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Chapter 1

Mediterranean Sea
Late Afternoon, Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

Alexis reached down and picked up the dead woman’s phone. A picture on the cracked screen showed a brown-eyed blond-haired girl with a missing tooth and a constellation of freckles. The little girl couldn’t have been more than seven or eight. Adorable, Alexis decided as she put the phone on the sink.

    The air in the tiny room was stifling and she fanned her face before she unbuttoned the dead woman’s blouse and removed it, along with everything else, before stuffing the body in the stall. Locking the stall with herself inside, she climbed up and over the edge, slipping down the other side.

    Afterward, she dressed in the dead woman’s clothes, looking at herself in the mirror over the sink as she did so. Before she finished buttoning up the blouse, she noticed the nametag had come undone, so she fixed it back into place.

    She grinned at her reflection, almost as if to say, “Hello, old friend.”

    She picked up a hat from the floor, dusted it off and fixed it into place. She knew enough about shipboard rules to know she generally wasn’t supposed to wear a hat indoors, but sailors often did, especially if they were young and forgetful. The dead woman had been both, Alexis decided, as she turned from the mirror and reached for the door.

    Before opening the door, she paused and turned back. “Midshipman Tinsdale, at your service, sir,” she said to the mirror until she believed it.

    The two had a passing resemblance, she decided. Same height. Same build. Same close-cropped blond hair. It’s why she’d picked the midshipman.

    Plus, with the midshipman running back and forth along the halls, it was as if she was asking to die. Almost like she was saying here I am, come and kill me and hurry up about it.

    Alexis knew the lower ranks were practically invisible. She’d always been invisible when she’d served. They never cared that she was a person.

    The faces behind the hands that patted her ass or grabbed her tits were never looking at her face, that’s for sure. They only cared that she could hit the mark every single time at 800, 1200 or 1500 meters. That she had three holes that they could fill on a dark night in the desert.

    Thinking about what she’d just done, her jaw clenched and her face got the pinched look of sadness. She sometimes felt pity for the sorrows she caused but remorse was something she felt rarely.

    Angry with herself for feeling anything, she let herself cry. Red eyes and puffy cheeks might help her make look more like the dead woman anyway.

    She cried for the life she should have had.

    She cried for everything that had happened to her during the long dark nights in the desert.

    She cried for the empty places in her heart.

    But, above all, she cried to get past the pain, to get past feeling anything.

    If she was going to survive, she needed to be numb. Numb like they told her to be during those dark nights in the desert.

    She touched a tissue to her eyes, let the tissue soak up her tears and her pain. Seeing her puffy red eyes in the mirror, she smiled.

    Done sobbing, she put the tissue in her pocket. She picked up the dead woman’s phone and put that in her pocket too. She’d almost forgotten the phone in her haste to do what she needed to do next.

    She looked at her watch, almost willing time to hurry toward zero hour.

    Calmly, she removed a magnetic sign from a utility cabinet that’d she’d unlocked previously. As she entered the hall, she put the sign on the door to the bathroom. “Closed for Cleaning,” it read.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

Mediterranean Sea
Late Afternoon, Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

Scott caught the satellite phone, decided right then the Operations Commander was going to be his new best friend even if he had to part the Mediterranean to make it happen. As he stepped into the hall, he dialed into the Switchboard system—NSA’s automated global operations board—and then said, “Authentication: Kilo Whiskey Bravo Tango Five Nine Seven Sierra.”

    KWBT-597S was a cover code, a sort of dual-purpose self-identification and rapid auto-dial from the field to his handlers at home base. Home base being whatever station he was operating out of. He’d be connected to his handlers as soon as Switchboard authenticated him using the code and voiceprint biometrics.

    He waited, holding the heavy satellite phone to his ear, thinking either the system was running slow or no one was home on the other end. But after a long delay, he heard a male voice on the other end saying, “Authentication: Juliet Romeo Eight Five. Encrypted. Unsecure.”

    JR-85 was his primary handler at the NSA, but Scott didn’t need the code to recognize the voice on the other end. He pulled the phone away from his ear just long enough to note there wasn’t a row of lit indicator lights on the phone. Three green lights would have indicated a fully secure, encrypted and untraceable connection. The one green light he saw meant that at best the connection was encrypted. He replied with, “Bravo Whiskey Seven Nine. Encrypted. Unsecure.”

    “Scott?” the voice on the other end asked.

    “Keneke,” Scott said, as he breathed a sigh of relief. If Keneke was on shift, he’d get real answers instead of “official” answers. “I hope you’ve settled into your new position now because I’m calling in every favor. Every last one.”

    “I’ve been settled in for over a year,” Keneke said. “You’re still in the Med, aren’t you?”

    Scott frowned. “So you’ve heard?”

    “And then some,” Keneke replied. “I’m at the Hawaii field station. You know, the aging underground facility you loathe.”

    “Ah, Christmas in hell,” Scott shot back. “Take down these coordinates.” He read off the latitude and longitude displayed on the e-wall for the Bardot, the Shepherd and the strike group. “Reach out to the National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency. Get the satellite photography within a 100-mile radius of those coordinates for the past 24 hours and keep looking forward for unusual activity.”

    “Whoa. Slow down,” Keneke said. “Scott, I don’t know what’s happened.”

    “I thought—wait. What do you mean you don’t know what’s happened? The Bardot, the Shepherd. They’re gone.”

    “Scott, whatever you’re trying to tell me. I’m not sure I should be hearing. There’s no chatter to corroborate anything you’re saying.”

    “What?”

    “Look, I turned up the Med channels as soon as I took your call. I’m telling you it’s dead quiet. Maybe too quiet, if you ask me.”

    “Since when do you follow official channels?”

    “Official, unofficial, all over the place. One big hunk of nothing.”

    “Nothing?”

    “Scott,” Keneke said. “I have to ask. Is your cover legend blown? It was a hell-of-a lot of work to get you—”

    “Cover legend, to hell. The Shepherd’s gone—as in blown up,” Scott said, his voice full of pain. “They sank the Bardot too.”

