mission brief through the VR as well as memory retention programs with flashing images and names of his targets. McCreary quizzed Hal, drilling him with virtual flashcards. He would say the target�s name and ask Hal to repeat it. Confirming Hal�s retention, while utilizing vocal, visual and muscle-memory learning techniques.
After three hours of intensive training, the preparation was complete. Baldo removed the VR headgear, placed Hal�s shoes back on his feet and guided him to the pickup for the drive home, just the way he arrived.
Hal wasn�t sure if he should shower or go right to bed. He couldn�t remember waking up sweaty or smelling of body odor. He figured showering was common and maybe even worked into his mind control programming. If not, oh well. He wasn�t going back to bed hot and dripping from head to toe in sweat.
Falling asleep wasn�t easy. Not just because of all the caffeine in his system, but from the rush of the training he just completed. He couldn�t wait to tell Jenny and Hank. He wanted to tell everyone he knew.
♦ ♦ ♦
�How�d it go?� A gravelly voice sounded on the other end of McCreary�s home phone. He was groggy, having just awoken. His mind cleared, realizing it was Trest.
�Fine� Great, sir. Went really well.�
�He found the barn okay?�
�Yes, sir. No problem there.�
There was a pause. �No problem there? So, where was it?�
�Not a problem, sir. Just a couple delays in command responses. I�m thinking it�s the new environment. He completed all the sims with the usual speed, diligence and aggression. He�ll be fine.�
�Good to hear. POTUS has been on my ass like we�re in a Castro District bath-house, so this France mission has to go off without a hitch.
�Yes, sir. I understand, sir.�
�The ISIS cell is so deep in a Paris no-go zone the French won�t risk offending the Muslims by taking it out. Their President turned down a SEAL Team six op to infiltrate! All the more reason we have to ace this mission. Going into unfriendly land unseen is one thing. Going into ally country is another. He paused for effect then repeated his words� �Without a hitch.�
�Yes, sir. A-game.�
�Alright. Tomorrow night.�
�Roger that.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
SCIROC

�Those� look amazing!� Jenny said, as Henry entered the dining room from his backyard, gripping a metal tray of mesquite-grilled steaks � cooked to perfection. He wore a chef�s hat and novelty apron printed with the six-pack abs of a boxer and a championship belt that read �Grill Master.� Henry removed the hat and apron, setting the tray of steaks on the rustic polished-oak dining room table, joining Hal and Jenny.
It was early evening. Over the course of dinner, Hal walked them through his entire training. Giving them a play-by-play. From the high-pitched sound of the tone that woke him through an implant to the interactive VR training and mission brief. Henry the technophile had several questions about the VR hardware and training. He was eager to know the minute details of the training. Jenny listened in disbelief as Hal revealed more of the world that had been hidden to her for the last two years.
The three speculated on next steps � how his mission may go down and how he might be able to steal a suit � should the opportunity present itself. They discussed every possible scenario and contingency they could imagine. Including all the back-up plans Hal covered in his training. The discussion ran well into the warm peach cobbler Henry prepared, topped with heaping scoops of frigid vanilla bean ice cream.
Hal expected the mission to happen soon, while the training was still fresh in his mind. Possibly even tonight. He asked Henry for a double-shot espresso to go with his peach cobbler.
The three set up an assembly line on the dinner dishes with Hal washing, Jenny rinsing and Henry drying. Halfway into it, Jenny received a cryptic text. The same kind she always received the evening of one of the ghost missions, never knowing her subjects were leaving the facility. This one had an additional note with longitude and latitude coordinates � a new location. She showed the message to Hal and Henry.
�It�s running out,� Henry alarmed, handing the phone back.
He was referring to a timer on the encrypted app that would delete the message after thirty seconds. Jenny snapped a screen shot of it before it disappeared. �Who puts longitude and latitude?� She asked, rhetorically. �Just tell me the location!�
Henry removed his phone, opening a map application. �What are they?�
She read the numbers slowly, �Longitude 32.851866, Latitude 106.060970.�
Henry typed them into his phone. A map popped up with a pointer hovering over a light beige blank area zoomed all the way in. Henry zoomed out. �That�s Otero County. Just East of the base. The Ba��
��Barrett Ranch,� Hal completed his sentence.
�How did you know?�
�I was there. That�s the barn where I trained.�
�Why didn�t you say?� Henry asked, agitated. �You know he�s a friend. You were with me for his birthday barbecue!�
�I know,� Hal replied, �and that�s why I didn�t tell you. I didn�t want you to contact him or involve him in any way.�
�I�m gonna� call it a night,� Henry said. �You two stay as long as you like.� He started out of the kitchen.
�Henry�� Hal said. It sounded unusual to Henry because Hal never referred to him by anything other than Hank or Uncle Hank. �You okay?�
�No problem, pal.�
�I should�ve told you,� Hal said. �The fewer people that know about this the better. I withheld it for his safety and yours.�
�I understand. No worries.� Henry gave Hal a friendly smack on the shoulder and tightened his grip on it. �Knock �em dead, kid.� Henry�s eyes told Hal not to sweat it. They were good. And then he passed through the dark living room, disappearing into the blackness of the hallway.
�I better hit the road too,� Jenny said. Hal nodded in agreement. Finishing his coffee. He gave her several minutes to drive out ahead of him, inconspicuous to any spying eyes.
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal lied on his back in bed. Awake with eyes closed. Certain he would get the call tonight, but when? He had no idea. The waiting now was even more arduous than before, when he wasn�t sure if they would even summon him. Analog seconds ticked by on an imaginary clock in his mind, with minute and hour hands perpetually frozen. Henry�s espresso was kicking in full force. Not that he needed it to help him stay awake tonight. The adrenaline rush he felt reminded him of his very first combat mission as a CSAR PJ. The mission itself was a cake walk. All he did was hop out of an HH-60 Pave Hawk helicopter and watch Marines load a wounded brother onto the helo. He leaped back in and held the IV bag while two other PJs worked on the Marine. Hal remembered the feeling of his boots hitting foreign dirt when he jumped out. He could still see the dust kicking out on all sides of his soles, like he had landed on the moon. Not knowing what lay on the horizon, raising his M4, ready to fire at anything that mov�
��BEEP-BEEP-BEEP-BEEP-BEEP� The call came inside his skull. The loudness startled him. Finally, go time.
Hal got up, threw his sweatsuit on and mirrored everything from his training. The voice of McCreary came over his implanted bone phone. Now, wide awake, he clearly recognized the voice as his superior officer at work. McCreary led him down the street, but this time there was no gray pickup waiting for him. Hal continued down the street as he expected, en route to Stealth Alley and Hangar 302.
Hal followed the commands, passing the Security Force guards posted outside the dark and eerie hangar, entering through the side door. McCreary�s voice guiding him to a quick right where he went in the small clinic room. Everything was portable. It could all be cleaned out in a moment�s notice.
Hal maintained drill sergeant-like eye discipline, staring straight ahead, but froze for a moment when he saw Jenny in a lab coat next to Dr. Elm. McCreary instructed him to lie down on the angled chair and close his eyes. Jenny and Dr. Elm sprang into action, following a routine like a seasoned Formula One pit crew. Hooking electrodes to Hal�s brain and heart, and activating the monitoring equipment the wires fed into. Dr. Elm grabbed an iPad with a touch-screen checklist as Jenny called out the stats� �Heart rate: 122 over 60. Pulse 72.�
Jenny stepped around the gurney to the electro-encephalogram (EEG) monitor. Moving the screen toward her while stealthily moving it away from Dr. Elm. Were Dr. Elm to look up, the pattern of tight, narrow jagged lines animating on the monitor would inform him that Hal was awake. Having done this dozens of times, Jenny told the doctor what he wanted to hear, �EEG waveform reading: NREM N3.� Jenny had explained this to Henry and Hal nights before. NREM N3 was a sleep level identifier. N3 was the third of four sleep stages and was an acceptable stage to induce sleepwalking via the injection. The fourth and deepest sleep stage where sleepwalking naturally occurred was REM� rapid eye movement. NREM stages were the non-REM sleep stages, and all four naturally cycled every 90 minutes during sleep. The ghosts would receive an injection that extended the cycle to several hours.
Dr. Elm removed a vile of liquid from a Styrofoam box in a duffel bag. He popped the cap and swabbed the rubber top with an alcohol pad, then stabbed a syringe needle into it, filling it.
Jenny leaned over Hal, disconnecting his electrodes. She whispered to him, �It�s a sedative for your flight. It�s okay.�
Dr. Elm handed the needle and syringe to Jenny. Her eyes welled. She knew the solution wouldn�t harm Hal, but she fought back tears from the guilt tearing at her insides. Knowing she had contributed to countless previous manipulations like this one. She injected Hal in the arm. Elm handed her another needle containing the sleepwalking and mind-control agent. She guided it toward Hal�s arm then dipped the needle below, out of Dr. Elm�s view. Shooting the chemical concoction into the mattress pad.
Jenny returned the needle to Dr. Elm. He nodded to her approvingly. That was her cue to leave. Done for the night. She left out the same side door Hal entered. Dr. Elm escorted her, then turned back toward the hangar. His Bruno Magli shoes clacking on the cold concrete as he strode up to McCreary and Baldo. They were leaning against an MJ-1E lift truck. �He�s ready,� Dr. Elm informed them.
Baldo grabbed the sturdy handle of a large black crate on wheels near the lift truck. A metal, military-grade Pelican case. Tugging it behind him toward the small clinic as McCreary followed behind. The rugged, crash-proof case was designed to transport air-to-air missiles. This one housed something else entirely. Baldo dragged it into the small room, popped the latches and swung the lid open, revealing the complete SCIROC System. Self-Contained Infra-Red and Optical Camouflage. Initially, they called it the Sci-Rock, but Trest decreed for confidentiality reasons it would henceforth be known simply as �the suit.�
Each of the suit components fit snugly into custom-molded foam within the Pelican case. Baldo and McCreary removed cotton gloves from a slot on the side of the crate, a precaution to avoid leaving any fingerprints on the suit. Not only to avoid linking them to the suit, but also to prevent smudging the multi-spectral camouflage coating the suit, helmet and weapons. Smudges were deadly to the ghosts, creating blurs on the microscopic nano-lenses and monitors embedded in the suit, resulting in areas that wouldn�t cloak properly during activation.
McCreary touched a button on his headset. �Beacon to Ghost One� Sit up. Extend your arms straight up.� Hal did as commanded and Baldo removed Hal�s sweatshirt. McCreary removed a thin vest of body armor from the case, fastening it around Hal�s T-shirt. Baldo and McCreary pulled the top of the stealth suit out. Tugging it over Hal�s outstretched arms like they were stretching a thick sweater over a child for winter. �Straighten your legs.� Hal lifted them straight over the end of the dental chair. McCreary and Baldo removed Hal�s shoes.
�I hate this part,� Baldo muttered under his breath, pulling Hal�s sweat pants off as McCreary set his shoes aside. A pant leg got stuck on a sock as Baldo tried to remove it. Pulling the sock down to reveal an Ace bandage wrapped around Hal�s ankle. �That�s new,� Baldo commented to McCreary. �What should we do with it?�
McCreary fished the stealth boots out of the crate. Thrusting a cotton-gloved hand deep inside the left boot, assessing the space while looking at Hal�s bulging ankle. �I�m concerned about taking the wrap off. If he twists it, the pain could wake him.� McCreary looked to the door, thinking he would call on Dr. Elm�s advice, but remembered Elm had already left for the night. McCreary couldn�t dwell on it too long. They were on a tight schedule. �Take off his sock. Carefully. We�ll see if we can get the boot on over the wrap.�
Baldo followed his instructions. Gingerly removing the sock from Hal�s wrapped ankle. McCreary opened the boot mouth wide and slipped it on. It was snug, but a good fit. Baldo put the other boot on and activated the internal tightening motor, pulling the bootlace bands to an exact fit. He did the same for the other boot.
McCreary removed the backpack, which in itself was a technological marvel. Not only did it contain a rebreather, converting the wearer�s exhaled carbon dioxide to oxygen, it also housed an auto-reeling mechanism for the most compact parachute ever invented � constructed of a new synthetic material half the thickness of a standard PJ chute. The backpack also contained the computer hardware for the suit, which regulated pressurization for high altitude, controlled the cooling system and powered all the comms.
McCreary unplugged the backpack from a charger and turned the unit on. Making sure it was fully charged. At the same time, Baldo removed the helmet from a round depression in the protective foam, unplugging it from a USB charger built into the case. He turned the helmet and face-shield on, waiting for a blue light beside the green power indicator inside, telling him the helmet was in wireless sync with the backpack.
McCreary strapped the backpack onto Hal and Baldo fitted the helmet and visor on. WHOOSH! The helmet locked in an air-tight seal to a carbon-fiber ring around the collar of the suit.
McCreary and Baldo pulled stealth gloves over Hal�s hands, sealing o-rings on the wrists to the sleeves, like an astronaut�s suit. One by one, McCreary handed the remaining gear to Baldo � the weaponry. He ensured the 9mm magazine was full and snapped it into the Glock 19, securing it into Hal�s holster. Baldo stuck the magnetic-backed MP10 submachine gun to a metal plate on the chest armor built to tote the rifle. The SCIROC material also coated the MP10, making it blend in with the suit fabric. Baldo wrapped a belt made of the same fabric around Hal. Its pockets contained concealed flash-bangs, grenades and chemlights.
McCreary stuffed several magazines into the belt, packed with specialized 9mm and 4.6 x 30mm cartridges using low-flash gunpowder � limiting muzzle flare that could give a ghost away in combat.
�Stand up,� McCreary commanded and the ominous stealth-warrior rose. �Lift your left arm.� Hal obeyed, raising his arm to shoulder level. Baldo pulled a Velcro flap of stealth fabric back from Hal�s forearm, pressing buttons on a flexible membrane touchpad. The suit puffed out slightly.
�Suit pressurized,� Baldo said. �Rebreather engaged.�
Hal noticed his breathing changed. It took more effort to inhale air, drawing it from his sealed face plate connected to a hose within his suit, running down to the rebreather on his back.
�Follow me,� McCreary said, exiting the small room into the hangar. Hal followed. McCreary keyed his headset, issuing a command to his men, �Lower AOD doors.�
�Roger that,� Douglas said in a crackle over the radio, remotely operating the MQ-10S drone from the box back at the barn. �Doors lowering.�
A bright chill prickled up Hal�s spine as he saw the stealth drone attached to the belly of the Aurora. He had never seen such a magnificent flying machine. The meds suddenly took effect, making him drowsy and weak-kneed. Unexpected flashes fired through his mind. His steps stuttered and he shuffled across the concrete. He was certain he blew his cover. The meds made him apathetic about it. He wanted to drop right there and fall asleep.
�His sleep meds are kicking in,� McCreary said to Baldo. �Let�s go.� They grabbed Hal by the arms, guiding him to the MJ-1E lift truck parked under the nose of the Aurora. It had a flat plate on the end of the long hydraulic arm for lifting missiles. McCreary and Baldo helped the ghost onto the plate. McCreary spoke a soft command, �Lie down.�
Hal�s world was a spinning blur. He felt out of control and at the same time could hear everything. He lay on his back on top of the hard metal plate. McCreary looped a belt around his chest and nodded to Baldo, who was at the controls. He hoisted Hal slow and easy, guiding him to the open AOD bomb bay doors. Hal�s legs dangling over the end of the plate. McCreary gave Baldo hand signals as the hydraulic lift extended, then he made a quick sharp fist. Baldo stopped the lift truck and scurried around the arm to help McCreary.
Hal�s face was inches from the fuselage of the AOD. McCreary and Baldo lifted his legs, tucking them into hardpoint releases custom-built into the AOD�s frame. A floodgate of anxiety and panic broke through Hal�s mind. The claustrophobic panic attack snapped his mind awake from the sedative meds.
McCreary released the seat belt around Hal and pulled two wide bands under him, attached to the bomb bay interior. McCreary secured the hammock-like bands on the opposite side and ratcheted them down tight, while Baldo helped raise Hal up into the bomb bay. The bands supported Hal�s full weight.
�Raise port door,� McCreary commanded over the radio.
Hal�s spinning head added to his anxiety as he was being stuffed into an area with less space than a coffin. He fought the urge to scream. Pleading in his mind for them to keep the doors open.
A static reply came over the radio from Douglas, �Roger that, raising doors.�
The bomb bay doors rose. They were lined with thick molded foam that when brought together became a comfortable bed for the ghost inside. The doors closed and a mechanical latch sounded, locking them. Entombing Hal, sealing him in darkness.
The sheer blackness disturbed Hal. He wondered why they couldn�t have installed a light. He tried to move his arms, but they only went up a few inches before hitting the metal ceiling. His legs were also barricaded in with only a couple inches of wiggle room to the ceiling. Hal couldn�t even roll to his side if he wanted to. It reminded him of an MRI he received a decade before from a concussion. Back then, it was in a casket-like MRI machine. The technician forgot about Hal while he took his lunch break, leaving him in the cramped tube for over an hour. Or that�s what he said. Hal thought the civilian tech was anti-war and wanted to give a vet a taste of Enhanced Interrogation Techniques like the kind the CIA employed � stuffing terrorists into a six-foot long wooden box not much wider than their head. Hal blamed the MRI incident for his claustrophobia, having never experienced it before.
Hal felt a single bead of sweat roll from his forehead to the bridge of his nose. It was like Chinese water torture. He gave his head a shake, dislodging the sweat, where it rolled into his eye with a sting. Hal�s anxiety increased. He could imagine his heart rate and blood pressure surging. How long is this flight? He thought. Wondering how he could ever make a several hour trip like this to the Middle East, or wherever the Aurora was going. Hal prayed for the sedative to kick in. And then he felt the rumble of the Aurora�s jets firing up. The rattling woke him even more, and made him more anxious. Oh fuuuuuck! He thought.
Hal wasn�t a deeply religious man. He was an altar boy as a kid and went to church every week up until he joined the Air Force, and slowly became a C&E Catholic � only attending Mass on Christmas and Easter. He didn�t have much of a prayer life, but prayed before his PJ missions and in life-threatening situations. This situation qualified. He closed his eyes and prayed. Then commanded his own mind to calm himself. Repeating the command over and over like a mantra. He felt the Aurora move, taxiing from the hangar. His eyes snapped open. Another bead of sweat rolled down the bridge of his nose. He closed his eyes and the high-tech suit miraculously whirred to life. Sending cool air through the veins of the suit. He felt it spread like icy water, from his chest to his waist and up to his shoulders, then to his legs, arms and hands, and up into his helmet. Alleluia!
Hal felt the Aurora turn in an arc and straighten on the runway. He knew where they were on the airfield from the turns. The engines ramped up, sending a rumble of shallow waves through the AOD and into Hal�s bones. The Aurora surged forward, speeding up. Moving faster and faster. The nose lifted off the runway and the Aurora ascended in a steep climb. For this, Hal was also grateful as it moved chilled air to the back of his suit and increased his blood flow. It all had a calming effect. As the Aurora leveled out, the full force of the sedation kicked in and Hal fell peacefully asleep.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
MASQUERADE

Hal dreamt he was falling. Back-flopping through a peaceful blue sky and round puffy clouds. He was tranquil and aware, falling at half speed with no wind resistance, and no ground below for miles. He enjoyed the view of the white clouds and dark blue sky above. Even more, he relished the feeling of being unbound and free. No longer a victim of claustrophobia. A whisper eased into his mind from the distance and grew closer. Reaching up from the depths of his subconscious to the here-and-now. It was a warning. �Roll over! Beacon to Ghost One, roll over! Assume drop posture.�
Hal�s eyes snapped open from the drug-induced dream. His mind groggy, but growing sharper by the second. He was plummeting backward in a near fetal position � hurtling toward the ground in free-fall. Deadly form for a jumper. If he popped his chute from here it would envelop his body and tangle the chute wires beyond recovery.
Looking up at the black night sky, falling at thirty-two feet per second, Hal rolled over. Spreading his arms and legs wide in wind-breaking form. He noticed a digital altimeter projected onto his HMD visor. It spun down rapidly, dropping a hundred feet every three seconds.
At four thousand feet, the countryside details below were sharp and clear in night vision green. A wide river cut through the grassy fields, snaking into the distance toward a sprawling cob-web of lights. The center of the city illuminated in a dense glow. Hal recognized the same terrain from his simulation training. It was identical, but real, he thought.
The river and main highways headed in the same direction, converging at the core of a city that glowed like a sparkling jewel. Hal wasn�t sure of the city, but knew European roads converged to a hub more than American ones. Vineyards draped the hills surrounding him like a net thrown over the land. The vineyards, greenery and road design honed the location down in his mind. He believed he was in France, Italy or Germany.
His attention snapped back to the altimeter, quickly winding below two thousand feet. He reached for the ripcord D-ring, but his chest was bare fabric. He started to panic, knowing he had to pull before reaching 500 feet for any chance of survival. He strained his neck, looking down at his chest. No D-ring or ripcord. He looked for an emergency cord and could find none. Hal�s eyes panicked as the altimeter flew past 1,000 feet. He hoped and prayed the ripcord was altitude activated, watching the digital counter go past seven hundred feet.
At 600 feet, he heard a CLICK and a WHOOSH as the stealth chute caught the wind and streamed straight upward from his backpack. Ballooning open. He felt the tug on his body, and his legs whipped downward into a landing position. Hal exhaled with relief.
Hal looked above, barely able to make out his dark canopy and cables that blended with the sky. Without night vision goggles, the canopy would be invisible against the sky. A flashing light appeared in his HMD.
�Aim for the drop zone,� Beacon�s voice commanded.
Hal leaned toward the target, as he trained in the simulation. The method of controlling the toggle-less chute. He found himself directly over the drop zone. His chute automatically expanded, creating a form of air brake to slow him just before landing. He landed clean and easy, taking only three steps from the downward momentum. Safely on the ground, Hal was about to unbuckle his harness � a muscle memory from all his PJ jumps, when he heard a whirring in his backpack as the parachute reeled back inside.
A new flashing target appeared on his HMD, seeming to hover over a river in the distance.
�Initiating master check list,� McCreary said to Baldo. They ran through the entire checklist and everything was normal and operational � until McCreary called out ACS � the level of sleep-state consciousness.
�NREM stage 1, sir,� Baldo said with concern.
McCreary pondered it for a moment. A voice barked over the speakers in the box � Trest chiming in remotely. �What�s the hold up?�
�Ghost One ACS below normal, sir,� McCreary replied. There was a pause. McCreary added. �It�s below the ideal sleep stage.�
�He�s sleeping though, right? And following commands?�
�Yes, sir,� McCreary answered. �NREM stage one is sleeping, and he is following commands. Ghost One is currently standing still awaiting my orders.�
�He�s in the theater now and following commands,� Trest said, �Mission ready.�
�Yes, sir,� McCreary replied and switched comms to Ghost One�s bone phone implant. �Proceed to target. Get on the boat.�
Hal followed the flashing target icon, trudging through thick grass and weeds toward the river. He clawed through a tree and shrub lined bank, spotting a lone wooden runabout fast cruiser. Idling on the bank with a CIA asset at the helm, staring straight forward. As if expecting a passenger and trained to not ask questions. From the look of the sleek boat with polished wooden deck, Hal narrowed down the guess of his location to Italy or France. He climbed in the back under a canopy and laid down, per commands over the bone phone. The boat surged forward from the bank, the motor revving to full speed. It took off across the smooth, flat moving water.
The boat followed the snaking river. Country became suburbs and suburbs city. The trees on the banks gradually became low barricades and then tall, ancient brick walls. It didn�t take Hal long to realize he was on the Seine River, skipping across the water�s surface, slicing through the wind, straight into the heart of Paris.
With more boat traffic and civilian activity on the banks, McCreary couldn�t risk the operative being seen. He gave the order to activate. Hal instantly felt a warm tingling rush, radiating from his chest and emanating throughout his body. He glanced down to see his arm disappear against the seat he was laying on. He held a hand to his face and it was transparent. He moved it closer to his visor until he could make out a slight ghost outline of his hand and fingers.
A new target light flashed on his HMD. Knowing he was virtually invisible, Hal sat up and took in the City of Light from the Seine. The fast craft quickly approached a fork in the Seine and the tree-shrouded tip of the Ile Saint-Louis. Northbound boat traffic took the fork on the right. Or it was supposed to. The runabout did the opposite, speeding up and flowing against the grain on the left fork of the Seine. There wasn�t much opposing traffic at this time of night, mostly sight-seeing boats that honked and flashed their lights as the runabout sped by.
The flashing target in Hal�s HMD drew closer. The runabout pulled to the west bank and slowed, close enough for Hal to jump out. Upon his landing on the bank, the runabout arced back around and headed south down the Seine. Hal was on his own.
He crossed the cobble stone bank of the Seine toward the flashing light and found himself at a dead end. Staring directly into the ancient city wall, constructed of thick, heavy bricks, fifteen feet tall. He heard the familiar voice through his skull. �Go to the stairs. On your left.�
Hal spotted the brick stairs fifty feet away, mystified that sightseers along the bank had no idea he was there. He carefully slalomed Parisians and quietly crept up the ancient steps.
Hal reached the top of the steps to the sidewalk of Quai de Montebello. The flashing light told him to go further inland. Something else told him to turn and look back. He followed that voice � spinning back toward the Seine, and a majestic view of the Cathedral of Notre Dame, bathed in golden light. Hal paused and uttered a silent prayer of gratitude. For freedom from the flying coffin and for his chute opening, sparing him from being a permanent part of the French countryside.
♦ ♦ ♦
�What�s he doing?� Baldo asked from inside the box. �Sight-seeing?!�
Douglas sneezed, sitting next to Baldo. He muffled it with his elbow. Never imaging he would be on assignment in a hay-lined barn.
�Proceed to target,� McCreary sternly ordered. They watched a glowing dot representing Hal on screen, from the satellite feed as he moved up the Quai de Montebello. �Go left in fifty feet.� The dot turned the corner as ordered. Moving further into the heart of Paris, down the narrow Rue de L�Hotel Colbert. The glowing light flickered. Obscured by tall buildings of the narrow, alley-like street. �Move to the middle of the street.�
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal pondered the logic of the order, realizing they were watching him from above. He also noted that they lost visual when he was on sidewalks tucked against the tall buildings.
�It�s down the street on the corner,� Hal heard while seeing the corresponding flashing light on his target. �The one with the boarded windows.�
Hal spotted the five story apartment building with bland grey-stone features. There was no space between neighboring buildings and apartments. All the buildings in downtown Paris seemed to butt up to one another. The surrounding apartments appeared lived-in, painted with clean tan over stucco and smooth stone bricks. Compared to the dull, boarded-up building sandwiched between them � his target. As he drew nearer, he realized only the ground level doors and windows were covered with plywood. The windows from the second floor up were all intact.
�Target is on the third floor.� Hal looked up to the row of third floor windows, wondering how he would get in. Waiting for instructions. �There. Second floor window. It�s open. Climb in.�
Climb in? Hal thought. How? The surface looked like flat concrete. There was a lip of an overhang separating floors beyond his reach, and he knew his feet wouldn�t grab any traction on the smooth wall. He hesitated, inching toward the wall.
�Beacon to Ghost One� CLIMB!� McCreary said sternly.
Leap of faith time, Hal thought. He got a running start and darted straight toward it, like he was about to run through it. Hoping to build momentum to get a couple good steps on the wall that would propel him up within reach of the overhang. That was the plan. He leapt up and planted a right foot on the surface of the wall. To Hal�s surprise, it stuck like track spikes on a rubberized surface. It gripped too well, vaulting him past the first overhang. He panicked, having no hand hold. He stretched out both arms, palms spread wide, hoping at least to use the wall to slow down his imminent fall. To his astonishment, the moment he put his palms to the wall � they stuck�holding him in place. Realizing the grip on his gloves supported him, he assumed his shoes had a similar grip. He put both feet on the wall and proved himself right. He caught his breath and easily scaled the wall toward the open window of the second floor.
�Pause,� McCreary commanded, then turned to Baldo. �Thermal view.� Hal�s visor changed from night vision to a thermal view where heat images appeared through the wall. Glowing water pipes were the only thing to register. �The room is clear. Proceed. Enter.�
Hal slowly pushed the window fully open and climbed in. His visor returned to night vision and he found himself stepping onto the kitchen counter of an abandoned apartment. A cat dashed by, startling him. He climbed down from the counter and followed the flashing light, which appeared slightly above his line of sight. Hal opened the apartment door to a hallway with paint peeling off the walls. Jagged holes in drywall exposed a skeleton frame of boards beneath. The hallway lights were out and the entire floor seemed vacant of tenants.
�Proceed to the end of the hall. Look for a stairway.� Hal did as instructed, lurking down the hall. Loose boards creaked beneath his feet. �Walk against the wall.� Hal did, finding the boards didn�t make as much sound. He reached the stairwell, opening the door inch-by-inch to muffle any rusty squeaks, then tiptoed up the stairs. He entered the third floor hallway. His target room was halfway down the hall. His vision remotely switched to thermal view. He passed by a room, seeing the thermal form of a horizontal man, sleeping on a living room couch.
Hal went from apartment to apartment, arriving at the door of his target. The thermal image bloomed orange and red, filling the frame. �GET BACK!� McCreary shouted. A shout through a bone implant was much different than one normally heard through air � it resonated through his entire skeleton. Hal felt it all over. He stepped back. Clinging to a wall as it flew open. A Middle Eastern man bolted out, talking on his cell phone. Making haste to an apartment across the hall � leaving both doors open.
He�s coming back. Hal thought. He remained against the wall, waiting, invisible to the man.
�Turn toward the room,� McCreary ordered. It was a good idea, Hal thought, as it gave him the layout of the target room through the open door. The front living room was vacant, but several heat signatures were visible further away, in a kitchen, dining room or bedroom. Hal heard the man approach from across the hall, and ducked back, unseen. The man carried a cardboard box, holding the phone with his jaw and shoulder. He entered the target room and closed the door. �Grab it!� Hal heard over the bone phone. �Don�t let it close.� Hal thrust a gloved hand to the door, stopping it an inch from closing and locking shut. Hal saw the man continue his march toward the others, oblivious to Hal�s jamming the door.
Hal stealthily eased the door open. Softly entering. He could hear the conversations of a handful of men coming from the other room. Indistinct and Arabic. The thermal vision deactivated and he could see normally through his visor. The lights from the other room were enough to illuminate the small living room. Hal glanced around the room. An AK-47 leaned up against an old French couch. Open containers of switches and wires were on the living room floor. Bomb-making parts, Hal thought.
He made his way across the living room. Slowly approaching the lit room with all the voices. The apartment room didn�t look lived in at all. It was probably their armory, and they lived in surrounding apartments on the floor. Four men stood around a scuffed wooden table cluttered with bomb parts and what appeared to assembled pipe bombs. Along with more advanced, remotely-detonated bombs. The order came over his bone phone loud and clear, �Eliminate all targets.� Hal raised his MP10, realizing rifle fire from this range could ignite the bombs and kill him along with the four. Danger close. At the same time, there were too many to kill hand-to-hand. Hal observed one of the men train the others how to use a burner cell phone as a detonator. Showing them how the screen turned to a countdown clock. He then typed in a code to disable the ticking bomb.
♦ ♦ ♦
�What�s he doing?� Baldo asked, as all eyes in the box locked on to the helmet cam monitor. �Why is he waiting?� It showed Ghost One backing up and moving to the side. Out of the way. He froze, slowly gazing around at his surroundings.
�Has he ever done this before?� Douglas asked. Even the new guy thought it was uncharacteristic behavior. McCreary appeared troubled by it.
�Command him to attack!� Trest�s voice boomed over the speaker.
�Beacon to Ghost One � engage!�
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal watched the Middle Eastern man set the cell phone down on a counter behind him cluttered with bolts, screws, a soldering iron and duct tape. Hal eased closer to the counter.
♦ ♦ ♦
�Why is he ignoring you?!� Trest hollered over the comms.
McCreary repeated the order. �Beacon to Ghost One, engage now! Eliminate the hostiles!�
They watched in the box as the helmet cam view backed out of the dining room and retreating through the living room the way he came. Ghost One inched the door open and stepped back into the hallway. Gingerly closing it behind him.
�What the�� Baldo said. Baffled.
The helmet cam monitor suddenly went black.
♦ ♦ ♦
A loud knock rapped at the apartment door, followed by galloping footfalls dashing off in the distance. A hush grew over the men inside. The leader strode across the living room and peered through the peephole. He spied a distorted view of digital numbers rapidly counting down. Hal had snatched the cell phone and duct tape from the counter, activated it and taped it to the door before bolting to the stairwell. The man could only watch the counter race down to zero. Sealing his fate. He threw the door open in a futile effort to escape while screaming his last words� �ALLAHU AK��
��BOOM!!
The small apartment erupted in a giant fireball that simultaneously shot out into the hall on one side and the windows on the others. Shattering glass into the street.
♦ ♦ ♦
The explosion appeared on the satellite feed in the box. Baldo was ecstatic. �He did it!! He pulled it off!�
McCreary wasn�t so thrilled. �Where is he now?�
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal leaned up against the back of the apartment building in an enclosed grassy courtyard. Fire alarms sounded. He knew he had to evacuate the area. Quick. His helmet was off with the face shield pointing at his chest, blinding all those watching from the box. He knew they had a tracking device on the suit and deduced they were watching over a helmet cam. His first order of business was to find shelter and remove the tracking device. He put the helmet on, dashed across the courtyard to the darkest corner he could find and scaled the building.
♦ ♦ ♦
�He�s back,� McCreary said as the helmet cam image popped on the screen.
�That was a deliberate breach of protocol,� Trest replied over the speakers. �He�s conscious and he knows. Initiate self-destruct.�
�What?� Baldo asked.
�Yes, sir,� McCreary replied. �Self-destruct initiating.� He looked to a reluctant Baldo. �Do it or I will!�
�Yes, sir.� Baldo quickly typed in the command to self destruct. Typing fast enough that his keystrokes were a blur to Douglas and McCreary. Allowing him to enable the self destruct countdown on the visor HMD. The only warning he could give Ghost One. Baldo didn�t know if he did it to spare Hal�s life or to prolong his own entertainment of vicariously living the adventures of Ghost One.
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal froze on the roof when he saw the thirty second countdown appear in his HMD. They know. Hal never accounted for a self-destruct device. He scurried over the roof and descended the apartment building. Racing down headfirst like a lizard skipping across a boulder in the hot sun. Hal leapt from the wall, landing on the pavement of a quiet street the width of an alley. The numbers on his HMD raced down. 05� 04� 03� He ripped the helmet off and hurled it. It hit twenty feet away and rolled down the dark, vacant street like a bowling ball. Hal watched. And waited.
♦ ♦ ♦
The helmet cam monitor looked like the view from inside a crashed race car, tumbling down the road. The helmet finally setting on a sideways image of a helmet-less Hal at the end of the street. The self destruct counter in the box reached zero. Hal stood there, frozen. Nothing happened.The monitor in the box flashed SELF DESTRUCT ACTIVATED.
�Why isn�t it working?� McCreary asked.
�What the hell�s going on?� Trest�s yelled. So loud, the sound level clipped from the inferior speakers in the box.
Baldo feigned bewilderment. Rattling away at the keyboard, looking up the source code. �I don�t know, sir.� He found the error lines. �It appears the self destruct signal broke when the helmet detached.�
�How?�
�I could only guess, sir. The programmers might not have accounted for a helmet removal in the self destruct. They probably figured helmet removal meant decapitation, so self destruct would be ineffective at destroying the entire suit.