    Scott heard Keneke typing furiously. “OK. I have one report here stating US Marines were injured during night training exercises but that was from yesterday. That would’ve been—”

    “Sometime early in the morning here. Yes, that’s exactly when it started.”

    “When what started?”

    Scott scratched at the stubble on face. “From what you’re telling me it sounds like a cover up. This doesn’t make any sense. Unknown assailants sank the Bardot III and shot down a Seahawk, then they sank the Sea Shepherd and took out two SEAL squads. Dozens of civilians, lost. Dozens of sailors and marines, lost.”

    On the other end of the line, Scott heard Keneke suck at the air, followed by a quiet, “Shit, shit, shit.” Then Keneke said clearly, “Does this have anything to do with—”

    “No,” Scott cut in. “I mean, I don’t see how. My cover legend was solid and I did not deviate. Not even Edie knew.”

    “Edie?” Keneke asked.

    Scott didn’t want to think about Edie right now. He quickly re-focused on the issue at hand. “The cover was solid. I was in deep for months. There were no issues.”

    Keneke sighed loudly in relief. “This is ugly either way. Where are you and what happened exactly?”

    “I’m aboard the amphibious assault ship USS Kearsarge, part of a carrier strike group led by the USS Harry Truman. In the early morning hours, Sea Shepherd came under attack from unknown assailants,” Scott said as he started to recap the events of the day. He finished by saying, “Right now, I’m outside Situation Room One.”

    A long silence followed and Scott impatiently counted off the seconds in his head. Finally, Keneke said, “I’m guessing you need temporary shipboard clearance?”

    Scott took a few steps away from the door. “Get me a VIP top security clearance and the next time I see you I will treat you to the biggest Kobe steak you’ve ever seen in your life.”

    “I’ve seen some pretty big steaks… I take it you’re having a little command difficulty?”

    “You don’t know the half of it. They’re having a tough time deciding whether to throw me in the brig or sedate me up in the infirmary.”

    There was a long pause, Scott heard more furious typing, and then Keneke said, “I take it Secure Station Number 5 and Printer Sit 1 are in that room?”

    Scott walked back so he could look into the operations room. He looked for a computer with a printer. Positioned near the door was a work area with several computers and a printer. One of the computers was labeled “SS-5.”

    Almost as soon as he replied affirmatively, the printer came to life and started printing.

    “Your hall pass,” Keneke said.

    Scott stepped away from the door. “I want your friends at Tailored Access on this. The attacks were coordinated, well-planned. There’s a trail of messages out there across the Internet, probably all over the dark net.”

    “I’m running Techniques Discovery over here now, Scott. Give me an hour or two.”

    “Calls, emails, everything. Hell, get Treasure Map on all of this. Every device tracked to owner. Every recorded call analyzed. Every recorded email analyzed.”

    “Scott, you’ll know everything even if I have to dig into Dishfire and ferret out text messages myself.”

    “And no issues with F.I.S.C. or Senate Intelligence Oversight?”

    “Everything must be triple authorized now, especially if any military-grade encryption breaks are required. Nothing I can’t handle,” Keneke replied.

    “Wait, a minute,” Scott said aloud, even though he meant only to think it. He tried to think, to work through everything that had happened and was happening. He thought about the briefings and what he’d heard the Operations Commander say. What had he said exactly? Did he say they were going to kick these jihadist bastards back to their caves? “Keneke, you still there?”

    “Scott, I’m here.”

    Scott looked into the briefing room. “I think I need you to do something else for me too.”

    Keneke said clearly, “Anything, just ask.”

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

Mediterranean Sea
Late Afternoon, Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

She walked down the hall, surprised no one said anything to her about being in the wrong place or on the wrong deck. She didn’t know exactly where she was headed, but she knew the general location of the operations rooms from the ship’s diagram she’d seen.

    Her head throbbed, her body ached. She’d been in the water so long she never thought she’d be warm again. But she was warm now, though she felt disoriented, like she wasn’t herself anymore.

    As she trudged onward down the narrow corridor, she began looking for a workspace. Surely, there were workspaces onboard the ship or just some place to access a computer.

    She needed information. She needed to know what others knew about what was happening.

    At the end of the hall, she paused, unsure which way to turn. The hallways in the Kearsarge were like labyrinths and she hadn’t spent enough time memorizing the path to where she thought she needed to go next.

    She stood a moment and closed her eyes, exhaling as she tried to collect herself. Then she turned right without thinking anymore about it.

    She passed a porthole, saw that the sun had yet to set. Both were good signs. “I’m going to find Scott,” she told herself.

    In her years working in security and as an operative, she’d performed all kinds of strange assignments. None though that she’d loved or dreaded as much as this one. Working in a moral gray area was commonplace for someone in her line of work, but she never thought the work would lead to this.

    The prospect of what was ahead, what would happen tomorrow, she dreaded in a way. She didn’t want to know any more than she already knew and yet she wanted to know everything, even as she tried to remember everything that had happened so should could understand how things had gone so terribly wrong.

    In the new clothes, she felt transformed, never expecting them to be so formfitting or to complement her lithe figure so well.

    Suddenly realizing the absurdity of such thoughts at such a time, she almost laughed at herself.

    More irrational thoughts from an overexerted mind.

    What I need is rest, to sleep for a day or two.

    But she didn’t have a day or two to sleep and she knew it. She tried to focus on the events of the day, to sort what was relevant from what wasn’t.

    Coming to a t-intersection, she stopped.

    “Sit 1?” she asked a passing ensign.

    The ensign pointed.

    “Thanks,” she replied, turning to follow the path he indicated.

    She recognized him immediately, but didn’t say anything until he hung up the satellite phone. “Scott?” she said softly, her hand going to her pocket.

    His eyes lit up when he saw her. “You?” he said, waving an accusatory finger.

    She took her hand out of her pocket and rushed at him, running as fast as her legs would carry her. As she got closer, she reached out to grab him.

    When she grabbed onto him, she turned and twisted, almost as if they were a couple of bears going at it. He pressed his lips firmly against hers. “My God,” he said, “I thought you were gone. I thought I’d never see you again.”

    She returned the passion of his kisses, the fervor of his caresses. She put her hands to his cheeks, looked deep into his eyes. “I thought I’d lost you too. No one would tell me anything.”

    “No one knows anything. They told me you were dead.”

    Her eyes filled with dread. “Dead? You thought I was dead?”

    “It’s what they told me. I didn’t know. I was just trying to get back to you, to see for myself.”

    She hadn’t died, but she almost had. When she’d awoken and he wasn’t there, she had been sure he was gone. Dead gone.

    Too afraid to even think about it, she’d pushed those thoughts out of her mind. She left the infirmary in search of answers. As the medical staff kept running between the infirmary and Sit 1, Sit 1 was where she tried to go.

    She kissed him again. Her lips, her tongue, her body, wanted him. Oh God, she told herself as she sighed. She wanted to feel. She wanted him to do her right now, right here up against the wall. She didn’t care who saw, what anyone said or whether it was right or wrong. She wanted to feel everything about him, to know him as she had been so deathly afraid she never would get the chance to.

    She spun around, pulled him to her as she backed up against the wall. “Ohhh… Ohhh… Ohhh,” she cried out, but this time it wasn’t a pleasure-filled moan. It was pain—the pain of her wound as she backed up against the wall.

    The shooting pain in her shoulder brought her back to reality, almost as if a hypnotist had snapped his fingers and told her to wake up. She pushed him back, her hand on his chest. The feel of his beating heart beneath her fingers sent a shiver down her spine and all the way to her toes. “Oh, Scott, what am I doing? What have I done?”

    “Edie, you didn’t do anything I didn’t want,” he said with a broad grin. “I was scared to death that I’d never be able to do that. Mad as hell at myself for not doing it the hundred times I could have. I love you.”

    Three simple words she’d waited so long to hear. I could die now, she told herself before realizing how wrong such thoughts were and how even more wrong her actions were with all that was going on.

    Her thoughts swam, but a sudden sadness in his eyes brought her thoughts back to him. He looked absolutely crestfallen. What was wrong? Then she realized she hadn’t said those three simple words back.

    “I love you,” she said, wrapping her arms around him, even though it hurt like hell to do so.

    Stepping back from him, she nodded to the shoulder wound. “7.62mm through and through. Go me one better?”

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

Mediterranean Sea
Late Afternoon, Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

Scott’s heart was racing. It had taken everything he had to keep from giving Edie everything she wanted right there for all to see. But his devil-may-care attitude was fleeting.

    He knew better, every part of him knew better—even if every part of him wanted her as much as she wanted him. “You mean 5.56mm?”

    “No, 7.62mm. It’s what the combat medic who stitched me up wrote in my charts.”

    That didn’t make sense. He closed his eyes, tried to bring back the images of the attack.

    He assumed she’d been hit when they were under water by a strafing pass of the .50 heavy guns as the SEALs tried to contain the escalating situation. That made sense because they were in the water and had jumped away from an incoming RPG, putting them on the opposite side of the Sea Shepherd and away from the attack.

    The Beretta ARX160 the SEALs carried had a .223 L.R. round that was just like 5.56mm NATO rounds. Wounds from the two were easily confused, but it was hard to confuse either for a wound from a 7.62mm round.

    There were AK-47s aboard the Sea Shepherd. AK-47s used 7.62mm cartridges but a hit from an AK-47 didn’t make sense even if there were AK-47s onboard the fishing boats. AK-47s had an effective range of 300 to 400 meters and at best were wildly inaccurate even at short ranges. The AK-47s on the Shepherd were more to scare away would-be attackers than to kill anyone.

    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Midshipman Tinsdale coming at him from down the hall. Before she could tell him something he didn’t want to hear, he rushed back into the operations room, pulling Edie with him.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 5

Mediterranean Sea
Early Evening, Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

Scott was just coming back into the operations room with Edie when he saw a marine collecting pages from the printer. “Those are for me,” he said. “I’m Scott Madison Evers. That’s my picture you’re looking at.”

    The marine eyed Scott, continued collecting the printouts. Before Scott could intervene, the marine gave the printouts to the Operations Commander. The SEAL commander clearly didn’t like what he saw. He made an angry sound in his throat and showed his teeth while he read. It was like the half-voiced snarl of an angry wolf.

    Behind the SEAL commander, a young navy lieutenant was giving a briefing about AWACS and EC recon. Mission crews aboard the aircraft were apparently active and processing in theatre communications and signals intelligence with AWACS performing its airborne warning and control duties while an RC-135 performed reconnaissance and an EC-130 gathered communications and signals intelligence in preparation to jam enemy signals. Four F-15C Eagles were providing combat air patrol (CAP) support while an airborne gas station, a KC-135, stayed back to refuel the fighters as needed. The official on-station time was still 18:30.

    Scott looked at his watch. The on-station time was 34 minutes away. He frowned as he started thinking, started using his extensive training in analysis and tactics. Nothing was adding up. If disinformation was being put out to counter any real information that got to the media, it meant there was likely an ongoing high-risk operation somewhere that the military didn’t want compromised.

    But no one in the operations room was saying anything about any ongoing tactical missions. Everything was tenuous. Lots of planes were airborne, but like the strike group itself the planes were in defensive postures. Only the Checkerboards were out hunting, but so far the marine fighters had no actual targets.

    He asked himself, what if the commanders suspected their operations and communications were compromised? What if the early morning attacks had been designed to lure the warships away from one place while another was being targeted? Where were the Mason and the San Jacinto originally deployed anyway?

    The Shepherd had been operating between Tunis and Tripoli, following the purse seiners as they followed the tuna schools. If the Mason and the San Jacinto had been under way since before noon, heading back to the strike group, they could have been as far as 300 miles away, given their top speed of about 30 knots. A starting point west of the current position meant the warships could have been somewhere near Algiers. A starting point to the east, meant somewhere near Benghazi.