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal stood motionless in the quiet street. Looking at his helmet fifty feet away. Wondering why there was no explosion. He remembered how they powered up his suit � the control pad on his arm. He ripped the Velcro flap back, reading the labels on the flexible membrane buttons � POWER � PRESSURE � STEALTH. He pressed the power button. Nothing. He pressed it again, holding it down. His suit shut down. The cooling system came to a stop. Reassured, Hal strode to his helmet and picked it up. Feeling around inside for a similar power switch. Pushing padding to and fro until finding a membrane button. He pushed and held it. The visor HMD power shut down.
♦ ♦ ♦
The flashing dot representing Ghost One disappeared from the satellite feed. �He�s gone dark,� Douglas said. �We lost his tracker.�
�We lost everything,� Baldo said. Wildly typing on the computer to start it back up.
�You can�t override it?� McCreary asked.
�No, sir. Manual power control is the default setting.�
Trest barked and screamed over the comms, saying he was on his way there. When he finally arrived, McCreary and Baldo had no answers for him, other than saying a ghost waking up was so improbable that no contingencies existed for the suit computer. If they became conscious, they wouldn�t know how to use the suit. �Unless they were conscious and watching when you powered it up!� Trest yelled.
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal heard the Parisian fire trucks arriving at the apartment on the other side of the block. He took off in the opposite direction. Heading toward an intersection of a busy street.
Hal stood under a building awning that stretched to the curb � mindful of spying eyes above. Helmet in hand, he tried flagging down a taxi on either side of the street. Car after car whizzed past. He realized the submachine gun stuck to his chest may be scaring them off. He removed the MP10, pressing it down into the thick grass at his feet. He waved his helmet at approaching taxis and one finally stopped. Hal opened the door. Thanking the driver for stopping. Keeping the drivers eyes on him while he reached down and slid his rifle to the floorboard in back. Hopping in.
�O� aller?� The French cabby with a face of whiskers asked.
Hal�s strained accent and attempt to French-ize English words made it clear he was an American. �Uh, Le Hotelle?�
�L�hotel?�
�Si�, eh, OUI!�
The taxi took off. The cabby stared in the rear view. Looking at Hal�s black suit. �F�te costum�e?�
�Uh, no, non comprendevous?�
The cabby pulled on his own shirt at his shoulder. Motioning to Hal�s suit with his eyes. �Masquerade?�
�No. Uh�� Hal gave up on the accent and left it up to the cabby to decipher his English. �Motorcycle.�
��Moto!�� The cabby smiled, humored by Hal�s surrender of butchering the language.
�Yes, moto! Oui moto!�
The cabby pulled to the curb in front of a l�hotel. It looked like the neighboring buildings that sandwiched it in, aside from the small sign protruding from the wall. �Un hotel, monsieur.� The cabby nodded to the meter. �Douze Euro.�
Hal read the number twelve on the digital display and reached down to his boot. Giving a good tug. The cabby looked at him oddly. The stealth boot came off and Hal pulled down his sock, revealing the Ace bandage wound around his ankle. Hal quickly unfurled it. A passport and credit cards flew out of the wrapping. Hal finished unwrapping it and a couple hundred-dollar bills fell out with one stuck to his sweaty leg. Hal scooped up the whole bundle of Ace bandage, passport, cash and cards, asking the driver� �Change?�
The driver shook his head no. Then nodded to the hotel. �L�h�tel peut.�
Hal stuffed the entire bundle in his helmet, slipped his boot on and opened the cab door. �One moment.� He left and once the door closed, the cabby muttered the correct translation to himself. Over exaggerating the French accent.
�Un moment!�

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
DESERT LAKES

High-pitched chirps sounded from a security alarm. Weng�s eyes flicked awake to see the flashing light of the security monitor next to a laptop on the table. His looked up to the window and the dark and starry sky beyond the motion detector alarm. �Someone�s coming!� Weng said in Chinese, rustling the other two awake.
The three MSS spies sprung from their narrow bunkhouse beds and took their stations. Matt stirred a laptop awake from sleep mode, viewing a grid of night vision surveillance cameras hidden around the property. Charlie fired up another laptop with a view from the spy satellite orbiting above in space. Weng peered through the night vision scope at the Holloman runway. It was as quiet as the night around it.
�Southern quadrant,� Matt said in Chinese. He enlarged that square to full screen on the monitor. A truck blazed a trail of dust on the way to the ranch house. �The rancher?�
�Show the driveway,� Weng ordered. Matt enlarged the view overlooking the front of the house and driveway. Both Barrett vehicles were parked beneath a wooden carport resembling horse stables. Whoever drove onto the property and triggered the alarms wasn�t either of the Barrett�s. �The barn.�
Matt showed the view from the pinhole camera they drilled through the wall of the bunkhouse. The truck arrived at the barn and its own cloud of dust caught up to it, engulfing it as it came to a stop. The dust cleared, revealing the flat gray color. �Air Force,� Weng said.
A lone man stepped from the driver side in civvies. They zoomed the camera to him, but couldn�t verify his identity from this distance. �Pull up time lapse on the runway,� Weng ordered Matt. �Starting at 10 p.m. and fast forward.�
�Yes, sir.�
Video sped backwards on Matt�s laptop screen through several hours of recording, well past 10 p.m., then advanced in fast motion, scanning the footage for any take-offs or landings. A blur moved across the runway and he played at normal speed. A pair of F-22s took off on patrol. Matt sped the footage forward, nearly missing a black streak that quickly passed by. He reversed the footage and played in normal speed. The Aurora took off with the stealth AOD attached to the fuselage.
�Go forward until she lands,� Weng said, eyeing his watch. Realizing at 3 a.m. there was a good chance she had already landed.
Matt skimmed the footage. Only F-22s and a pair of F-16s. Nothing else, all the way up to the present time.
Weng studied the surveillance feed from outside the barn. The Air Force truck was alone in the dark in front of closed barn doors with no light emanating from within. �Something�s gone wrong,� Weng said, pulling a dark hoodie on and reaching under the bed, tugging a black bag out. He unzipped it, removing dark camo grease paint. Lathering it on his face, arms and neck. �I�m getting a closer look. Charlie, cover me. Matt, stay here.� Weng collapsed the tripod of the night vision scope, taking it with him.
♦ ♦ ♦
�I said a men�s tracksuit,� Hal told a young bellhop standing in the door of his l�hotel. Disappointed as he held up a neon green and blue track suit. Wearing only a bath robe � the only thing he had to wear that wasn�t a high-tech stealth suit.
The bellhop replied with attitude in broken English. �It is a men�s tracksuit, monsieur.�
�I also said bring me something to blend in, and you deliver a glow-in-the-dark Halloween costume.�
�Very popular!!� the Frenchman defended his apparel choice. �Futbol tracksuit BHWYFC Survetement. You weel blend in, monsieur!�
Hal didn�t have time to argue. Beggars can�t be choosers. �How much?�
The bellhop pondered. Calculating his own mark-up on the �45 tracksuit, charging Hal extra for his unpleasant demeanor. �Eh, seventy-five euro.�
Hal fished out a wad of bills from this robe pocket and peeled off a hundred Euro bill, handing it to the bellhop. �Keep the change.�
Hal�s generosity humbled the Frenchman and he felt guilty for overcharging. �Merci beaucoup! You are too generous, monsieur. Is there anything more I can assist you with?�
�Yes,� Hal said, appreciative that the bellhop had dropped the snobbery. �I need a cell phone� a suitcase, and to go to a department store. I need more clothes. Can you tell me where to go?�
�Oui, monsieur. I will do even more. I will escort you there myself.�
�A map and a taxi will be fine. Thank you.�
�Right away, monsieur. Thank you, sir.�
♦ ♦ ♦
�Where is he?� Trest angrily asked from inside the dimly lit box in the barn.
�We don�t know, sir,� McCreary answered. Baldo and Douglas kept their eyes glued to their respective monitors.
�What are you doing about it?�
�The MQ is circling, trying to pick up his tracker, but it�s not showing up. When he powered down the suit, it cut the power to the tracker. If he powers it up again, the tracker will appear and we can spot him.�
�So, he could be anywhere?� Trest asked.
�Yes, sir.�
�How did he know? How did he awaken?�
McCreary shrugged his shoulders, not able to answer.
�He must have known for a while,� Trest speculated. �Maybe even before the training. But who told him about the suit?�
�Who else knows about it, sir?� McCreary asked.
�Only the fabricator,� Trest said. �We have to get the designs and any prototypes� After we clear out of here. Get the AOD on the carrier and call the Aurora back.�
�Yes, sir,� McCreary replied.
�Call up Ghost Two. Send him to the home of Henry Banks.�
�Roger that, sir.�
♦ ♦ ♦
Weng zoomed the night vision scope through a sagebrush concealing him. Aiming it on the barn doors less than a hundred feet away. A faint light bloomed at the base of the door and through gaps in the siding. Weng lowered the scope and whispered to Charlie, who crouched down the thick brush beside him. �I�m going for a closer look. Cover me.� Charlie raised his QBZ-95 assault rifle with suppressor and night vision scope, locking and loading, then peered through. Following Weng as he paused at the grey Air Force truck for cover, and stealthily stalked toward the barn.
Weng reached the face of the barn. Hugging the old lumber siding, inching his way toward the doors. He spotted an empty knothole in one of the boards and peered through it. Spotting three airmen inside � stuffing their gear into the box in haste and disconnecting an array of cables snaking out of it. Weng spotted the major, now in civilian clothes. Deducing he got dressed in a hurry, wearing only jeans and a flannel shirt, which confirmed his suspicion:�Something went catastrophically wrong with the mission. But what? Weng raised the scope to the knot hole, focusing on the major. Snapping pictures with the digital camera. Taking other pics of the box and airmen bustling around.
The major turned � heading to the barn doors. Weng scampered back. Scurrying along the face of the barn and ducking out of sight around the corner, just as the major threw the barn doors open. He marched to the truck, fired it up and waited�..An airman dashed from the barn, running awkwardly at full attention. He jumped in the passenger side. �Sorry, major,� Douglas said, apologizing.
Weng ducked back from the truck headlights, wondering how high up the operation went if a major was involved. The truck took off and was soon concealed in a fog of dust, blazing down the ranch road toward the highway. Weng crouched low and dashed back to the cover of brush where Charlie hid. Whispering to him in Chinese� �It�s their officer. A major. The man with him is the driver of the flatbed trailer. They�re coming back for the crate. We have to be ready to follow them.�
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal ripped open the plastic packaging around a small Alcatel disposable cell phone. He stood in the cramped quarters of a fitting room in the Bonne Marche shopping mall. Made even more cramped with the large suitcase stuffed beside him holding his MP10, the stealth suit and helmet. The neon tracksuit lie discarded on the floor, and Hal was now dressed in dark jeans and a brown jacket with the price tag hanging off a sleeve. He popped the battery in the phone, inserted a SIM card and pressed the tactile power key. It fired up with a jingle from 2005.
Hal ripped off one of his new brown loafers and tugged off his sock, sitting down on the corner bench. He angled the sole of his foot up, reading two sets of numbers scrawled on it in permanent marker. J followed by a seven digit number and H followed by a seven digits. He punched them both into the springy buttons of the keypad, and saved them to the contacts. Jenny and Henry�s phone numbers. He sent a coded text to Jenny that read, �I�ll be late for yoga,� and one to Henry that read, �Happy hour?�
Hal put his sock and shoe back on, and cleaned up his mess in the fitting room, waiting for their replies. A text ringtone blared over his phone. He quickly turned the volume down, reading the text from �J,� �It�s okay. See you soon.� He sat down, waiting for Henry�s reply. Reading the time on his new French Connection analog quartz watch, calculating the time difference. Hal skimped on the phone, but splurged on the watch. It was a quarter after noon. 10 p.m. in New Mexico. Hal pondered why Henry hadn�t replied yet. Is the old man asleep already? A knock sounded outside the fitting room.
�Avez-vous d�j� fini?�
�Yes. Oui! Coming out now.� Hal collected his bags and exited the fitting room.
♦ ♦ ♦
A cell phone vibrated with an incoming text. The screen lit up, showing a repeat of the text Hal sent earlier. The phone was on the polished-granite surface of Henry�s kitchen island, in a completely dark house. A beam from a flashlight outside raked past the window. It was Henry, rounding the corner of his house from the backyard to the side where his circuit box lived. He scanned around the yard to the neighbors homes around him. They all had power. A brisk chill ran up his spine. He reached the power box and the door opened freely. Unlatched. If someone was in the yard, why didn�t they trigger the motion sensors? Henry thought. Feeling imminent danger, he mentally ran through his options. He could hop the wall and run for safety, but whoever knew how to hack his security system would likely have the perimeter surrounded. Any attempt to climb over the wall would make him a fish in a barrel for even a rookie sniper. He could try 911 on his landline. There was a fifty-fifty chance it was dead too, and whoever broke in may be waiting there, anticipating Henry�s next move. The landline was out and his options were dwindling. It came down to making a break for his cell phone inside or the gun rack. The phone was closer.
Henry dropped the flashlight and zipped around the corner of his house. As fast as an old man with a beer belly could zip. He plowed through the back door, turned on a dime and lunged toward the kitchen. Reaching out, expecting to sweep up the phone off the island counter, but his hand swiped across a clean surface. His phone was gone. They�re inside.
♦ ♦ ♦
�CDG sil vous plait,� Hal said, leaning to the window of a cab, instructing the cabby to take him to the Charles de Gaulle airport, having learned to say �please� in French. Hal barreled into the cab with the large suitcase he plopped onto the seat next to him. He clutched the burner phone in his fist, still waiting for Henry�s reply. It�s not like him, he thought, as he sent another text. �Answer, Hank!� He said into the phone.
�Quelle?� The cabby replied.
�Not you� sorry.�
Hal broke protocol. Instead of sending another coded message, he called�
♦ ♦ ♦
An old GMC pickup fired up beside the bunkhouse, spewing a cloud of smoke from the tailpipe. The tailgate was missing and loose strands of hay were strewn about the dirt-caked cargo bed. The rancher lent it to the bunkhouse boys when their truck was totaled in a �hit and run.�
Weng drove with Charlie riding shotgun, searching the desert horizon with the night vision scope. �Got �em,� Charlie said in Chinese.
They took off down the dirt road. Headlights off. Weng wore a black Special Forces helmet with night vision goggles, enabling him to see the road. They were a couple of miles behind the convoy made up of the flatbed trailer, piggy-backing the RPA crate and the air force pickup trailing behind. The convoy took a left, surprising them. Going down an even more desolate road, deeper into the desert, instead of taking a right to Highway 70, Holloman, Alamogordo and civilization. The convoy continued north on the dilapidated and bumpy dirt road.
It took Weng�s truck another minute to reach it. They followed hidden in the dust cloud and dark, trailing the convoy. The NVGs were useless in the thick cloud. Weng sped up just enough for the pickup�s tail lights to break the dust cloud.
The convoy led them north for a mile. Weng updated Matt with the convoy�s location over the radio. He was following them from the bunkhouse over the satellite feed.
�They turned west on County Road,� Matt�s voice sounded over the radio. The convoy took a left on an abandoned highway, several miles northwest of Alamogordo and just north of the Holloman border. County Road was a little smoother, but pothole-ridden with clumps of shrubs sprouting up from the pavement. Weng slowed down and remained in the dust cloud, allowing the convoy to get way out ahead of him. He proceeded onto the old paved road, following the convoy lights ahead.
�South on Sabre Road,� Matt said over the radio. Weng was losing the convoy lights so he sped up. The surrounding area was flat desert with light scrub. A handful of abandoned Air Force shacks appeared on both sides of the road. Surrounded by perfectly round patches of bare desert ground.
The old ranch truck slowed at the intersection, creeping over the cracked and pock-marked pavement. Charlie kept an eye on the convoy through the NVG scope, pulling it down in a moment of astonishment. �Is that snow?�
�Sand,� Weng said. �White sand. We�re on the missile base. Or where the missile base was a decade ago.�
�They stopped,� Matt said over the radio.
Weng snuck the truck up within a half mile of the stopped convoy. Pulling it off the road into the cover of sagebrush. He and Charlie proceeded on foot, getting within a quarter mile.
�They�re unloading the crate at an old fueling station,� Weng said over the radio to Matt. �We�re not far from the perimeter of the base. It probably still has power.� He flipped up his NVGs and Charlie gave him the night vision scope for a closer view. Confirming his hunch when he saw airmen running power cables from the old station hut to the RPA crate. Another airman angled a communication disk back toward Holloman. In line-of-sight of the air traffic control tower. �It�s their new home,� Weng said over the radio to Matt. �Setting up remote surveillance now.�
♦ ♦ ♦
Henry reached to his back pocket for the flashlight, then saw its beam raking through the grass outside. He forgot to grab it. He flipped the light switch and when it failed to turn on, he remembered he left the circuit box before turning the power back on. Blind in his own house with no phone, he had to go back. First the power switches then the flashlight. Get it together, he thought. His cell phone RANG. Sounding like it was ringing from the living room. Whoever took it was letting it ring, Henry thought. Perplexed. He abandoned the plan to turn on the power, and crept with caution to the living room, aware it may be a trap. He stopped suddenly, staring to the middle of the living room. Mystified by the cell phone that seemed to hover in midair, four feet above the floor. It was still ringing. Was it hanging on a string? Just as he reached out for it, the answer clicked in his brain. Unfortunately, a moment too late as the assassin in the stealth suit, Ghost Two, unleashed a devastating punch to the old man�s jaw. Henry�s knees buckled. He felt arms around his neck. The cloaked assassin grappling him in a lethal vascular neck restraint � a chokehold. The phone fell to the floor next to Henry�s knee. He lunged forward, rolling the man over the top of him, and scooping up the phone at the same time. He couldn�t break the man�s grasp, but he fought the oncoming blurriness to swype a message across the keypad, struggling to hit send. The ghost realized he was trying to call or send a message and choked even harder, changing positions to increase his leverage over the old man. Squeezing the life out of him in a tactical military chokehold.