    Scott looked over at the real-time tactical map of the Mediterranean Sea and studied the current location of friendlies. He asked himself about EC response. AWACS clearly had come from Naples. The RC-135, and perhaps the EC-130 too, would have come from Athens. The area from Algiers to Benghazi included half of Algeria, all of Tunisia, and most of Libya. And yet the strike group was coming together in open waters near the island republic of Malta.

    Something wasn’t right—and surely everything was about to go terribly wrong.

    To the SEAL commander, he said, “I can guarantee you whoever you think did this, didn’t. Call off the strike response. Things are about to go pear-shaped.”

 


 

 

 

Chapter 6

Mediterranean Sea
Early Evening, Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

Alexis clenched a fist, her brows knitting together. The girl was dead—she’d killed her in the infirmary—so how was she alive with Evers?

    She struck her heels to the deck and marched, just as they slipped into a room she didn’t dare enter alone. Her plan had been to take Evers with her bare hands for all the trouble he’d caused her. The garrote hidden in her diver’s watch would have helped her do the job ever so neatly. All she would’ve needed to do was find him alone some place quiet. It would’ve been over after a brief struggle—a struggle she’d been looking forward to.

    But Evers didn’t seem to do anything a logical or rational person would do. He should’ve been in the infirmary with the others, if not for himself then for her—the girl. The girl who was proving as troublesome as Evers himself.

    She didn’t know what either knew that was dangerous to the plan. It wasn’t her job to know such things, though it was her job to eliminate her targets. Efficiently. Quickly. Quietly.

    She hurried off to her rendezvous. Her handlers would be disappointed in her, but then she planned to disappoint them anyway in the end. It was the director she worried about. He knew too much about her, and he was as meticulous about cleanup as any she’d ever seen. He’d hunt her as long as it took, but perhaps she’d hunt him first.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 7

Mediterranean Sea
Early Evening, Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

Scott squeezed Edie’s hand, his eyes shifting from the e-wall and its banks of displays to the Operations Commander holding the printouts with his security clearance and identification details. People were about to die, he knew. To the Operations Commander, he said, “You’re about to make a career-ending mistake.”

    The SEAL commander didn’t say anything, but his scowl said everything. Scott knew that look. He might just as well piss in the commander’s coffee as continue. Edie, at Scott’s side, eyed the commander. “I need to talk to you,” she said quietly in his ear. “Outside.”

    Scott looked to Master Chief Roberts and Executive Commander Howard. They were on the other side of the standing-room-only operations room, listening as a young navy lieutenant finished his briefing. For a moment, Scott thought of going to them with what he’d puzzled together, but knew also that that would only make matters worse with the Operations Commander.

    “Fifteen to stations,” an ensign called out. Scott set two alarms on his watch. 18:30 and 19:00. On-station time and go time. 15 minutes and 45.

    The folding wall between Sit 1 and Sit 2 was retracted, adding to the noise level and revealing workstations with printers and computers that were humming, churning out printouts of something their operators must have found important and relevant. On the far wall in Sit 2, a bank of flat-panel televisions were tuned to CNN, Al Jazeera and other news channels, but there were no reports of operations in the Med or news of the attacks in the headlines—or at least none broadcasting such news at the moment.

    “Ansely never liked you, Evers,” the SEAL Commander said finally, crumpling up Scott’s papers, “I like you even less. I want you gone.”

    “Fair enough. I need All Ship, All Levels clearance for myself plus one,” Scott said, picking up the crumpled papers from the floor and handing them to Edie to straighten. “Like I told Captain Howard earlier, nothing but the j-o-b. It was never personal. I did what I could for Ansely and Cooper.”

    “I understand,” the SEAL Commander said, nodding what looked like approval to the young marine at his side. The marine marched off. “Doesn’t mean we’re going to be besties and braid each other’s hair now.”

    Scott swallowed, held his tongue and to his plan to win over the commander. Sit 1 and Sit 2 joined together made a war room—a war room for the ships and for the unseen strike teams that were no doubt preparing for insertion as soon as darkness wrapped the land. “You’ve got this all wrong,” he said. “You’re thinking jihadists, ISIS, al-Qaida—and you’re making a mistake.”

    The SEAL Commander stuck a finger in Scott’s face. “Evers, you just don’t get it. I don’t care if you’re a personal friend of P.O.T.U.S. or the Queen of Siam. You don’t belong here. This is SEAL business; this is navy business.”

    Scott held his ground. Heads were turning in his direction and conversation around them was slowing. “This whole thing, start to finish, has been executed with military precision from the attack on Bardot to the sinking of Shepherd. You’re not fighting ISIS, al-Qaida or jihad—you’re fighting something else.”

    Edie spun around, red-faced. Scott knew her well enough to know she was about to say something they’d both regret. He put a hand out to hold her back, shook his head. Even his expression said, “Don’t,” but she did anyway.

    “What’s wrong with you?” she shouted, “What the hell’s wrong with you?”

    “Not here, not now,” Scott said, stepping to her, but it was too late. The briefing stopped cold. Every eye in the room that wasn’t already on them was now.

    “Nothing to see. Nothing to hear. Nothing at all,” Edie shouted. “The show’s over!”

 


 

 

 

Chapter 8

Bluffdale, Utah
Morning, Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

“Hello,” called out a female voice. “Any coffee going in the break room?”

    Dave Gilbert stood, stretched, and subtly used his large frame to block Nancy’s view of his monitors. There were times he dreaded having the height and girth of a retired linebacker but now wasn’t one of them. He glanced at his watch. “Day shift already? Right on time, as usual, I could set my watch by you.” He swallowed hard and told himself how much of a dumbass he was for saying something so stupid when he should be asking her out on a date instead.

    Nancy smiled and Dave thought about how cute she looked in that moment. He knew most men wouldn’t think her pretty, but he did. “Wait, I thought you were working swings, not mids,” she said, her eyes fixed on his.

    “I was, I am,” Dave said, tucking in his shirt and fixing his collar. Sometimes, like now, he imagined the two of them were together. A regular Mike and Molly, like the TV show.

    “Then what are you still doing here?” she said, hotly. She was always on him about his work ethic of 12- and 16-hour days. “It’s not like you’re going to get any more after eight hours are up. You’re a GS-14, shouldn’t even be working a desk, should be in an office with your feet up letting us grunts have at it.”

    His turn to smile. She was a GS-12, who also should be in an office somewhere with her feet up. “A waste of four masters and three doctorates.” He rubbed his hands, or more precisely the place on his ring finger that now seemed naked after twelve years of proper dress. Not that the marriage had lasted that long, but he’d worn the ring that long, hoping like a fool for almost three years that Meredith would take him back. “Anyway, I’m sure you have lots to do.” He pointed up the hall, as his cell phone started ringing. “No coffee though.”

    “Knew I should’ve stopped at Starbucks,” she said, chuckling and walking away. “Stay here another hour and I’ll pull the fire alarm to get you back to your car.”

    “Don’t worry about that,” he said. “Gone as soon as I finish this data sort.”

    He sat back down, ignored the ringing of his desk phone, and chewed his lip as he watched the data stream on his monitors, knowing he should have done one of two things long ago: He should have gone home to get some much needed sleep or he should have passed along what he was seeing to the Mediterranean desk at NSA headquarters in Ft. Meade. None of what was happening felt right though, especially the fact that it was like the Med was covered in a blanket—or more precisely, getting blacked out. What he was seeing in raw form was what they should have seen long ago all on their own.

    To be sure, data was coming into the DC as it was being gathered for processing and he could track the inputs to their source devices using Treasure Map. Treasure Map was aglow, in fact, with identification markers from all the source devices. All these sources told him more about the ships and personal involved in the maneuvers than he ever wanted to know from the number and names of the vessels to the approximate number of troops. It wasn’t just ships though, other systems were picking up fighters, recon aircraft and more, meaning the airspace over the Med was buzzing too.

    PRISM, Dishfire and other systems helped him track what was being said by personnel involved on social media, the Internet and in text messages despite what he knew were explicit directives for quiet during sensitive operations, but he’d had to hack the data mining algorithms he’d written to sift through the slush and get to the cream more quickly. The cream was telling him plenty, but not entirely what he wanted to know, which was who started what, what response was coming, and who or what was compartmentalizing and blocking the data from final processing.

    It was this final question that was the most troubling. He was the most senior data specialist on staff and had written the algorithms and search interfaces and still had no idea how someone could draw boxes around entire segments of data to prevent automated processing. The whole point of the NSA collection systems and his work was to make gathering, processing and alert issuance automatic so that reports could be issued in real time and subsequently acted upon by the Intelligence community.

    His eyes darted to the 10-foot high black box in its glass cage. The version of the D-Wave on loan for testing from In-Q-Tel was the most powerful supercomputer on the planet, and he was one of a select few who knew enough about quantum computing to program the data analytics algorithms he’d just coded. Algorithms that weren’t supposed to exist, but did because he’d just created them after hours of painstaking trial and error.

    Hearing voices and footsteps, he slipped down in his chair to hide behind the walls of his cubicle. He ran a thumb over a note stuck to his monitor. 5:18 AM it read and when he’d written it he’d been absolutely certain that that was when whatever was happening began. Now, he wasn’t so sure—no, he was sure. 5:18 AM was the time of the first strike, but not when any of this began. Someone somewhere had been in his systems before the attacks. Someone somewhere had meticulous planned everything. He was certain of this as there was no other explanation for why Med data was being compartmentalized and held. But compartmentalized and held by what or whom?

    His desk phone started ringing. “You going to answer that?” said a voice from the next cubicle. It was George, in for his day shift.

    Dave had been ignoring the incessant ringing for hours, certain it was Momma Peg. He tried to get back to his thoughts. Putting blocks in his systems required code modifications and code modifications meant God level access, not just Root access. The problem with this was that he was the only one with God level access in the entire DC.

    He put a hand to his mouth as it fell open, then started typing furiously. “The only one,” he told himself. Had he himself put the blocks in place when he kicked off his updates the previous day? Had he done the work for the hackers?

 


 

 

 

Chapter 9

Mediterranean Sea
Early Evening, Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

Still clutching the satellite phone, Scott looked at his watch. Seven minutes ago USS Mason and USS San Jacinto had rejoined the strike group, forming up with USS Gettysburg and USS Bulkeley in support of USS Harry Truman and whatever extreme retaliatory rejoinder was in play. The Kearsarge though seemed to be moving away from the pack, at least according to the real-time tactical map.

    He pulled Edie into the hall grabbing the pair of VIP badges out of the marine’s hand as he went. Edie pushed back until he took his hands off her. “Sorry,” he said, pinning one of the badges to his shirt at the collar.

    “Sorry, my ass,” Edie said, fighting to get past him. “Let me back in there. I’m going to take off his head.”

    “Not going to do any good,” Scott said, leaning to Edie to pin the other badge to her shirt. They were standing so close together he could feel the heat of her. She was like a wild animal; a wounded, angry wild animal. He took a step back to get some distance between them and some perspective, but never took his hand away from her sternum. “He’s made up his mind that whatever retaliatory strike they’ve decided on is the right one. We haven’t got long to find something decisive to change their minds, or something’s going to happen that’s going to be bad for everyone.”

    Edie’s eyes fixed on his, her brows raised. He shook his head, another warning for her to calm down. She took a step back, tried to raise both hands in supplication, but only got one hand up due to the pain in her shoulder.

    She winced and gritted her teeth against the pain while he wrapped an arm around her. Tears came as he expected. Edie was tough as wrought iron, but human too. Her chest heaved and convulsed; he pulled her to him.

    “They’re all dead, all dead,” she said her voice not even a whisper. “Tell me what I can do.”

    Scott brushed away her tears with the backs of his hands, walked her farther away from Sit 1 and 2. “Get it out first,” he said, moving with her toward the bathrooms. “I’m here, Edie. I’m here.”