Henry�s body relaxed. Gave up. Limp and dead. Ghost Two dropped him from his grasp and Henry�s body collapsed awkwardly, piling up on the floor like only dead men do. Ghost Two picked up the phone, reading the text and the number Henry sent it to. Ghost Two�s voice sounded, speaking into an unseen microphone within his stealth helmet. �Primary target eliminated. Proceeding to secondary. Run this number� 011 33��
♦ ♦ ♦
�Charles de Gaulle,� the cabby said, pulling to the �departes� curb. Hal fished a wad of Euros from his pocket as he read the meter. His phone buzzed in his coat pocket with a text. Hal grabbed his phone, ignoring everything else. It was a text from Henry. It read �Remmngg321524444.� Hal immediately called again. The number just rang, going to Henry�s voicemail. Hal hung up when the thought struck him. He�s been compromised. Hal gave the Euros to the cabby in a daze, not even looking at them, stumbling out of the car to the curb. Hal stared at the text again. Then looked back to the cabby.
�Pen?� He made a writing motion to the driver. The cabby shuffled through the glove box and handed Hal a pen. He wrote the cryptic number on his arm. Hal pulled the suitcase from the cab and hefted it up on the curb by a trash can. He tore the back of the phone off, ripped out the battery and tossed all of it in the trash.
♦ ♦ ♦
�I�ve got you under my skin,� Dr. Elm sang as he chauffeured his wife in his spotless, classic, 1972 Mercedes Benz. One hand on the wheel and the other conducting as he sang. She giddily swayed with him as he danced in his seat, serenading her to the Sinatra tune on the stereo� �I�ve got you deep in the heart of me� He pulled the black Benz onto a residential street adjacent to a golf course in the affluent Alamogordo suburb of Desert Lakes. ��So deep in my heart that you�re really a part of me��
The Benz eased up the curb to the semi-circle driveway of their modern, two-story Spanish-style home. The driveway bathed in soft moonlight. Glowing Malibu lights marked a warm and inviting path through lush landscaping, winding to the front door. Dr. Elm continued his song and dance as he got out, waltzing past the car�s hood, twirling an imaginary lady as he rounded the corner to his wife�s door. She chuckled with delight. He opened the door and helped her out. She emerged and caught a view of the house. Her smile drearily faded. �Is the front door open?� she asked.
Dr. Elm spun on his heels to see a gap in the doorway. His home dark inside, beyond the reach of Malibu light rays. �Stay in the car. I�ll call security.� He closed the door, fishing a cell phone from his pocket. Looking up the number in his contacts as he shuffled up the walkway. He looked up to the open door and heard a Pffft sound followed by a bright clink of glass from a section of the stained glass trim. He squinted with peculiar curiosity at the tiny hole in the stained glass, then felt a warm wetness spreading across his chest. The pain hit. He looked down to see dark blood, blooming outward from the center of his white dress shirt. The phone fell from his hand. Dr. Elm turned back to his wife and she screamed. He fought the pain and struggled back to the car. Two more pffft-plunks sounded from within the house. Suppressed fire of a 9mm handgun. Striking the side of the car. �GET DOWN!� He yelled to his wife as he crawled into the driver seat and took off. Another plunk of a gunshot took out the rear window as he squealed out of the driveway. Dr. Elm searched for the shooter in the rear view, but saw no one. He sped to the end of the street and turned hard right, screeching the tires around the corner. Glancing over at his wife.
�You okay? Were you hit?� He saw no blood on her, but felt her looking at his chest wound.
�I�m okay,� he said. More for her benefit. He clearly wasn�t. �It hit below my heart.�
She started to cry. �Who was that? Why�?�
��Stay calm,� Dr. Elm said. �Your blood pressure.�
�Are you going to the hospital?
�Yes. First I have to drop you off.�
�WHY???�
�Jennifer is in trouble. I have to warn her.�
�Can�t you call her?!�
Dr. Elm shook his head. �Too risky. It could lead them to her.�
The car pulled up to an older home with a flower-lined driveway. �Go,� Dr. Elm said.
�I want to go to the hospital with you!�
�You can�t. It�s too dangerous. Please, go. I�ll call you here from the hospital.� He curled forward in pain. Wincing and grabbing his stomach. She wept. �Go!� he said firmly.
Mrs. Elm got out and scurried up the sidewalk, ringing the doorbell. A light came on in the house. It was enough for Dr. Elm. He took off. Moments later, a lady his wife�s age answered the door, recognizing his wife and welcoming her in.
♦ ♦ ♦
Dr. Elm�s bullet-ridden Benz squirreled down a paved path inside a modest townhouse complex. It jumped the curb and screeched to a stop. Half on the driveway and half on the lawn of a narrow, quaint townhouse.
Jennifer�s eyes snapped open from sleep in her townhouse bedroom. Alarmed by the sound of the brakes and the headlights blasting through her window at an odd angle. She threw the blankets off and peered around the corner of the drapes, recognizing Dr. Elm�s car in her yard. She threw a sweatshirt and sweats on, and stormed out, bolting out her front door without closing it behind her. She arrived at the Benz to find him slumped over the wheel. �Dr. Elm?!�
Jenny yanked the door open and carefully leaned him back into the seat. Blood covered the steering wheel. He was still conscious. His eyes locked on her. �Get in,� he said. �You�re not safe.�
She tried to lift him out of the seat. He was too heavy for her. �I�m taking you to the hospital.� She pulled the back door open. �Can you stand up?� She tried lifting him again. He helped, rising out of the seat. She got him around the car door and sat him down in the back seat, propping him up. She closed the door and glanced up at her townhouse. Realizing she may never see it again. She dashed back inside. Scooping up her cell phone, keys and wallet, throwing them into a purse and abandoning her home like it was on fire.
Jenny leaped behind the wheel and gassed it. Spinning the rear tires on the concrete and grass. Pulling out. She dug her phone out of her purse. Dialing 911. �I�m en route to the General Champion ER. I have a man with an open wound to his chest� Yes, appears to be a gunshot wound. Send an ambulance to meet us. I�m northbound on White Sands Boulevard.� She hung up, looking in the rear view at Dr. Elm. He stared back at her. Conscious.
�Jennifer,� Dr. Elm said in a calm, lucid voice. �You have to run. You can never go back. This� is bigger than you know. They�re� hunting�� He struggled to speak. �Everyone � now.�
�Who is?�
�Trest. It�s all Trest. China� next.� He gasped. Struggling to breathe. Curling up.
�Doctor Elm?� She pulled the car over, seeing him clutch his stomach in pain. Jenny rushed to him, laid him down on the seat and checked his pulse. Propping his head up so he could breathe. His eyes opened.
�U--N�� he said, and closed his eyes.
�Doctor Elm� Stuart� Stay with me.� She felt for a pulse on his neck, and started chest compressions. A siren sounded in the distance and a flicker of red lights bounced around the inside of the Benz as the ambulance arrived. Jennifer ignored it, pounding her full weight through clasped hands on his chest, furiously trying to kick start it. Trying to will life back into him.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
THE WATER HOLE

Golden dawn rays broke through trees and glanced off Spanish roof tiles in an older, residential neighborhood of Holloman AFB. A white Chevrolet Impala pulled to a stop at the curb, bearing a New Mexico license plate with an ABQ ALAMO RENT-A-CAR frame. Hal stepped out, wearing the same jeans and brown jacket from his flight, pulling the black Geckskin gloves tight over his hands. He breathed deep, taking in the cool morning air, then scanned the street in both directions. The coast was clear. No early morning joggers and no suspicious activity. He strode across the street, his Geckskin boots were a good match with the jeans. Hal went straight to the stucco wall beside a home and easily scaled it. He had the Geckskin thing down, looking superhuman as he went over the wall in a flash, landing on the move in the backyard. He swiftly traversed a lawn blanketed in morning dew and hopped over the back wall, landing square in Henry�s backyard. He un-holstered his Glock 19 and crouched low, stalking toward the house.
Hal peered into a corner of the window � or tried to. The desert window screen was opaque from the outside during the day. Hal jiggled the door handle. It was open. He entered cautiously, moving to the kitchen on his right first. Clearing it.
Hal backtracked to the living room and stepped down to the sunken area. Henry�s lifeless body emerged into view, stuffed up against the couch where he fell. Hal rushed to his side, setting his gun down to check Henry�s pulse. The stiff body told Hal he had been dead for a while. Rigor mortis set in � no need to check his pulse. Hal noticed severe bruises and scrapes around Henry�s neck, telling him the cause of death. Hal shuddered at the sight of Henry�s hollow and empty eyes staring at the ceiling. Hal closed his friend�s eyes and angled him back the way he found him.
Coffee coasters and magazines were strewn about. The struggle displaced the coffee table and couch. Signs for Hal that Henry put up a fight. He couldn�t stand the sight of his mentor�s lifeless body lying curled and crumpled. Hal�s eyes skipped around the room, landing on a decorative Indian blanket on the wall. He tugged it down and draped it over the body. Hal took a knee and said a prayer for his friend.
Hal searched the floor and surrounding area for Henry�s cell phone. He leaned down, peering beneath the couch and chairs nearby. He started to clean up, putting the magazines and coasters back on the coffee table, then froze. Realizing he could be framed for the murder if he made his presence known there. And maybe that was the plan. It would explain the killer abandoning Henry�s body to whoever discovers it. Hal stared at the mound draped by the Indian blanket, pondering whether to remove the blanket. Hal left it on, not able to disgrace his friend, even if it somehow led back to him.
Hal scanned the surroundings for Henry�s cell phone. He didn�t expect to find it, but gave a quick search just in case. He rolled up his sleeve, reading the smudged cryptic message he scrawled on it at the airport � Henry�s last text� Remmngg321524444� What was he trying to say? Rem� Remember? Hal rose with an epiphany. Remington � his gun case!
Hal sprang to the hall closet nearby, pulling the door open. No gun case. He searched the mudroom, and it wasn�t there either. In all the years he knew Henry, he didn�t have a clue where his gun case was. He considered the only room he had never been in � Henry�s bedroom.
Hal opened the door to the master bedroom decorated in southwestern flair. He spotted the walk-in closet and strode to it, opening the light wooden-shutter door. Revealing an antique gun case with a glass door surrounded by ornate dark wood trip. A brass key was in the lock. Hal turned it, easing the door open to a small arsenal of rifles. He checked a shelf above the rifles, reaching beyond what he could see, pulling down boxes of ammo. He returned them and opened a wooden compartment below the rifles. It was a small rack of hand guns. Air Force standard issue Beretta M9, a Winchester .357, and a showpiece Colt .45. It had Henry�s name, rank, and a shield featuring a lightning bolt striking down from the stars over a knight of armor. Engraved Latin text read, �Tutor et Ultor.� Hal recognized the shield immediately � it was the sigil and motto of Holloman Air Force Base. Protect and Avenge. Hal noticed the barrel, engraved with Fifty Years of Service. A retirement gift to Henry from the Air Force.
Hal�s mind refocused on the task at hand � deciphering the clues Henry left him. Nothing stood out from the gun case. Unless his clue is on one of the guns, Hal thought.
He started with the rifles, angling the .22�s out first checking their manufacturer stamps. Ruger and Marlin. Then the shotguns � a new Franchi Intensity Affinity duck-hunting gun and a double-barreled Browning Superposed. He had two hunting rifles, a Winchester Model 70 deer-hunting rifle and a collector�s item � the 1860 Henry repeater. He doesn�t own a Remington? Hal thought, checking the hand guns � none were made by Remington.
Hal closed the gun cabinet, leaning against the wall, ruminating on Henry�s cryptic text. His eyes wandering around the large walk-in closet, landing on a narrow painting on the thin strip of wall between the walk-in door and the closet wall. It was an oil painting of an old west stagecoach descending a rugged country hill at dusk. A silhouetted gunman rode on top and a warm yellow lantern glowed from within the coach. Hal rose to read the brass placard on the frame. The Old Stage Coach of the Plains. Hal squinted to the corner of the painting, reading the one-of-a-kind signature of the artist, Frederic Remington.
Hal pulled the frame away from the wall � hoping to find the door to a hidden safe, but instead stared at a blank wall painted with Behr eggshell Brown Teepee. Hal took off, scrambling down the hallway. Storming the house. Convinced he solved the cipher. Now he just had to find the Remington Hank was leading him to.
Hal checked every western-themed painting he could find. Rattling and tilting them from the wall. Searching for a hidden safe, concealed key or anything peculiar Henry concealed within one.
Hal upended bronze statues depicting bucking broncos, rugged cowboys, and Indian warriors of the Old West. Eyeing them for clues. He checked the guest bedrooms and bathrooms, looked behind paintings in the living room and dining room, and even checked the mudroom, peering behind the apropos painting of a stagecoach bogged down in mud. No safes. No clues.
Where else could it be? Hal thought. And then dashed down the hallway, remembering the one room he didn�t check � the master bedroom. He had blasted out of the walk-in closet so fast he skipped over the bedroom he was in.
Returning to the master bedroom, Hal stood before Henry�s bed. Staring in awe at a massive, forty by twenty-seven-inch Remington classic above the headboard. It featured five cowboys lying with rifles drawn, around the parched banks of a shallow pit of water. Guarding it from unseen foes on a sun-scorched western plain. Hal read the placard� Fight for the Water Hole. Hal�s eyes wandered to the lower corner. Remington�s signature was simple and beautiful. Easy to read on the large-format painting. Brushed on in the same dark-brown of a horse�s mane in the painting.
Hal grabbed the corner of the painting to sway it to the side, but it held firm in place. He pulled the frame out, realizing it was on hinges. It opened like a door, revealing a large black safe, inset deep in the wall.
The safe door was modern and sleek. Featuring a biometric pad for easy access along with a backup numerical keypad. Hal read the text on his arm� Remmngg321524444. He typed 321524444 into the pad and hit enter. A red light illuminated and the handle remained locked. Hal realized Henry must have typed extra digits, texting under duress. In the same way he added extra letters to the abbreviated �Remng.� He tried again, inputting the same numbers, but with only one �4� at the end. The light flashed green and the latch clicked open. Hal swung the door wide to Henry�s most treasured possessions. A familiar cardboard box sat perched atop a stack of file folders. Henry�s vital legal documents, Hal could only assume. He removed the box. It contained Dr. Elm�s video research. Hal lifted the tapes from the box and found the flash drive in the bottom. The only known material evidence of the corrupt Project Cloudcroft, Hal thought.
Hal sat the box on the bed and the stack of folders started to slide out. Hal caught them, pushing them to the back of the safe where they stopped abruptly, blocked by something inside. Hal angled his head to peer into the back of the safe at the blockage. Realizing it was a pyramid of narrow, solid-gold bars. Five wide and four high. It triggered a fond memory of Uncle Hank, trying to convince Hal to invest in gold for the �coming crash.� Hal chortled, remembering the first time he witnessed Henry�s doomsday prepper side. Hal closed the safe door and replaced the painting, hoping that Henry�s heirs would be worthy of his legacy and the material treasure he left behind.
Hal returned to the gun case, pulling a pair of military grade binoculars off the top shelf and setting them in the cardboard box, along with a box of 9mm ammo.
♦ ♦ ♦
�I�d like to report a break-in,� Hal said. Disguising his voice. He was at a payphone at the Phillips 66 gas station on a barren stretch of Highway 70, between the air base and Alamogordo.
�You�re calling from Holloman?� The Security Force dispatcher asked on the other line.
�Yes. Hurry. I just saw him enter. He�s still inside. The address is eleven Sage Court.�
�Eleven Sage Court,� the dispatcher repeated, �and where are you calling from?� CLICK. The other line went dead.
Hal got in the rental car, wondering if an anonymous call was the best way to report the murder of his friend. It seemed to lack dignity and transparency. There is no good way, he thought. Hal pulled back onto the desert highway, driving west for a mile before pulling off at an abandoned corrugated metal shack on the side of the road. He parked the rental around back and stuffed his jacket in the trunk beside the large suitcase. He grabbed a bottle of water, the binoculars and his Glock 19. He pulled the Geckskin gloves on, flicked the action of the Glock, snapping one in the chamber, and started north on foot through the desert scrub. His destination was a faint dot, a couple miles away � the Barrett Ranch.
Hal spied the ranch through the binoculars. Dale Barrett�s truck and his wife�s car were both under the carport. No other vehicles were in the driveway. Hal crouched low in the bushes, pushing on. Circling around the back of the barn, shielding himself from view of anyone in the house. Hal tracked alongside the barn, looking for a gap in the boards to see through. He found one, peering in to the still and vacant barn. It was an empty shell with rays of sunlight cutting through a dusty haze.
Hal reached the front corner of the barn, scanning the dirt road to the highway through the binoculars to make sure no one was coming or going. He panned back to the driveway, the front of the house and the bunkhouse beyond. All seemed quiet and empty.
Inside the bunkhouse, the room was empty and the beds neatly made. Berserk lights flickered from all the motion sensors Hal tripped outside. One �woke up� a sleeping laptop. Hal appeared in one of many security camera windows on-screen.
Hal removed the Glock and crept along the front of the barn, noticing wide tire tracks of an 18-wheeler in the powdery, dry dirt. He followed them as the tracks arced away from the barn, down the dusty road. Hal noticed a three-way merging of tire racks. The set from the barn, one from the house and one from the bunkhouse. He knelt down to inspect the tire-prints. The tracks from the bunkhouse overlapped the wide 18-wheeler tracks. Whoever was staying in the bunkhouse left after the tractor-trailer.
Hal darted to the corner of the Barrett house, stealthily moving along the front of it, ducking below windows. He bolted across the gap between the ranch house and the bunkhouse. Hugging the window-less side wall of the bunkhouse, inching toward the back.