    Edie closed her eyes and made no reply. He reached for the handle, twisted, but the door was locked. Without thinking, he knocked, called out, “Can you hurry up?”

    Insensitive he knew, he’d have hated being rushed if he was in there. It didn’t stop him from knocking again and repeating his words. He was about to walk away when he saw the “Closed for Cleaning” sign.

    He’d been aboard enough navy vessels to know there wasn’t much to bathroom locks aboard ship. There always needed to be a quick way in to any public room for safety. He thrust the heel of his hand against the door just above the handle, heard the pop he was listening for as he pushed his way in.

    He swung Edie in, switching the lights on with his hand and swinging the door closed with his foot. Realizing their bodies were pressed together, he leaned back but didn’t step away from her.

    “Don’t,” she said, pressing into him. “I need this.”

    He wiped away her tears that wouldn’t stop. “We shouldn’t.”

    “No, we shouldn’t,” she said, pressing her wet face into his neck.

    “We have to think,” he said. “We have to stop this.”

    Earlier, the joy of seeing each other had swept away all other concerns, but now everything was coming out into the open, gushing forth like water over Niagara Falls. “The Kid?” she said. “Garet? Kathy? Angel? Anyone?”

    Scott hung his head, put a hand to the side of her face. An image flashed through his mind. He saw the position of Sea Shepherd, Bardot, the strike group and the Kearsarge on the tactical map. “I don’t know much more than you. Master Chief Roberts told me earlier they’d recovered four from Shepherd along with two from Bardot, others too, and an operative. Well, he didn’t say operative or CIA but that’s what was inferred.”

    He lost himself in the blue of her eyes as he spoke. Their lips touched, tentative at first, then firmly as he was swept away. Everything inside him wanted this, but he knew it was wrong. All wrong. He broke away.

    “Don’t stop,” she said, using her lips and tongue to allay his concerns. “I want this. I’ve always wanted this.” She pulled his t-shirt up, pushed her hand down the inside of his sweatpants. “Five minutes in heaven is all I need to forget everything.”

    “Three is all you get,” he said, returning her caresses, her kisses. He lifted her in the air and spun her around to the vanity. Then it was his turn to pull at clothing.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 10

Mediterranean Sea
Early Evening, Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

Scott pulled the black t-shirt over his head as Edie buttoned up her blouse. “Three minutes,” he said, glancing at his watch, “and time even to dress.”

    “Well now I know,” Edie said, beaming and leaning forward to kiss him. “If we were in bed, you’d be snoring by now and I’d be smoking a cigarette.”

    “I don’t snore, and if we were in a bed, it would’ve been entirely different. That, I promise you,” he said, putting his hands out palms up so she could put hers into them and jump off the vanity. He was quiet for a moment. Then he said, “I’m sorry. This is pretty messed up, isn’t it?”

    “Don’t say that,” she said, kissing him as she tucked in her shirt and fixed her pants. “It is what it is.” She paused, turned her head to the side, looking at him like a cat that ate a canary. “And I don’t smoke, but you get what I mean, don’t you?”

    “Good to know,” he said, smiling and suddenly pleased with himself. He pressed his lips against hers and took in her scent. “I’ve never known anyone like you, Edie. I wish…” His voice trailed off.

    “Evers, don’t you go soft on me,” she said, pushing him back. Turning to the sink, she twisted the faucet handle, splashed her face to wash away all that remained of her tears. She used the water to straighten the tangled mane of strawberry hair that flowed midway down her back. “Got a plan?”

    “I do,” he said without hesitation. Stepping to the door and opening it, he entered the hall just as the first alarm on his watch sounded. A quick press muted it. The glance he exchanged with Edie in that moment said everything.

    Down the hall, he saw a woman come out of the briefing room—a woman with short blond hair. Midshipman Tinsdale. When she turned in his direction, he saw her blue eyes were puffy and red. He hoped she wasn’t crying on his account, but he wasn’t going to stick around to find out. “Hurry,” he said, reaching out to grab Edie’s left hand in his right, but stopping short to assess which shoulder she’d been wounded in.

    “You’ve got it correct,” she said, putting her hand into his.

    He responded by squeezing and pulling her away. “Sorry,” he said, rushing away.

    “Apologize one more time, Evers,” she said playfully, “and I’ll…”

    Her voice trailed off, so he finished for her. “You’ll what?”

    “You’ll see,” Edie replied with what almost passed for a warm smile. “You’ll see.” She pointed with her thumb. “The woman behind us, a friend of yours?”

    “My babysitter.” He paused, pulled Edie around a corner. “I shouldn’t say that. I gave her the slip before. She caught some flak for it, caused those tears I think.”

    “Always were a real charmer.” Edie glanced back. “Where we off to?”

    “Infirmary,” Scott said. “Master Chief Roberts told me some of the survivors were on board. Did you see them?”

    “Yeah, four or five in the area I was in, and there were a few triage areas set up. No one I recognized or knew from Sea Shepherd,” she said. “They were wheeling people in and out. After Ansely died, it was even worse. Cooper was in surgery when I left, practically out in the open. One of the worst things I’ve ever seen.”

    This wasn’t at all what Scott wanted to hear. “No one? Are you sure?”

    Edie shrugged, or at least tried to. “I wasn’t exactly a hundred percent. Triage was happening all around me. I looked for you… You… Well, that’s what I remember doing.”

    Violent images of the incoming whirlwind of an RPG, explosions, gunfire, and people screaming flashed through Scott’s thoughts… and behind it all smoke and flames and dark water.

    He blocked her next step with his arm, turned her to him. “We can do this.” He stared into her eyes. “They’re thinking jihadists, but my gut tells me this is a different kind of extremist. Something we’re not supposed to know or see at all, or at least not see until it’s too late.”

    “You don’t have to sell me,” Edie said. “Whatever’s going on is coordinated, precise. Sophisticated, planned, like you’ve been saying, but too clean too. So clean, it stinks.”

    “So clean, it stinks,” Scott said, half to himself, as he started off again. “That’s about the size of it—and exactly why I want to question any survivors.”

 


 

 

 

Chapter 11

Mediterranean Sea
Early Evening, Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

Alexis stepped into the hall, her heart racing. She’d waited much too long for them to pass the door to Sit 1 or come back into Sit 2. She turned her head left and scanned, but didn’t see her targets. Turning the other way, she stopped cold and cocked her head, looking puzzled.

    She stared, startled by where they were. Had they been in the bathroom? Had they seen the body? Is that why they were running off in such a hurry?

    Her hands felt sweaty as she stepped after them. It didn’t stop her from reaching for the hidden weapon. What stopped her was the certainty of being found out and losing the element of surprise needed for success.

    Before passing the “Closed for Cleaning” sign, she turned the handle on the door to the bathroom. Pleased to find it locked, she continued on.

    She grinned wickedly. There’s nowhere to hide!

    “You ready?” she said to her companion. The firm nod was all she needed. After five brisk steps, she broke into a trot as Evers and the girl turned a corner, making sure to hang back far enough to remain unseen.

    Blending in wasn’t a problem. The ship was bustling with sailors and marines moving in every direction, and no few of them were double timing it. No doubt due to the importance of the mission about to start—the mission her plans hinged on. First strike would lead to a face off and the face off would lead to the end and beginning of everything.

 


 

 

Chapter 12

Ligurian Sea
Early Evening, Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

The director ripped the vinyl record out of the player and smashed it across the credenza. Wagner’s Die Walküre and its operatic undertones—even Siegmund’s Winterstürme from the first act which had been playing—was wrong. All wrong. He needed music to calm, to sooth. Music to think, and not to excite.

    His assistant, Mila, burst into the room, wide-eyed, or at least as wide-eyed as he’d ever seen her. He put up a hand up to get her to back out. “Everything’s fine,” he said. “Just working out some issues is all.”

    “I think not,” she said. “Your me time isn’t helping you. I told you to let me take care of that.” The girl—if girl was something anyone so lethal could be called—didn’t mean to be insolent, he knew. She’d been just as much on edge since the incident began. Not that he’d said a word to her or anyone about what was happening, rather that she had a preternatural sense for his moods and needs. “So what do you say sailor?” She reached out to the buttons of his shirt.

    “Not now, later,” he said. “This problem isn’t going away. I need you to connect me with Sal.”

    She pouted, but it was playfully meant. “Love you long time. Love you so good your eyes roll back in your head and never come back down.”

    The director didn’t want to grin, but he did. She knew he loved it when she played dirty Asian prostitute to his drunken American sailor. “Connect me with Sal, even if you have to send out recovery teams to find him.”

    Although he expected her to leave and close the door quietly behind her, she didn’t. Instead, she reached behind her and closed the door without ever taking her eyes off him, smiling at the click of the lock beneath her nimble fingers. Then she walked toward him or more correctly stalked forward like some feral cat, her long legs and bare toes reaching out to their full extent with every step.

    He wagged a finger at her. “Sal, find him.”

    Kneeling in front of him, she unzipped his pants and pulled them down to his knees. Her mouth was on him bobbing for apples before he could grab the back of her head and pull her away. He staggered back to the couch, with her mouth going up and down, up and down.

    He had a thousand thoughts on his mind and every one of them vitally important to saving his reputation and salvaging the operation. Alexis had almost certainly betrayed him, playing him for a fool—and he was no fool. It didn’t matter that she was his most-trusted operative. It didn’t matter that she was still trying to eliminate her target. It didn’t matter that she’d checked in and taken final orders. It didn’t even matter whether she succeeded.

    She knew and he knew what was coming next. Containment, damage control, clean up. So what was she doing? Why was she aboard the Kearsarge? Why was she still after him? What did it matter? What did he matter?

    Alexis could have slipped away into the night—or at least tried. He’d have found her eventually, but she’d have had days or hours of something resembling freedom before he put her down. Alexis herself had hunted and taken out ducks and runners whose infractions were insignificant compared to the current fiasco. She knew what was coming for her, there was no way she didn’t, so why? What was she doing? What was she up to? What did she want? Was it him? This Evers.

    What had Scott Madison Evers done? Why did he matter? He’d known the $5 million bounty seemed all wrong but he’d taken the appointment anyway as a favor. The client was one of his oldest, having come to him in his first year after leaving The Farm and setting up his operations abroad, for what had the client called it?

    His thoughts spun as Mila continued slurping up apples. Oh yes, he told himself, remembering. Glen had called it an equitable divorce settlement, meaning: don’t put a bullet in my wife’s head, make it look like an accident. He’d never forgotten the phrasing, even after all these years. He’d even said it as a point of conversation to other clients seeking the same result and not quite knowing how to ask for it. It wasn’t his place to judge—and that wasn’t just his libertarian, if not quite egalitarian, leanings speaking.

    His eyes rolled back in his head. His mouth fell open. The cares of the world fell away as he moaned and Mila slurped. When the world stopped and everything stopped with it, there were no thoughts, no cares, no worries. Only bliss.

    The deed done, Mila leaned back and brushed her red lips with the tips of her fingers. Her eyes lit with a wicked smile. “Told you,” she said, her voice soft and sexy.

    The director stood, zipped up his pants. His eyes looked right through her. It wasn’t what or why, but who? Evers was one card in a deck of 52. The deck itself didn’t even matter, because as in rumino he knew there could be more than one deck. Jokers even. No, what mattered was who the players were and equally as important, how many players there were.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 13

Mediterranean Sea
Early Evening, Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

Scott felt a swell of panic as he entered the infirmary, eyes fixed on the bright lights shining behind the thin curtains. A nurse had just entered the makeshift surgery room, but he hadn’t seen her so much as the blood soaking her outer gown.

    His heart raced from the quick run, and his thoughts were disjointed from the adrenaline coursing through his system. “Take one side of the room. I’ll take the other.”