Hal rounded the corner, clinging to the back wall of the bunkhouse. Looking for windows to tell him what was inside the ranch hands� quarters. He spotted the row of windows high up on the second story loft. Hal glanced over his shoulder to make sure Dale wasn�t out working the hay field that stretched a couple hundred yards to the border of Holloman. No sign of Dale.
Hal tucked the Glock in its holster and climbed up the bunkhouse wall with the Geckskin gloves and boots, quickly reaching the window pane. He craned his neck up giraffe-like, coming eye-to-eye with the video camera pointing at the Holloman runway. The glowing red light told him whoever was recording video of the runway had him dead to rights. You�re on candid camera! Hal�s eyes flicked around the empty bunkhouse bedroom of perfectly made beds when he heard the all-too-familiar CHK-CHK of a pump-action shotgun. Cocking directly behind him. He froze.
�What in thee hell are you doin�?!�
Hal slowly looked over his shoulder at a rancher in overalls and a John Deere hat. Training a double-barreled shotgun on him. Dale Barrett. �Don�t shoot,� Hal said. �I�m coming down.� He eased down the wall like a skulking spider. Dale watched him in awe.
�How are you able to climb like that, boy?� Dale spotted the 9mm on Hal�s hip. �Hey now � nice and slow! And drop that gun!�
Hal set his feet softly on the ground, his back to the rancher. He reached back in slow � motion and removed the Glock, dropping it in the weeds. He raised both arms. �I�m unarmed and turning around.�
�I know you,� Dale said. �You�re Henry�s friend.�
�That�s right,� Hal said, lowering his arms. �We�ve met before. I have bad news, Dale. Henry�s dead. Murdered.�
�What are you talking about?�
�I�m here to find out why.� Hal said. �Please. Lower the gun. I think the people staying with you had something to do with it.�
Dale lowered the shotgun. �Hal, right?�
Hal nodded, and shook his hand.
�I�m sorry about this,� Dale said, flicking the safety on his shotgun.
�It�s alright � I am trespassing, and you exercised restraint. I didn�t call ahead because I didn�t want to involve you and your wife in this, or tip off anyone who may be tapping your phone.�
Dale nodded to the weeds. �Go ahead. Get your piece.�
Hal picked up the Glock from the weeds, stuffing it under the back of his belt.
�Who�s staying in your bunkhouse, Dale? Can I look around?�
♦ ♦ ♦
Dale unlocked the front door of the bunkhouse, swinging it open for Hal. He stepped inside, taking in the kitchenette and tiny dining room that appeared unused.
�Some outta� towners,� Dale said. �Three guys. Said they�re here to build houses for Habit of Humanity or something. Nice guys. They�ve all been real polite. Good to the Misses and always lend a hand on the ranch when we need it.�
�What did they look like? Do you know their names?�
�One was Matt, uh Charlie and I forget the other guy�s name � the oriental. Matt�s white or a mix, Charlie black, they�re all American. From Oregon or Washington.�
Hal saw the ladder-like stairs leading up to the loft. �Do you mind?�
�Help yourself.� Dale set the shotgun down and followed Hal up the ladder.
Hal reached the top and paused. Looking around in disbelief. He saw the lights from the motion sensors going haywire and heard the beeping electronic alarms. Hal stepped closer to look at the laptop with a grid of security camera feeds from the ranch. His eyes followed a cable to the pinhole camera in the wall. Hal took a closer look at the laptop keyboard and text on the screen. All in Chinese.
�What is it?� Dale asked.
�See the monitor and computer keys? It�s Chinese. The guys bunking here are Chinese spies. From an agency like the CIA called the MSS. Ministry of State Security. They�re recording video of the runway at Holloman, watching every aircraft that takes off and lands.�
Dale shook his head in disbelief.
Hal rummaged through the small room, pulling rugged black crates from under the beds, popping them open for Dale to see. �Night vision goggles and scopes�� Hal said, giving him an inventory of each crate� �Sniper rifle � Chinese made� Submachine gun� 9mm firearms and ammo� Comms � portable satellite communications.� He looked up at Dale. �High-tech spy gear.�
Hal moved to the tables with the laptops. Opening the closed laptop in a military-grade shell. He fired it up. A gateway screen appeared in Chinese, requesting a password. �This one is probably comms to Chinese headquarters, or a feed to their intel resources� Spy planes, satellites. Who knows? What time do they come back?�
�Varies. Usually around six. Sometimes they drop in for lunch.�
�Can I borrow your truck?�
�Keys are in it.�
�I want you and your wife to go stay at a hotel for a couple days. Alamogordo Inn. Off of White Sands and Indian Wells. I�ll come get you when it�s safe.�
Dale nodded. �You never told me what happened to Henry. Why wasn�t it in the news?�
�He was strangled. He knew too much about a�� Hal searched for the words. He didn�t even know what to call it. �Clandestine operation. Hank put up a good fight, but he was up against a professional.�
�What did he know?�
�It�s better that you don�t know, Dale. For your own safety. The airmen you leased your barn to are tied up in it. You and your wife should stay away from them too. Avoid all contact with anyone.� Dale nodded, understanding. �We have to move. Pack up you and your wife and head out before the MSS guys get here.�
�What will you do?� Dale asked.
�I�ll be okay. I�ve got a little surprise for them.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
PASSWORD

�Consider this a CYA mission,� Trest said to the handful of men stuffed in the box at its new desert location. It was the usual crew, plus the two Force Recon Marines he contracted to track Hal on his hog hunt. �Let�s get these doors opened! It�s like a can of Filipino hookers in here.� Baldo leapt to his feet and unlatched the wide double doors, swinging the entire back wall of the box open. Revealing vast desert and star-filled sky. �That�s better.� Trest stepped out of the box and the Force Recon Marines backed up a step too. �The President has tasked us to an eyes only mission that is known just to himself and nine men, including the six here tonight. We have to make the China problem go away. POTUS said he doesn�t care how, when or where we do it, but if the President of China takes the floor at the UN and spills about our op, it�s world war three.�
The airmen and Marines felt the gravity of mission in Trest�s tone. He nodded to a pallet of stacked wooden crates outside. �These are Taiwanese munitions. We�ll use them. Nothing American-made.� Trest nodded to McCreary.
Baldo hit a button on the keyboard and the main screen lit up with a PowerPoint presentation of their mission strategy.
�The box is HQ,� McCreary said. �This�� He pointed to the Hilton New York Grand Central Hotel, two blocks southwest of UN Headquarters. ��is base camp. Ghost Two will be the point��
♦ ♦ ♦
�You ladies smell wonderful!� Weng said in Chinese as he drove the loner �82 GMC pickup down the dusty road toward the ranch. Dirt caked his face, and sweat soaked through his ranch style long-sleeved shirt. Charlie and Matt looked equally weathered after a long construction build in the blistering sun. Charlie fished a pebble out of his work boot while Matt tried to extract a shovel-splinter from his hand. Not an easy task as the truck jostled around on the dirt road to the ranch.
Weng pulled up to the bunkhouse with only one thing on his mind: a hot shower. The bunkhouse amenities were far from luxurious, but one comfort they enjoyed was piping-hot water. The three entered the bunkhouse, kicking their shoes off at the door. The soles of Matt�s socks were charcoal black � better off thrown away than washed again.
Weng forced his aching bones up the loft stairs, on his way to a clean towel and fresh change of clothes. He froze in his tracks at the top of the stairs. �Get up here!� He shouted to the other MSS spies. They dropped everything and rustled up the ladder-stairs. The tone in Weng�s voice told them it was bad. Weng was already in the bedroom, flipping over tables and shoving a bunk bed away from the wall, looking for any shred of their gear. The room was completely stripped.
Charlie dropped to his hands and knees, peering under the other bed. Hoping to grab hold of a rugged shipping case, but only saw the back wall.
�They took everything,� Matt said. Putting a finger into the hole they drilled for the pinhole camera.
Weng threw open the old cupboard doors, revealing stacks of folded clothes. Relieved the thief left them a shred of dignity. He pulled down fresh clothes and a towel.
�What are you doing?� Matt asked.
�Taking a shower. Then I�m going to call for an immediate extraction. We�re useless without our gear.� Weng was grateful he took his encrypted cell phone to the Habitat build � to even have the option of calling for extraction.
Weng sauntered down the stairs and pulled the bunkhouse door open on his way to the bathroom and shower around back. He stopped cold � looking down the barrel of his own QBZ-95 fully automatic assault rifle. Its targeting laser pointed at his heart.
�Lose something?� Hal asked.
Weng angled his head, about to yell back to his brothers upstairs�
��Call them and you�re dead.�
�What do you want?� Weng asked.
�What do you know about Henry Banks?�
�Who?�
�He was killed last night. Strangled. Execution-style, by men trained to do it.�
�I don�t know who Henry Banks is or what he does. We had nothing to do with it.�
Hal pondered the reply. It made sense. The Chinese MSS wouldn�t leave a body behind when they�re trying to maintain a low-profile. Weng�s answer only convinced Hal who the real killers were.
�Where is our equipment?� Weng asked.
�It�s safe,� Hal said. �I�ll give it back� in exchange for a favor.�
�I�m listening.�
�Is one of your men a computer specialist? A programmer?�
Weng nodded.
�You�ll get all your gear back, weapons and everything, if your man can hack a�� Hal searched for the words. Not sure how to describe it. ��mobile device.� Weng looked beyond Hal to Barrett�s old pick up, wondering if their gear was in it and what it would take to subdue Hal and get it back. Hal picked up on his glance� �It�s not here, but it�s safe. Nearby.�
Charlie and Matt heard the men talking and arrived behind Weng.
�Do we have a deal?� Hal asked.
�Shi,� Weng replied, nodding. Chinese for �yes.�
�Go ahead, clean yourselves up,� Hal said. �I�ll wait for you upstairs.� The three men proceeded around the back to the showers. Hal lowered the assault rifle and went to the back of the truck, pulling out the large suitcase he bought in France. He pulled a new burner phone from his pocket and texted a four digit code.
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal removed the two Chinese laptops from the suitcase, setting them on the tables in the bunkhouse loft. He unzipped a side pouch on the suitcase, removing an array of cables, connectors and chargers of different shapes and sizes.
Weng was the first to arrive. Hair wet and in clean clothes. He spotted the QBZ-95 leaning against the wall behind Hal. Charlie and Matt trod up the creaky wooden stairs, following Weng. Did they all shower together? Hal thought, but resisted asking it aloud.
�Harold Sheridan, Special Tactics Officer, 49th Fighter Wing, United States Air Force,� Hal said. Extending his hand, shaking each of their hands. �But you probably knew that already.�
�You left out Imagery Analyst,� Weng said.
�It�s a desk jockey title. You�d drop it too. Just call me Hal.�
Hal motioned to an empty chair in front of the laptops for their programmer. Charlie took it, eyeing the pile of chargers and cables next to it. Weng and Matt each sat on a bed facing them. �I�m sure you know about the project,� Hal said. �The black op. There are some things you may not know. For one, I am not a willing participant. In fact, I�m wanted by those in charge of Project Cloudcroft � for stealing this�� Hal removed the helmet from the suitcase. Setting it beside the laptops. ��one of their ghost suits.�
Hal pulled the ghost backpack from the suitcase, setting it between the helmet and the laptop computer. �Problem is� it also comes with a GPS tracking device that I have no way of disabling.� Matt looked to Weng, wondering how safe they were in a room that could be leading the Americans to them right now. For all they knew, Hal Sheridan could be setting a trap.
Hal rotated the backpack, flipping up a small rectangular panel, coated in the shimmering SCIROC surface. �It�s a universal USB port. I�m thinking they wanted the operator to be able to charge the suit in the field.� Hal angled the port toward the laptop and nodded to Charlie. Charlie sifted through the cables and found a USB cable. He plugged one end into his machine and gave Hal the other end for the backpack. Charlie typed in his password and unlocked the computer. The backpack appeared as an external drive on-screen. Charlie clicked on it, but the screen froze.
He leaned back to Weng, speaking in Chinese. �It�s encrypted. I can crack it, but it will take some time.�
Weng nodded. Then turned to Hal, �We�ll get something to eat while he works on the password.�
♦ ♦ ♦
Mrs. Barrett always made sure the bunkhouse boys were well fed. She kept their kitchenette refrigerator fully stocked. Weng removed a plate of meatloaf sandwiches she prepared the night before. Each one neatly wrapped in cellophane. Hal and Matt sat at a wobbly card table in the tiny dining area. Weng put the sandwiches on a plate, delivering them and a bowl of potato salad. He returned to the fridge for three beers and joined the two men.
�Not my cooking,� Weng said. �The rancher�s wife. They�re both very generous.�
Hal agreed and thanked Weng. Comforted that the men appreciated the Barretts. It let Hal know the Chinese MSS would avoid hurting the older couple if it ever came to that.
Hal mowed through half a sandwich and noticed Weng�s eyes rise to the window facing the driveway. A snaking dust cloud trailed a vehicle en route.
�The rancher is back,� Weng said.
�No, it�s a friend. It�s okay. I invited her.�
The her stayed with Weng. He could only assume Hal meant the woman from their earlier encounter, which almost cost the Chinese agents their lives. His assumption proved correct, as Jenny�s car emerged ahead of the dust cloud, pulling up to the front of the ranch house. The text Hal sent was a prearranged code for the rancher�s house, having no idea the bunkhouse would be a factor.
Jennifer emerged from her car and opened the white picket-fence gate, crossing a patch of grass to the ranch house. Hal opened the bunkhouse door and shouted her name. He grabbed the QBZ-95 leaning up against the kitchen wall, and went outside to meet her.
Weng and Matt watched as Hal met her halfway between the two structures. It was the first time he had contacted her since being back from France. Weng couldn�t hear what they were saying, but from Jennifer�s reaction it wasn�t good news. Her head dropped and she hugged Hal, the way someone comforts a friend when a loved one passes. Hal turned and mouthed something about the bunkhouse. Jennifer wiped tears from her eyes and was taken aback at whatever Hal told her. She seemed wary. Hal appeared to assure her and then escorted her to the bunkhouse.
Hal opened the door for her, introducing Weng and Matt. Jenny was apprehensive. There was a long, awkward silence. Her presence and involvement in the project was a mystery to Weng. A shout in Chinese from the upstairs loft broke the silence. �Wǒ d�d�ole!�
�He�s in,� Weng said. �He�s cracked it.�
Weng and Matt ascended the ladder-stairs. Jennifer was hesitant to go up. �It�s okay,� Hal said quietly to her. �They�re helping us.� Hal motioned for her to go up, following her � still clutching the Chinese assault rifle.
Hal and Jennifer arrived at the loft. Weng and Matt huddled around the computer, hovering over Charlie. Weng moved aside, giving Hal the chair next to Charlie. Hal leaned the rifle against the table beside him, looking at the computer screen. He noticed Charlie had hard-wired one laptop to the other. Jennifer saw the suit helmet and backpack for the first time.
�The login page,� Charlie said. �It opens automatically when you connect. It asks the username and password.� Charlie gestured to the computer on his right. �This computer has a hacking tool that enabled me to decipher both.� He typed in the username, CloudcroftNM49.
Jennifer watched over Hal�s shoulder.
Charlie typed in the password, QH//,7Xy482. �Case sensitive,� he said, looking back at Hal. Waiting for him to make a note of it. Hal dug out a new burner phone and navigated to the notepad. Texting both the username and password in.
Charlie hit enter. �It takes you directly to the menu screen.�
The menu appeared in basic digital text on black, identical to the avionics text in an F-35:
CONTROL MENU

CLIMATE
COMMS
HELMET CAM
FLIR/NV
REBREATHER
GPS
ENCRYPT
PARACHUTE
BATT
MAP
SECURITY

The features appeared for all to see. Hal was reluctant to delve into the inner workings of the stealth suit � releasing untold classified information to one of America�s superpower rivals. He didn�t have much choice. Hal scanned through the list, unable to find the feature he was most concerned about�disabling the self destruct mode. He lied to them earlier about hacking in to turn off the GPS tracker, although they would need to do that too. �Will you open Security please?�
Charlie did and the screen read FIREWALL ON/OFF. Hal shook his head. Not it. �GPS?� Thinking it must be the way they tracked the ghost via satellite. Charlie navigated back and opened GPS�
TRANS/REC ON/OFF SD

Hal remembered the map from the menu screen. If he was right, transmit and receive GPS signals were an option. Better to turn it off for now to be safe. �Click off.� �Try SD, please.�
A screen came up, requesting a new username and password. Charlie tried the previous one and received an INVALID PASSWORD prompt.
�The suit has a remote activated self-destruct,� Weng said.
Hal nodded. �Do you mind?� Hal asked Charlie. Implying he�d like him to hack this password too.
Charlie pulled up the decryption tool on the other laptop, but stopped when he felt Weng�s hand on his shoulder. �Not until we know everything you do,� Weng said. His eyes drilling into Hal�s. �Starting with her involvement. What is she doing here?�
Hal pondered the request and how they were changing the arrangement. They didn�t have a leg to stand on, he thought, knowing he owned all their gear. Hal�s better senses prevailed, realizing the help they were giving him far outweighed the value of their gear. �You got any coffee?� Hal asked Weng.
�I�ll bring some up,� Weng replied. Raising an eyebrow to Charlie � granting permission to run the decryption tool.
Matt laid down on one of the beds, eyeing his watch and closing his eyes. Hal got up and stretched and went to the other bed, sitting down. Jennifer sat beside him, saying in a low voice, �I never told you about Doctor Elm��
♦ ♦ ♦
Weng returned with a tray of five steaming cups of coffee. He set it on a table, serving his guests first and then his countrymen. Hal moved two of the folding chairs to face Jennifer. He sat in one and motioned for Weng to take the other.
Jennifer started from the beginning� How she became involved, her role in the project, and how she was also in the dark as to the true nature of the project that resulted in the assassinations of so many. When she got to the mind control aspects, Matt rose forward in his bed, intrigued. Charlie turned around from the computer to listen, reassuring them that the laptop was busy doing its thing.
Jennifer�s story convinced Weng that Hal was indeed innocent, as was Jennifer. He was about to ask Jennifer if she witnessed any missions, when the computer issued a BLIP sound, meaning the search had completed.
The group gathered around the laptop screen as Charlie typed in the newly hacked username� MajBillTrest. The password was the same. Charlie hit enter, opening�
DEACTIVATE GPS TRACKER
DEACTIVATE SELF-DESTRUCT

Hal was relieved. Charlie clicked both and deactivated them. Weng could sense Hal�s elation. He shook his hand, and Hal gave Charlie an appreciative pat on the back.
Charlie hit a back arrow on the screen and went back to the menu page. He clicked on BATT and opened a page that showed battery life and power options. He plugged a USB charger into the backpack and plugged the power cord into the bunkhouse wall. A charger icon appeared on the display � the backpack was successfully charging. �That�s the one,� Charlie said to Hal, identifying the correct cord out of the half dozen Hal provided.
�Thank you,� Hal said. He shook hands with the three men then loaded the helmet, backpack and cords into his suitcase. �I�ll go get your weapons and ge��
��I didn�t tell you everything,� Jennifer said, continuing her story. Hal sat back down. �When Doctor Elm was dying, he said something to me. I thought he was delirious and � just nonsensical. Maybe it means something to you. His last words were Trest� China next and U-N.
The UN part sent a brisk shiver up Weng�s spine, but he didn�t show it. He observed it meant nothing to Hal and Jennifer. They didn�t know. Jennifer looked at Weng, as if expecting a response or reaction from him. Any reaction.
�I don�t know,� Weng said, keeping his cards close to his vest. �You would know more about it than me.�
�I�ll get your gear.� Hal hoisted the suitcase up and headed down the loft stairs, followed by Jennifer.
By the time Weng and the others made it down the stairs and peered through the window, Hal was opening the double doors to the barn and Jennifer�s car was blazing down the dirt road away from the ranch. Moments later, headlights rolled out from the barn, making the sagebrush in front of the driveway glow bright white. Hal pulled his rental out and drove to the bunkhouse.
He unloaded the black crates of weapons and spy-tech gear from the trunk. Weng and the others arrived to help. Weng carried the QBZ-95 assault rifle from inside. Hal popped the latches on the rifle case. Weng ejected the magazine, cleared the chamber and put the mag and rifle in the case. Hal latched it shut. The last case. He handed it to Weng, thanking him and his men for their help.
Weng refused the assault rifle. �Keep it,� he said. �It looks good on you.�
Hal froze. At a loss for the gesture.
�Besides,� Weng said. �Now, I have a favor to ask of you.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
ACT OF WAR

A white iPhone with pink trim buzzed. Rattling a rickety Formica night stand. Jenny�s eyes slowly opened and the phone came into view. The heavy drapes of her hotel smothered all light from entering. She picked up the phone, expecting it to be the wee hours of the morning, but jolted awake seeing 11:05 a.m. on the screen. More shocking than that were the stack of repeated texts sent by Hal in code. Jenny�s initial thought, he probably thinks I�m dead!
She scrambled around in the dark, looking for her purse. She located it and fished out a thick wallet. Pulling out a metal business card holder. She popped it open. Fanning through the cards to her own psychology practice card. Looking at the white backs, stopping when she saw one with scrawl marks. The key to the codes Henry created for the three of them.
She matched her codes up to Hal�s repeated texts of seemingly random letters and numbers. It translated to SITREP. She had to remind herself what it meant. Report your situation. The bunkhouse coffee had taken its toll on her, keeping her up all night, and the opaque drapes kept her from waking by natural light. She looked for the �I�m okay� code and keyed it to Hal as fast as she could. She noticed his previous string of texts, most of which were the ranch location code, sent over and over.
A moment later, he sent the same four-digit code, calling her back to the ranch. She answered with the code for copy that, jumped in the shower and was out the door.
♦ ♦ ♦
Jennifer�s car pulled up to the hitching post in front of the bunkhouse. Hal was there waiting for her. She glanced around for the others and noticed Hal was unarmed. She rolled her window down.
�Our Chinese friends found the box,� Hal said. It didn�t register with her. �The ground control station � the metal shipping crate from the barn. It�s not far from here.�
�That�s great! Did you call the police?�
He shook his head. �It�s not that easy.�
�They�re calling Henry�s death a suicide!� Jennifer said. �And Doctor Elm�s a botched robbery!�
�I know.�
�They�re still hunting us!� She said. �We have to stop them!�
�We�re going to,� Hal said, nodding up to the bunkhouse loft � inviting her.
�Do you trust them?� She asked.
�I do. They need us and we can�t end it without them.�
Jennifer climbed out of her car, following Hal into the bunkhouse and up to the loft.
The MSS agents had restored the bunkhouse to its former spycraft haven. All the equipment was back in place � the time-lapse camera pointed at the runway, surveillance feeds ran to one laptop, and live imagery from the Chinese spy satellite fed into the other. There was a new addition to the room � a large map on the wall of Eastern Manhattan, covering a five-block radius from 41st St. to 46th St. and Second Ave. to the East River. Next to it on the wall was a blueprint of the United Nations Headquarters in New York City.
Weng greeted Hal and Jenny, offering them seats in front of the map on the wall. Charlie and Matt worked at the laptops. �The leaders of our two nations have been in back-channel discussions for over a month � regarding the bombing of the Fuzhou Railway Bureau Building. We know this was a deliberate action by the Cloudcroft operation. An act of war. We have provided your leaders with ample time to publicly acknowledge this, and they have refused. So, this Tuesday when President Weilen addresses the General Assembly of the United Nations, he is going to announce this act of war to the world.�
Weng paused, looking at Jennifer. �This is what your colleague, the doctor, was referring to. I believe they will send ghost assassins to make sure President Weilen never makes it to the podium.�
Jennifer is stunned. She looks at Hal in disbelief.
�I have alerted President Weilen of the danger. Postponing the trip is impossible. Your leaders would perceive it as a sign of weakness. I have informed my President that this rogue operation does not reflect the will of the people. But as your President is aware of it, he is not free from accountability.�
�It�s a no-win!� Jennifer exclaimed. �If they get to � fulfill their goal, it�s an act of war. If not, your President proclaims an act of war.�
�They�re going to make it look like it�s not the U.S.,� Hal said, referring to Cloudcroft�s attempt at preventing the Chinese President from speaking. �They can�t. I�m sure they�ve thought through the scenarios.�
�If they�re stopped before they reach your President, will he be flexible,� Jenny asked Weng. �Will he show leniency?�
�I have discussed this with him. He is agreeable to it, provided your government denounces the corrupt organization and holds them accountable. Your government would also have to issue a public apology and provide reparations for the Fuzhou bombing.�
�So, why do you need me?� Jennifer asked Hal.
�We�ll need you for communications,� Hal said. �We�ve changed the frequency on my GPS tracker, so you�ll be able to see me here on the monitor from the Chinese satellite feed. You�ll be able to direct me through the building once I�m inside. Matt will be on the mission with us and Charlie will be remotely guiding the satellite and setting up the comms here for you.�
�I have arranged a private jet at the Alamogordo Airport to fly us to New York tomorrow,� Weng said. �We only have the remainder of today to brief.�
�Just tell me what to do,� Jenny said.
�Good,� Weng said. �A van will pick us up at LaGuardia Airport. From there we�ll drive to Manhattan and pick up equipment at the Chinese Consulate��
♦ ♦ ♦
�Dragonfly is away,� Force Recon Sergeant Ronald Hughes said over the microphone of a lightweight headset. Hughes clutched a military-grade tablet device, remotely operating a black USAF Regis heavy-lift quadcopter drone. Its cargo � a large black Storm case.
The drone elevated a couple hundred feet, disappearing into the Manhattan night sky. Hughes guided it via the on-board camera, its display and controls on-screen of his tablet. The drone passed over Tudor City Place and the Isaiah Wall. Flying in a bee-line toward the United Nations Headquarters, basking in the glow of a dozen spotlights. The lights of Long Island flickered on the horizon like glimmering jewels, beyond the shimmering jet-black East River.
The drone hovered unseen, hundreds of feet above the UN headquarters. Slowly descending to a soft landing on the roof of the South Annex building of the UN campus. Other buildings connected the South Annex to the main structure of the UN campus � the General Assembly Building.
�Touchdown,� Hughes reported over his headset. �Returning to base camp.� Hughes slid the tablet inside his coat and removed the headset, marching toward the stairwell door on the hotel roof.
♦ ♦ ♦
�We�ve got about four hours until go-time,� McCreary said, removing his headset and tossing it on the console. He and Baldo were the only ones in the box. �You can rack out until Trest and Douglas arrive.�
�Yes, sir.�
Baldo stepped out into a crisp and cool New Mexico night filled with stars. Not a cloud in the sky. He snapped open a cot leaning against the box and lay down, looking into the infinite beyond. Closing his eyes.
♦ ♦ ♦
Sunrise broke over the Atlantic, creeping its way across South Hampton, Queens and Brooklyn. Sergeant Hughes squinted into the sunlight, approaching a limousine town car in front of the hotel. The driver bound around to open the door for him. �I got it,� Hughes said in a stern voice. The driver nodded and returned behind the wheel.
Hughes looked sharp in a dark suit and tie. He had a concealed earpiece in one ear and a tiny microphone tucked inside his shirt collar. Remaining in constant contact with the box nearly two-thousand miles away. He opened the back door for his Force Recon spotter, Lance Corporal Merrick. Merrick also wore a suit and tie. A lanyard looped around his neck with an official UN delegate badge. Merrick got in the limo, sliding to the far side. Hughes paused for a few seconds before stepping into the car and sat near the door, leaving a wide gap between he and Merrick.
�Oscar Mike,� Hughes said quietly, dipping his jaw to his collar. Letting those in the box know they were on the move.
An acknowledgement sounded from the familiar voice of Beacon, �Once inside the lobby, Ghost Two has the point. Remember, he can�t open doors, so give plenty of time to let him in behind you. I�ll guide you to the South Annex from his helmet cam and tracker.�
�Roger,� Hughes said, eyeing the street ahead as the driver turned toward the sprawling UN campus.
The main gates of the UN opened to a long line of limousines and taxis. Sergeant Hughes�s town car was leading the pack. Merrick and Hughes showed the gate guard their badges and he waived them in to the circular driveway of the Secretariat Building � a thirty-nine story office building of shimmering glass. It was the tallest building on the UN campus.
Hughes got out and held the door open. The driver leaped out and opened the door for Merrick. There was an awkward pause as Hughes seemed to be holding it for no one. He started to close it, and it was momentarily blocked by an unseen force. Ghost Two wasn�t all the way out.
Hughes held the Secretariat door for Merrick and his invisible brother in arms. �Okay, proceed straight ahead,� McCreary said over the radio. �You gotta� move. Most of security is outside for the flag-raising.�
Hughes and Merrick passed satchels, phones and computer tablets through the metal detector. Scooping them up with haste on the other side. Headed down the main corridor of the building.
�Turn right and go about a hundred feet,� McCreary said over their headsets. �Then left into the South Annex. Look for the elevators and take them to the top floor.�
�Roger.� They walked as fast as they could without drawing attention.
�The guards are moving to the flags,� McCreary said. �Double-time it!�
�Yes, sir.�
In the brief, McCreary informed them of the UN Security Forces morning ritual � raising the 193 flags of UN member countries lining the front of the campus. This was the UN�s most vulnerable time � the best time for the men to get their gear in the building as many guards left their posts for flag duty.
The trio exited the elevator and found the small office rented in advance, courtesy of the government of Taiwan. Or that�s how it would look on the books. They locked the door behind them and went to work. Merrick pulled a diamond-tipped tactical pen from his jacket and cut a three-foot square in the window. The window facing a courtyard between the South Annex and the large conference building. Hughes removed the tablet device from his jacket and powered up the quadcopter drone on the roof above them. �Dragonfly is skis up.�
Merrick completed the square and the glass piece broke free from the window. It seemed to hover in mid-air as Ghost Two carefully lowered it to the floor nearby. Moments later, the quadcopter drone descended, carrying the cargo of the heavy-duty Storm case. Hughes guided the drone through the hole in the window and Merrick grabbed it and the case from mid-air.
Hughes cut the rotor power, saying, �Package received� over his microphone. Merrick removed the case from the drone and popped the lid. Revealing a suppressed compact MP5 machine gun, night vision headbands and odd steel components that Hughes quickly transferred to an inconspicuous briefcase.
♦ ♦ ♦
�Radio check,� Hal said. His own voice reverberating off the inside of his helmet. �Are you hearing this?�
A crackled reply came back from Jenny in the bunkhouse. �Yes, I hear you. Loud and clear. I don�t see your tracker though.�
�Copy that.� Hal deactivated the camouflage stealth mode of the suit, appearing in an armored limousine, sitting across the wide seat from Weng. Their car trailed the presidential car with a motorcade behind them � all parked in front of their Manhattan hotel.
Hal peeled back the flap on his sleeve and typed into the pad. The controls appeared on his HMD visor. He navigated through the menu to GPS and activated the tracker, set to the new frequency of the Chinese spy satellite. �How copy?�
�We see you, leaving the Westin.�
The snaking motorcade of the Chinese President�s vehicle along with those of the ambassadors and their staff rolled out. Escorted toward the UN by a cadre of New York�s finest.
Hal reactivated the suit, seeming to vanish from the seat. He gazed out the dark black windows at a motorcycle cop unable to see in. He thought about flagging the cop down and telling him to lock down the UN from the threat of an active shooter. Hal recommended notifying authorities or the FBI that the Chinese President may be in danger. Weng wasn�t on board. The Chinese President would never throw in the towel. He had complete faith in his own version of secret service � the �Zhongnanhai Baobiao��The Bodyguards of the Red Palace. He also trusted the Security Forces of the UN, which are independent from official United States government security.
The Westin was three blocks from the UN Headquarters. Even with an official escort, it only took a few minutes to arrive. Weng led the team of delegates and ambassadors into the General Assembly entrance. All of whom were unaware of the Ghost following behind.
Weng, in a suit and tie with a delegate badge, passed a briefcase and iPad through the security screeners. Hal easily climbed over the barricades, unseen in stealth mode. Once past security, the presidential entourage proceeded down the corridor. Entering the cavernous General Assembly building.
Hal kept to the right of the President. Scanning the lighting grid and ceiling on one side of the assembly while Weng scanned the other � searching for potential snipers. All clear. Weng escorted the President and ambassadors to their seats at the designated section for China. Hal stood off to the side, out of the way of anyone passing by who might accidentally bump into him.
Hal diligently scanned the area for threats. Unlike the Secret Service clearing areas prior to events for potential threats, Hal knew a threat was imminent. An assassin or team of assassins were somewhere in the building.
Weng continued through the General Assembly to an exit on the opposite side, carrying a thick briefcase. He left the lofty General Assembly, passing through a narrow walkway toward a more common looking four-storied Conference Building. He spoke into a concealed microphone clipped to the inside of his shirt, saying �En route� in Chinese.
A reply came back over a concealed earpiece. It was the voice of Matt, also speaking in Chinese. �Copy. In que now. We�ll be a few minutes.�
Matt wore white produce deliveryman overalls. Flashing a UN badge at the service entrance to the Delegates Diner in the Conference Building, overlooking the East River. He pushed a crate of random produce on wheels � carrots, cucumbers and several heads of lettuce on the top rack, and a case of eight one-gallon cans of tomato sauce on the bottom rack. A UN security guard stopped him. �Raise your arms, please.�
Matt did as told and the guard waved a portable metal detector all around Matt�s body. The guard inspected his cart. �May I?�
Matt lifted individual heads of lettuce up for him to inspect. The guard noticed the case of tomato sauce below. �That�s a lot of pasta.� Matt nodded. �Open one, please.�
Matt obliged, removing a triangular-tipped can opener from his pocket. He opened it like an old oil can and dipped a finger in, holding up the thick tomato sauce to the guard. Matt licked it off his finger. �It�s tomato sauce.� Satisfied, the guard waved him through.
Matt wheeled the cart through a bustling kitchen. Each member of the kitchen staff on pre-ordained missions and too busy to care about a delivery guy. Matt got the lay of the kitchen, noticing waiters going in and out of the dining room through a swinging door. He spotted the walk-in cooler, beside the kitchen. He spoke softly into his collar. �Go through the restaurant, you�ll see the kitchen door. Pass straight through and into the walk-in cooler.� Matt wheeled his cart toward the cooler, opened the heavy door and went inside. He looked around, wondering if Weng could sneak in. The door burst open, startling him. It was a prep cook. Matt quickly unloaded the lettuce heads onto a shelf. The prep cook grabbed a crate of eggs and left as quickly as he entered.
Weng strode through restaurant dotted with a handful of patrons for breakfast. He spotted the swinging door Matt told him about. How do I get in without anyone seeing? Weng thought.
A waiter bolted out of the kitchen with plates of breakfast entrees. Weng spotted a tray of glasses beside the door. He removed his phone, pretending like he was talking on it as the waiter returned. Weng jammed the phone in his pocket and hoisted up the tray of glasses. Holding them high to conceal his face. He picked up his briefcase with his free hand and pushed the door open, darting to the walk-in cooler. �Open the door. NOW,� he said into his concealed microphone.
The cooler door swung open, held by Matt. Weng entered and set the glasses down. �Does it lock?� Matt couldn�t see a lock. �Hold it closed.�
Weng worked quickly, popping the latches on his briefcase, which was completely empty. He removed the entire top section of the case of tomato sauce. It was a faux case. The top of it composed eight thin containers as thick as tuna fish cans. Each holding enough tomato sauce to pass for full cans if opened. Beneath the faux top, was a metal box with rounded sides resembling the tomato sauce cans. Inside, were two Type 06 9x19mm Chinese submachine guns with suppressors and 50 round helical magazines. Weng quickly put them inside the briefcase. He then removed two NORINCO CF-98 9mm sidearms, stuffing one inside his jacket and handing the other to Matt.
Weng replaced the faux top on the cans and hid the cart between shelves. Matt tore off his deliveryman coveralls, revealing a dark suit and tie underneath. Weng snapped the briefcase closed and they both left the walk-in cooler.
They headed toward the kitchen door, surprising a waiter who barreled through from the other side. Weng pretended to be lost, speaking in a thick Chinese accent. �Lestloom?� The waiter gave a puzzled look, then understood. Directing them toward the restroom. Weng bowed to him. He and Matt cut across the restaurant, headed back to the General Assembly building.
♦ ♦ ♦
�Send up the overwatch,� Trest ordered Douglas.
�Yes, sir. AOD taxiing to runway now.�
The stealth drone pulled out of Hangar 302, guided by Douglas from the box. It wound through the taxi-way toward runway 25, and took off heading east. Cleared by the Holloman tower under the guise of a training mission, it banked north and climbed to ten thousand feet, beyond sight of anyone watching with a naked eye.
The image from the AOD�s camera showed the lone, sand-brown ground control station.
�AOD above and circling,� Douglas reported to Trest. �All clear.�
�SITREP Cobra-22?� McCreary inquired over his headset.
♦ ♦ ♦
Hughes, call sign Cobra-22, split off from Ghost Two and Merrick, who was Cobra-24. Hughes quickly strode up a narrow hallway running along the east side of the General Assembly building. There were too many UN translators in the hall for the Force Recon Marine to reply to McCreary. Translators from all over the world arriving at their respective translation booths, overlooking the General Assembly.
�Repeat Cobra-22, SITREP?� buzzed in Hughes�s earpiece.
Hughes found the door to translation booth 101 and entered, closing it behind him. He popped open his briefcase, removing a military grade Door Jammer, fitting it in place so nobody could enter the translation booth. Trest reserved the booth through back channels to make it appear as though the Taiwan government requested it. Hughes stood in the small, dark room facing a large, plate-glass window, twenty feet above the General Assembly floor.
�Cobra-22 to Falcon. Just arrived at TB,� Hughes reported into his microphone. Quickly removing the collection of black steel components from his briefcase. Assembling them into a Remington five-piece .308 Concealable Sniper Rifle (CSR). He screwed a suppressor to the barrel of the rifle and expanded the bipod legs, setting it on the translator desk. Hughes peered through the scope, lining the reticle up on the empty podium facing the assembly.
Ambassadors were filing into the General Assembly, taking their seats. There was no speaker at the podium to serve as a stand-in for Hughes, so he angled the rifle up and to the side. Imagining a spot where the speaker�s head would be, inches away from the microphone.
Hughes went to the window, crouching below the sill to keep out of sight. He marked a dot on the lower corner of the glass. Eyeballing a path that lay between the tip of his barrel and the podium. He removed a small rubber suction cup and stuck it over the dot, then cut around it with his glass-cutting tactical pen. Holding the suction cup while he cut so the removed piece didn�t fall to the assembly below.
Hughes returned to the CSR and peered through the scope. The hole matched perfectly and would prevent the shattering of the large window. He pulled the bolt-action on his sniper rifle, slid it forward and locked it down. Injecting a .308 caliber round into the chamber. The CSR was ready to fire.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
GENERAL ASSEMBLY

Weng strode calm and cool to the Chinese section of the General Assembly. Taking a seat in a padded tan chair beside the Chinese Ambassador. They were both in the row behind Weilen, who took the only seat at the desk allotted to China. Weng set the briefcase beside his feet, ready to open it at a moment�s notice.
Weng scanned the podium area and the shadowy corners beyond. The podium backdrop was dark-green marble, and also served as the front of the three-person booth of the General Secretary, overlooking the assembly. Behind the booth was a narrow golden section of the back wall with a massive seal of the United Nations. On both sides of the narrow gold section were curved, protruding walls made of brown rib-like slats. These arced around like an amphitheater, housing the translator booths overlooking the assembly. Rows of lights perched above the curved walls, shining down on the elevated podium platform. Weng saw nothing out of the ordinary. A radio transmission sounded over his earpiece in Chinese. �In place at the grid.� Weng�s eyes traveled up the brown-ribbed structure to the lighting grid above, but couldn�t detect his counterpart.
Matt crouched down near the grid out of the assembly view, inspecting the lights. He was looking for a spotlight that he could aim and point down on the assembly. Hal told him in the brief that the ghost suits were vulnerable to bright light. If Matt could sweep the light around the Chinese President, he might reveal the assassin before he reached the President.
♦ ♦ ♦
�SITREP Cobra-24?�
Merrick appeared with a briefcase, entering the balcony section at the rear of the auditorium. A handful of delegates dotted the seats above the General Assembly. Merrick sat in the back row � setting the briefcase on the seat beside him � popping the latches. �In position,� he said in a soft voice through a concealed microphone in his lapel.
�Remember, secondary targets,� McCreary said. �Two and three.�
�Roger that.�
�Are they in place?�
A wooden gavel hammered down three times from the chair of the UN General Secretary.
�Negative,� Merrick said. �Coming to order.�
�Please take your seats,� the General Assembly President said. His voice booming over the assembly speakers in a South-African accent. �The one-hundred and twenty-second plenary meeting of the General Assembly is called to order��
�Ghost Two, SITREP?� McCreary asked.
�In position.�
Two UN guards in decorative uniforms marched to the elevated podium. Taking statuesque positions facing the assembly. Frozen like toy soldiers.
�Secondary targets in place,� Merrick said over his microphone.
�Copy that.�
�Falcon to Cobra-22� Status of primary target?�
�Seated.�
�In range?�
Hughes peered over the lip of the window pane to see the Chinese president. It would be an awkward shot from that angle. �Negative. Proceed as planned.� He returned to his rifle, eye behind the scope, waiting for his target to arrive at the podium.
The General Assembly President called for a customary pause of one minute for prayer and meditation. Hal looked at the moment as providence, scanning the entire assembly of frozen delegates and officials. He turned the thermal sensor on in his HMD. Seeing heat signatures of everyone in the room in neon yellow, orange and red.
Hal crept to the center of the assembly � a better vantage point to look up at the rows of translation booths. The translators� heat glowed within the darkened booths, and a handful of booths were empty. The translators were all standing during the moment of silence.
Hal scanned the translator booths on the opposite side of the assembly. The General Assembly President called the room back to order. Hal had to hurry, standing under the lights may expose when he moved back to the shadows. He reached the last row of translator booths and something peculiar caught his eye in a corner booth � the heat signature of a man lying down. In sniper position.
Hal slowly passed from beneath the bright lights, arriving at a wall in shadow. He crouched low and hustled along the wall to the nearest exit. One that he hoped led to the translation booths.
Hal spoke in a whispered tone, not knowing his helmet was made to muffle a normal speaking voice. �I�ve got a sniper. East wall. Translator booths. Lower corner booth.� Once through the exit he darted down the hallway, finding the stairwell. He leaped up the stairs to the first level of translator booths. Hal could hear the voice of the UN General Secretary from speakers piped into the hallways, reporting the status of UN missions around the world.
The General Secretary returned the floor to the General Assembly President� �I now invite his Excellency Li Weilen, President of the People�s Republic of China, to make a statement.� Hal picked up the pace, knowing he only had moments to find and disable the sniper.
The Chinese President rising from his seat was Matt�s cue at the lighting grid. He panned the spotlight, away from the podium to the President Weilen. If an enemy ghost tried a close quarter attack, Weng was close enough to see it and defend the president. Assembly members and the General Secretary stared up at the bank of lights � a clear protocol breach. World leaders never got their own spotlight escort to the stage.
♦ ♦ ♦
A live C-SPAN feed from the UN appeared inside the box. McCreary watched the Chinese President make his way down the sloped aisle of green carpet, bathed in bright light. Weng followed the Chinese President and Ambassador, clutching the briefcase.
�Maintain position, Ghost Two.�
�Roger.�
�Grid ready?� McCreary asked Baldo.
�Yes, sir.� Baldo stared at a monitor of the electrical grid for the UN General Headquarters. Fingers hovering above the keyboard, awaiting further commands.
�Cobra-22 SITREP?�
�Tracking target. Ready to fire on your go.�
�Steady� Hold until my command,� McCreary said, waiting for the exact moment. The President reached the elevated stage platform. Weng and the Ambassador stayed back as the older President slowly trod toward the podium.
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal reached the translation booth door. It was the nearest one on the lower level. It has to be this one, he thought. Trying the locked handle. Hal threw his shoulder into the door. The Door Jammer held tight. Inside, Hughes glanced back at the door. �Call it. I�ve got company.�
Hal knew he wasn�t getting in the conventional way. He stood back a foot from the door and raised his suppressed MP10 submachine gun, firing a long burst into the door. Wood splintered away, and he kicked the door handle through, creating a gaping hole the size of a baseball. The door was still locked. He pulled his SRK VG-1 tactical fixed-blade knife from the sheath and jammed it into the blasted-out hole, twisting it into the lock mechanism. The sniper pulled his sidearm, firing back at the door. A bullet struck the knife blade and it flew from Hal�s hand. He could see the legs of the sniper on the table. Hal jammed the nozzle of his MP10 in and ripped off a burst. Raking it across the sniper�s body.
�NOW. FIRE!� McCreary shouted over Hughes�s radio, who was himself under fire, riddled with bullets. Hughes pulled the trigger, but his shot was way off the mark. The bullet blew a chunk of green marble out of the backdrop behind Weilen. The assembly went pitch black and screams erupted throughout. Weng sprinted to the President, throwing his body around him like a blanket. Checking him for gunshot wounds as he guided him to the ground, ducking back against the marble backdrop for cover. The President survived, unscathed � for the moment.
On the auditorium balcony, Merrick calmly rose in the darkness. He removed an NVG headband and strapped it on. Delegates around him clamored over seats in pitch black. Feeling their way toward the main aisle leading back to the exit.
Merrick stalked down the balcony aisle, toward the banister. Stopping at the railing and looking down at the calamity of the General Assembly. He spotted his targets � the ceremonial UN guards posted at both sides of the General Secretary box. Turns out they�re not just decorative as they had taken cover against the booth, weapons drawn, protecting the UN leaders. Merrick raised his suppressed XT104, a Taiwanese 9mm submachine gun, and expertly cut loose a burst at the first guard. Dropping him. The second guard turned toward his muzzle blast, and Merrick dropped him before he could raise his sidearm to the balcony. �Secondary targets eliminated,� he reported over his headset.
�Stay on the balcony,� the reply sounded. �Provide suppression fire for entering guards.�
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal fired at the base of the door, dislodging the Door Jammer and barreled through, into the translator booth. He checked the pulse of the downed sniper. There was none. Hal switched his view to night vision and scanned the assembly room. The last stragglers were feeling their way along walls to the exits. Hal spotted Weng, the President and Ambassador crouched up against the marble backdrop. All okay. The guards on either side weren�t so lucky. A blur caught Hal�s eye as the Secretary General and President scampered out from behind the booth on hands and knees. He assumed the third member of the booth didn�t make it.
Hal searched the assembly, spotting a man on the balcony with a submachine gun and NVG headband, aiming down on the east exits � waiting for any SWAT or SF rescue attempt. The shooter was too far away for an accurate shot from Hal�s MP10. Hal glanced down at the dead sniper and was struck with an idea. He swung the CSR sniper rifle around on the translator table, lining up on the balcony gunman. PLING! Headshot. Merrick fell sideways over the railing. Plummeting to the empty chairs below. Dead.
Weng and the Ambassador huddled over the President. Weng knew they were sitting ducks for the enemy ghost and anyone else with night vision. �Come on!� He said in Chinese to the President and Ambassador. �Follow me! Crawl!�
The three of them scurried to the edge of the elevated platform. It was about a three-foot drop. Blind from the dark, Weng dropped down first with the briefcase and then helped the President and Ambassador down. Once on the main assembly level, he sandwiched the President between he and the Ambassador, clinging their backs to the low platform riser. Now, they had cover from the back, and the assembly seats provided some cover from the front. Weng clicked the latches on the briefcase and popped the lid. Handing a Norinco CF-98 9mm sidearm to the Ambassador. Weng removed a Type 06 9x19mm submachine gun, snapping the lever and readying it to fire. �Turn that way,� he told the Ambassador. �Shoot anything that moves.� Weng then yelled at Matt over the microphone, �Get some lights!�
A reply came from Charlie over the radio at the bunkhouse, �They cut the lights?�
�They probably hacked the grid,� Weng said. �Move YG-30 onto their ground control station. See if you can cut the power to their can in the desert.�
�Yes, sir.�
♦ ♦ ♦
Inside the bunkhouse, Charlie realized the YG-30 wasn�t a good option. Its orbit was 500 miles above New York, too low to see anything in New Mexico. Charlie typed in a request for imagery from another satellite � the top of the class of Chinese spy satellites � the Gaofen 4. Its orbit was 22,000 miles. Currently stationed above Peterson Air Force Base in Colorado Springs, CO � home of the North American Aerospace Command (NORAD). MSS HQ granted Charlie permission to redirect the camera and sensors. He guided it to the new longitude and latitude of the box. Immediately picking up the stealth drone circling the metal crate. The contrast of the jet black MQ-10S over the light brown dessert terrain made it look like a black dragonfly circling a dried-up mud hole.
Charlie radioed Weng. �Negative on ground control station assault. The stealth drone is guarding it.�
�Copy that,� Weng said in Chinese over the laptop speakers. �Figure something out. Without lights, we�re all dead men.� Jenny eased forward in her seat with concern, feeling powerless.
Charlie pulled up the YG-30 feed over the UN. Hal�s flashing tracker appeared on the eastern side of the General Assembly. Without a 3D map correlation, they could only assume he was still inside the translator booth.
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal knew the enemy saw his muzzle blast from the sniper rifle. Including at least one ghost he was sure to be lurking in the dark, or on his way up to Hal now. Hal shot out the translator booth window with his MP10 and leaped out. Swinging around the edge and gripping the wall with his Geckskin gloves and boots. He scaled down in a flash, released the wall and landed on the assembly carpet below.
Still in stealth mode, Hal sprinted up the aisle toward the man he just shot. Bullets ripped through the chair cushions behind him as he ran, confirming that someone with NVGs was watching. But how could they see me? Hal slowed, realizing his shoes were making sound on the carpet as he ran. He arrived at the fallen gunman and ripped off the bloody NVG headband. The goggles appeared intact. He crouched down and made his way back to toward the podium. �Weng, I�m coming toward you,� he said over the radio. �Don�t shoot. I�m on your left.�
Matt was still up in the rafters, crawling around, feeling for a circuit box. He found a narrow catwalk stairwell and took it to the corridor, opening it up to a lit backstage room. He spotted a circuit breaker on the wall and tried it. Nothing. He switched on emergency lights, but couldn�t tell if it did any good.
The exit lights in the hallway blinked on � along with narrow shafts of light from built-in bulbs, shining down to illuminate the doorways. The assembly was still a pool of darkness, but at least Weng could find an exit for the President. Something fell next to him, startling him. �Wear these.� Hal said. He couldn�t see Hal, but reached down to the bloody headband NVGs. He put them on and adjusted the goggles. He once again had vision in the assembly hall.
Matt wound through the backstage corridor that connected to the eastern translator booth hallway. He sprinted down it, and the stairs to the General Assembly. Matt threw the door open, spilling light into the assembly. His figure formed a perfect silhouette target in the doorway � like paper targets at gun ranges. Matt realized his rookie mistake, but it was too late. Tfft-tfft-tfft! A burst of suppressed submachine gun rounds ripped into Matt�s chest, each bullet hitting within a tight shot-grouping over his heart. Matt fell over dead. His limp body blocked the door from closing, allowing a shaft of light into the assembly hall.
�Huan?!� Weng said, surprised. Uttering the real name of his Guoanbu brother.
The shot grouping told Hal the gunman was very close, and the distinct sound of the suppressed fire was identical to Hal�s own MP10. It was from another ghost nearby.
Hal fired a burst from his MP10 in the direction he thought the shots came from. He hit only air, but heard a trample of footfalls dashing for cover behind the elevated Secretary General�s box. Hal fired at the corner of the box, ripping it to shreds. Believing he had the enemy ghost pinned down.
�Go!� Hal said to Weng. �I�ll cover you! Get the President out!�
Weng helped the frail President up. The Chinese Ambassador aided in escorting the President out the door, stepping over Matt�s body. Another burst fired from the distance and the Ambassador went down.
�GO!� Hal yelled to Weng, as he sprayed a horizontal line from the exit toward the Secretary General�s booth. Shooting continuous automatic fire across a row of seats on the eastern wing of the assembly. Shattering the plate glass windows of booths behind them. Creating a wide swath of spray. Hoping at least one bullet would catch the ghost if he was trailing Weng.
Weng tugged the Chinese President into the hallway and both disappeared. Hal heard bullets RIP by his face, missing by inches. He crouched down and heard a pattering of footsteps on the carpet, sprinting toward him. Hal leaped out of the way and hit the ground rolling.
♦ ♦ ♦
�What�s going on?� Trest asked, watching the helmet cam from Ghost Two in the box. �What�s he doing?� The camera panned around the empty assembly in night vision.
�He�s looking for Sheridan,� McCreary said.
�How�s the hack coming on his self destruct?� McCreary asked Baldo.
�Still working on it. It�s encrypted, sir.�
�I know it�s encrypted! Crack the sonofabitch!�
♦ ♦ ♦
The Chinese President leaned with his back against the wall in the lit exit corridor. �We�ll stay here, where we can see.� Weng said. �If we move to the building exit, we might head into an ambush.� He slid across the wall, away from the President. �Stay here, sir.�
Weng scooted further down. Staying below a row of windows on the assembly side. The cavernous room appeared vacant through the headband NVGs. He arrived at the door jarred open by Matt�s body. He raised his submachine gun to provide cover, should Hal need it. Weng spoke to Charlie over his microphone. �What�s the status of the lights?� Hoping the spotlights would come on and help reveal enemy ghosts to him.
♦ ♦ ♦
Charlie was rattling away at the laptop, typing code and trying to hack�something. �Working on it,� he replied over the radio.
Jenny took it as an opportunity to speak. �How is everyone?�
�President is alive,� Weng replied. �Un-injured. I�m not injured. Hal is okay in the assembly.�
�And Matt?�
♦ ♦ ♦
Weng was inches away from his fallen comrade. He looked down at Matt�s lifeless legs sprawled into the hallway beside him. Weng rubbed the sweat from his face with a forearm and focused back inside the assembly hall.
Hal climbed the elevated platform and stood up against the marble podium. He knew the other ghost was somewhere in front of him. Too close for either to risk giving up their location with a muzzle flash. He scanned the floor ahead, hoping for any ghost trail ripple from his enemy�s moving feet that might give him away.
Weng�s voice was a relief when it sounded over Hal�s radio. �I�ll cover you if I know where you are.�
Hal turned his head and whispered. �In front of the podium. Can you see it?�
�Affirmative.�
�Shoot ten feet in front of the podium and spray to your left, out into the seats.�
�Roger.�
Weng rose on his knees, aimed at the podium, moved his barrel to the left to estimate ten feet and pulled the trigger. RRRD RRRD RRRD! The suppressed fire of his Type 06 was much louder than the MP10s. It shot out yellow-orange tongues of fire, flickering like a torch and illuminating the entire assembly in strobe. A sprinting of footsteps pounded the carpet toward the muzzle flashes.
�Fire again! He�s coming!� Hal yelled.
Weng fired, but was aiming deeper into the auditorium. He missed the ghost, but Hal saw what he was looking for � a ripple of movement from the other ghost, sprinting toward the glow of the muzzle flash.
�MOVE!!� Hal yelled. Weng ducked for cover into the hallway. Hal ripped off a burst of shots at the moving ghost trail. He heard a PING! Hitting something. Hal switched his vision to thermal and could see a faint glowing dot just above the floor, moving slowly. Hal inched toward it. It was a bullet hole in the ghost�s rebreather backpack. Cool recycled air was spewing out, much cooler than room temperature, creating a signature in Hal�s FLIR. Electricity danced across the ghost�s pack and suit. Hal switched back to night vision. The enemy ghost�s suit was short circuiting, losing its optical camouflage. A human form emerged, crawling across the carpet, appearing uninjured. Hal thought the bullet must have only hit the backpack.
The ghost knew Hal had the drop on him. He tossed his MP10 across the carpet as if to surrender. In night vision, Hal could easily see him. �I�m unarmed,� the ghost said in a muffled voice through his helmet. He raised his hands up and started to rise. �I�m unarmed. Don�t shoot.� The ghost had no clue where Hal was, still unable to see him.
♦ ♦ ♦
�Why is he giving up!?� Trest asked, agitated. �Tell him he doesn�t surrender!�
�Do not surrender,� McCreary said. �Under no circumstance. DO NOT SURRENDER.�
♦ ♦ ♦
�I�m removing my helmet,� the ghost said. �Don�t shoot.�
Weng trained his gun on him from the doorway. Hal moved in closer to the ghost as he took off his helmet. It hit the floor in a thud. The man turned, raising his arms. Hal recognized him, astonished. �Yarbo?!?� Yarbo heard his muffled voice and lunged toward the sound, tackling Hal. Hal�s submachine gun fired wildly into the ceiling. Weng rose to his feet, entering the assembly. Training his gun on the wrestling ball of a man in a black suit and the invisible Hal. He didn�t have a shot.
Hal rolled and threw Yarbo off him. Yarbo clung to Hal�s MP10 as his momentum tore him away from Hal. The gun went flying over a row of chairs.
Yarbo rose to his feet and spoke into empty space, assuming he was looking at the invisible Hal. �Now, we�re both unarmed. Think you can take me, Sheridan? Deactivate and let�s go mano a mano. I know you�ve been dying for the chance. Now, you�ve got it. Here I am.�
Hal reached up and detached his helmet, immediately losing his stealth invisibility. He set the helmet down. Yarbo assumed a Muay Thai martial arts stance and Hal took a Brazilian Zu-Zitsu stance�
Weng could easily pick off Yarbo now, but he knew it would be bad form. He gave Hal a chance. Keeping his finger on the trigger, just in case.
Yarbo lunged first, striking with a punch that Hal deflected, and followed with a kick to Hal�s calf. His suit absorbed most of the blow, but Hal couldn�t take too many more like it.
Weng glanced back down the hall at the President Weilen. He was fine. Eyes closed, leaning against the wall. Weng flipped the NVGs down on the blood-soaked head band, scanning the General Assembly for other potential threats. He realized staying in the hall was the best way to keep the President safe. He ducked back into the doorway while keeping his firearm trained on Hal�s attacker.
Hal threw a jab with a right and Yarbo bobbed his head, dodging it. Yarbo kicked low at Hal�s calf. Striking the meaty part below the knee. It was a Muay Thai misdirection tactic. Yarbo kicked at his calf again. Hal jumped back to avoid it. Hal knew the tactic � get your opponent to focus on the leg and lower their guard on a more vulnerable target above. Yarbo threw another kick. Hal blocked it with a left arm, exposing his face. Yarbo threw a haymaker toward it. Hal saw it coming. He deflected it across his body, which opened Yarbo�s torso as a target. Hal rifled a shuddering left jab to Yarbo�s rib cage. Yarbo winced and couldn�t hide the sound of the air forced out of his lungs. That�s gotta� hurt, Hal thought.
Yarbo stumbled backward and regained his footing. He pulled his SRK knife from his belt � standard issue fixed-blade for ghosts. It was similar to the sharkie they sparred with in class � only this one wasn�t rubber.
�Unarmed, huh?� Hal asked, mocking Yarbo�s cowardice.
�I lied!� Yarbo laughed. Lunging forward. Taking a poke at Hal. Hal easily dodged, stepping back. Hal reached for his own fixed blade, but the sheath was empty. He remembered losing it in the battle with the sniper. �You�re so na�ve, Sheridan. That�s why you were a prime candidate for the proj�
��Hal lunged, throwing a right jab while his left shielded his face from a knife swing. Yarbo moved and Hal�s punch connected harmlessly with Yarbo�s shoulder.
Yarbo threw quick jabs with the fixed-blade knife. It�s sharp tip glinting from the doorway light. Hal dodged the knife. Hands open and fingers twitching � ready for a grab move. Yarbo aimed for his hands as the two rotated in a dance. Like two cobras fighting, measuring each other with faux strikes. Taunting and waiting for the opportunity for a lethal blow.
�Why?� Hal asked. �Why you? I thought you were above this.�
Yarbo chuckled with arrogance. �Isn�t it obvious? To be able to kill an enemy with impunity. Who would pass that up!?�
�The enemy?!� Hal said, implying himself. �You crossed the line, and you murdered Hank.�
Yarbo brushed the accusation off like a fly, swinging his blade through the air at Hal. Making no effort to pass blame or defend himself.
�You did do it,� Hal said. �It was you.�
�That�s right. And I�m gonna� do you the same way.� Yarbo swiped the knife at Hal�s face. Hal arched his neck and head back, but not far enough. The knife sliced across his cheek, flicking blood through the air.
A scrambled call sounded from inside Yarbo�s helmet on the floor nearby. �Ghost two, SITREP?� Hal heard it, wiping the blood from his cheek. He turned toward Yarbo and charged head-first, tackling him like a linebacker drilling a quarterback.
They wrestled on the ground. Now, they were in Hal�s world�the domain of Ju Jitsu. Hal�s thick arms wrapped around Yarbo�s upper arms and neck, gripping him in a choke hold. The radio transmission repeated from Yarbo�s helmet. �Ghost two, repeat. SITREP?�
Hal gripped even tighter. Cinching the power of his strangle-hold on Yarbo. Giving him the same medicine he imagined Yarbo gave Henry.
�SITREP! Ghost Two reply!� McCreary�s voice crackled.
Hal leveraged his arms even tighter, squeezing Yarbo�s windpipe closed. Yarbo was powerless. Having to direct all his energy on breathing. He flailed his arm with the tactical knife, but to no effect. Hal leaned to Yarbo�s ear, tightening his grip, knowing Yarbo would soon take his last breath� �There�s a reason I�m Ghost One.� The tactical knife dropped from Yarbo�s hand.
�This� is for Henry�� Just as Hal was about to choke the life out of Yarbo, he spotted Weng above both of them. His submachine gun trained on Yarbo.
�Death is too good for this one,� Weng said. �He can lead us to the others. Let him go.� Hal�s eyes flicked up to Weng. �I�ll get the answers from him.�
Hal was reluctant to release his grip even though he knew Weng was right. Hal quickly let go and stood up, away from Weng�s barrel should Yarbo have any strength to fight. Yarbo choked and coughed for air, curling up in a ball. He took deep breaths. His blue face slowly regaining its natural color.
Weng noticed a flashing light out of the corner of his eye. �What�s that?�
Hal looked down at Yarbo�s helmet and saw the familiar countdown on the HMD of Yarbo�s face shield. �It�s a self-destruct.� Hal said, picking Yarbo�s helmet up and hurling it to a dark corner of the assembly, fifty feet away. �There�s a bug in the design. It won�t activate if the helmet isn�t attached.�
Yarbo lifted himself to his hands and knees. Gulping deep breaths.
�Start talking,� Hal said. �Don�t make him do it the hard way.� Referring to the torture Weng was about to dispense.
In the corner of the assembly, the helmet lie tilted on its side. The digital countdown ticked down on the HMD.
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Yarbo looked up. His eyes went wide in panic. Smoke rose from the neck and sleeves of his suit. He screamed in terror. Hal and Weng stepped back. Black smoke poured from the suit. Yarbo�s skin bubbled and boiled at his neckline. An internal chemical reaction sent plasma through the circulatory system of the suit. Causing the suit and the human inside to melt like magma. Yarbo�s arms and legs flailed on the carpet, steam and smoke rising from his bubbling body. The writhing stopped, and he was quickly reduced to a tar-like pool of blood, melted flesh and plastic.
A sizzling sound came from the dark corner of the room. The helmet glowed red hot and began to melt. Blackening the carpet.
�I guess they fixed the bug,� Weng said. Lowering his gun to his side.
�Let�s get out of here.� Hal said, �I�ll lead you out.� Hal put his helmet on, and it sealed to the neck ring in a WHOOSH. He retrieved his MP10 from the seats and strode to the hall, passing the Chinese President. He pulled back the flap on his wrist and activated the suit. He disappeared ahead of Weng and President Weilen on route to the General Assembly lobby.
A SWAT assembled in the lobby, prepping for a raid on the General Assembly. The doors burst open with Weng and President Weilen. Chinese officials and the SWAT team rushed over to help them. A flurry of reporters clamored at the door and windows outside. FBI and UN security paraded in and out of the entrance. Weng scanned the lobby for any sign of Hal, but could only imagine him disappearing through the entrance doors. Weng dipped his head and spoke into his concealed microphone in Chinese, �Mission accomplished. President Weilen is safe.�
♦ ♦ ♦
Jennifer heard the static transmission over the laptop speakers and looked to Charlie for the translation. �It�s over. The Chinese President is safe.� Jennifer cupped her hands over her mouth with joy. Ecstatic and relieved. She rose to her feet and shook Charlie by the shoulders, unable to restrain her enthusiasm. He laughed. Charlie returned to his laptop. Typing in commands. �Watch this. Look out the window, to the north.�
Jennifer leaned over the desk, peering out the bunkhouse window to the far right�
♦ ♦ ♦
�Strike team alpha, SITREP?� McCreary frantically said over the radio, a line of sweat rolling down the side of his face. He repeated the command.
Trest was also nervous, pacing behind him in the confined quarters of the box. �Wrap it up. All of it! We have to get out of here. Douglas, you keep the AOD on us. Everyone else, pack up.�
�Hanger One, sir?� Baldo asked, using slang for the latrine. McCreary nodded.
McCreary repeated his order over the headset. �Strike team alpha, respond.�
�SIR�� Douglas said, turning back toward Trest with a horrified expression. �I�ve lost control of her.�
Trest and McCreary turned intent gazes to Douglas�s monitor, showing the camera feed from the AOD stealth drone. It rolled and banked. Diving toward the box in attack position. Launching two Hellfire missiles. The missiles streaked toward the box, trailing white wisps of smoke behind.
�OH FUC��
��KA-BOOM!! A double explosion of Hellfire missiles obliterated the box.
Baldo was blown back from the blast, squatting with pants around ankles in the weeds nearby. He tugged them up and darted into the desert.
♦ ♦ ♦
Charlie rose to his feet, cheering the orange and black fireball blooming on the horizon.
Jennifer watched in awe, not sure what she was seeing. Charlie went back to the controls, swooping the stealth drone up out of its attack dive. He banked it around, watching the image from the drone camera he now controlled. �Keep watching. Out the window!�
The Barrett ranch house and bunkhouse appeared on-screen from a low altitude via the drone camera. Jenny spotted the angular, black drone flying straight toward them. The lethal drone buzzed right over the top of the bunkhouse as Charlie laughed at his controlled fly-by.
♦ ♦ ♦
�Sir, I�ve got an unauthorized explosion,� a radar operator said, looking up from a bank of screens at the Holloman tower. �North-northeast of our position.� The superior arrived, looking at the screen and the nearest blip, identified as MQ-10S. �It�s the AOD, sir. I�ve been radioing the ground control center, but there�s no response.�
�Who�s controlling her?�
�I don�t know, sir.�
�What else we got up there?�
The radioman scanned the screen. �Two unarmed F-22s on a training mission.�
�Scramble a pair of F-35s. Take it out � on my order.�
�Roger that.� He sounded the klaxon alarm to the ready room, where pilots waited on standby. He announced over their PA system, �Voodoo One and Two, proceed to aircraft��
♦ ♦ ♦
�Shouldn�t you land it?!� Jennifer asked.
�I can�t,� Charlie said. �They�ll know we hacked it when they go over the onboard computer.�
�So� where are you flying it?�
�Out over the desert, away from everything. I�m sure they�re sending up jets��
��On cue, the roar of two F-35 Lightning II fighters took off, interrupting Charlie. Rising in tandem attack mode on the runway. Charlie and Jenny watched the nation�s most advanced fighter jets rise and bank back over Holloman, toward the desert.
Charlie looked at the monitor from the drone camera, flying over the rolling ivory dunes of the White Sands. Within ten seconds of being airborne, an F-35 had already targeted the drone from several miles away and launched a single missile. Charlie�s monitor flashed with static and a few frames of the drone disintegrating in mid-air.
♦ ♦ ♦
It took twice as long for the pair of F-35�s to arrive over the crash site than the time it took for the missile to hit its target. A pilot leaned to his cockpit window. Eyeing the debris field of jet black particles strewn over the snowy, windswept waves of gypsum crystals making up the white sand. �Voodoo One to HAFB, target is down. Repeat. Target is down.�
�Voodoo One and Two,� the tower replied, �maintain posture and overwatch until ground crew arrives.�
♦ ♦ ♦
�Good afternoon, Chairman,� Hal said, removing the stealth helmet � instantly appearing from thin air in a corner office chair of Congressman Watson Trent.
�Who are you � How�d you get in here?� the Congressman asked, then leaned to his intercom. �Pam, call security.�
Hal rose, striding to the Congressman�s desk. Appearing ominous, decked head to toe in the SCIROC suit. Hal handed him the flash drive. �I know you�re a straight shooter, Congressman. And as Chairman of the House Intelligence Committee, you should look at this.� Trent accepted the flash drive with curiosity. �Call the Ambassador to China. He�ll confirm everything. He�ll ask you to draw up Articles of Impeachment for the President of the United States. Do it � it�s warranted � as you�ll see.�
Hal heard the commotion of security guards arriving in the neighboring office outside. He put the helmet on and disappeared. Congressman Trent couldn�t believe his eyes. Two guards barged in, finding the Congressman alone at his desk.
�Are you alright, sir?�
Trent nodded. �I�m okay. Sorry fellas. False alarm.�
�No problem, sir.�
The guards left and Congressman Trent strode around his desk to the area where Hal stood a moment ago. He swiped his arm through the air. �Where�d you go? Are you still here?�
♦ ♦ ♦
A pair of hands leaned a framed painting against the side of a cemetery headstone that read, Henry Alfred Banks � An Uncle to All. 1946�2018. The frame was a weatherproof, outdoor picture frame. The painting inside � a small print of Frederic Remington�s �The Cowboy.� Henry�s headstone was next to his wife�s. Hal stood up from the headstone, beside Jenny, also dressed in black. She set a vase of wild flowers on Henry�s grave. They paid their respects, turned and walked away, toward the New Mexico dusk. Hal held her hand as they passed through the green cemetery dotted with trees.
♦ ♦ ♦
Hal�s truck was parked and empty in Henry�s driveway. A gust of wind blew a folder open on the passenger seat, revealing the title of a legal document within� Last Will and Testament. Henry Bank�s name was at the top of the document with the name of his sole heir typed at the bottom� Harold Dennis Sheridan.
The large painting swung wide and the safe door opened above Henry�s bed. Hal placed the folded SCIROC suit in and put the helmet, boots and gloves on top. He locked it and swung the Remington back in place over the safe.
Fight for the Water Hole
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