    Edie looked as tired as he felt. The implications of what they’d discussed briefly just before entering were terrifying. “Shouldn’t we stay together? I mean we may have better results.” She pulled him to the first occupied bed, touched a hand to the side of the injured man’s face to see if he would open his eyes. “Can you hear me? Are you able to answer my questions?”

    The man’s eyes fluttered, but only opened partially. Scott hurried off to the next bed, Edie a step behind until he pointed to a sickbed on the opposite side of the room. He shook the sleeping woman’s shoulder. “Very sorry,” he said, “I need to ask you about the attack. It’s important.”

    The woman’s eyes opened and closed. She tried to focus. “I’m listening. Did they get them?”

    “Get who?” he said.

    “Get the terrorists who did this,” she said.

    The pain in her voice gave him pause, but he pressed on. “That’s why I need your help. Tell me about what happened to you?” She wasn’t from Shepherd. He knew everyone from his boat. “Were you on the Bardot?”

    “Wait, you’re him aren’t you?” she said. “I know your voice. You’re, Scott, from Sea Shepherd. I’m Peyton from Bardot. I’ve heard your voice so many times on the maritime… It all happened so quickly.”

    He nodded, glanced at his watch. 15 minutes. Her voice was familiar to him as well, he just hadn’t realized it before. He saw the position of Bardot on the map in his mind’s eye. “I really need you to answer some questions. Can you close your eyes and think back to the attack? Where you were? What you saw?”

    “Can I help you?” said a voice behind him.

    He glanced over his shoulder, saw only the hospital blues. “Scott Evers,” he said, extending his hand back without turning around. “Just need to ask some questions to get to the bottom of things.”

    Her firm grip was surprising, and Scott found himself nodding as she asked him something he didn’t really hear. His focus was on Peyton who was trying to tell him what she saw. Something about flashes of light in the dark. “Go on,” he told her.

    “I was on deck when it happened, watching the helo come in. We were supposed to take on one of theirs. An oceanographer, I think,” Peyton said breathlessly. “Then a flash of light and another. Jumping over is the only thing that saved me.”

    Scott’s head bobbed in agreement, jumping overboard had saved him and Edie too. He squeezed her hand reassuringly while his eyes urged her to continue.

    Edie called out to him from across the room. “Scott, you need to hear this.”

    “Thank you,” he told Peyton.

    “Excuse me,” he said, brushing past the nurse. He knew at once from the tattoos that the man lying in the bed talking to Edie was a marine from the Kearsarge, The gator tail and the number 3, specifically, but also the U.S.M.C. and the anchor. “You have something?”

    “Gunny, tell him what you told me,” Edie said.

    “Master Gunnery Sergeant Briggs, sir,” the marine said, grimacing. “Like I said, didn’t have a chance. Came up at us from nowhere, like a Tomahawk from a sub.”

    Scott skipped past the formal address which was no doubt due to his VIP badge and suddenly understood the astounded look on Edie’s face. “There was another ship? Did you get the name or numbers?”

    “Not a ship, sir,” the marine said. “More like from a sub.”

    “You saw a sub?” Scott said. Agitated, the marine tried to sit up. Scott cringed when he heard a ripping noise—stitches probably. He’d ripped open enough stitches himself to know the sound. The sudden red bloom in the Gunny’s dressings confirmed this, but it didn’t stop his words. “You’re sure?”

    “No, sir,” the marine said, pushing up against the weight of Edie’s hands pressing him down. “It just came up at us from nowhere. Bardot was the only ship in the area.”

    “Nurse,” Edie called out. At the same time, Scott said, “Missile? RPG? What?” He thought for a moment, added, “From nowhere? That’s impossible.”

    Scott heard the nurse come up behind him and didn’t think anything about it, until he felt something brush past his face. 

    His hands were up instantly, grabbing even though he knew the wire would bite into everything it touched.

    At best he was about to lose fingers; at worst, his life.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 14

Bluffdale, Utah
Early Afternoon, Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

Just as his desk phone stopped ringing, Dave’s cell phone started ringing.

    “For crumsakes, Dave,” George said, jumping up. “Answer one of them and maybe they’ll stop ringing!”

    Dave got up, waved George back. “Hello,” he said, answering his cell phone.

    “Oh, thank the Lord, not dead in a ditch,” a voice that could only belong to Momma Peg said. “I’ve been trying to reach you for hours. Can’t you ever answer? Or do you just enjoy letting the phone ring knowing I’m on the other end? You trying to kill an old lady?”

    “Not dead in a ditch, Peg,” he said. He sat, swung himself toward his keyboard with his phone held in the crook of his neck. “I’m in the middle of something, and wasn’t sure who was calling. What can I help you with?”

    A tsk, tsk was followed by a thumping sound he knew was her trying to turn up her hearing aid. “Don’t take that tone with me. You’re not too old to take over a knee.”

    He typed as he talked, running parallel searches, first of his code for extraneous strings and newly added segments and second of the massive data set representing everything collected by the NSA. Without the D-Wave, the primary way the NSA looked for needles in earth-sized haystacks was through real-time processing of the terabytes of data coming in each second. Offline processing, minute-by-minute was slow and resource-intensive, accomplished by walls of mainframes that occupied two floors in the data halls. “I know, I know. You have me, I’m listening.”

    Momma Peg hissed into the phone, then said, “Well, I had something for you, but now I don’t. Anyway, little Sarah’s been missing her daddy. You ever going to come see that child of yours?”

    Dave switched the phone to his other ear, his eyes fixed on the string of Not Founds and 0 Matches on his screen before he went back to typing. “I really have to go, Momma Peg. I’m tired, been working a double, and I still have to finish something before I can go home.”

    Peg thumped the phone on the table. He knew that sound because she did it often. “You’re a no account, you know that? I talked to Meredith this morning, nothing but tears.”

    Dave put his hand over the phone so Momma Peg wouldn’t hear him sucking at the air. His other hand groped for his inhaler, but his fingers couldn’t find it. Gasping and wheezing, he nearly dropped the phone. Finally, he found he was able to say, “Her, Meredith?”

    “Yes, Meredith, who else?” she said. He couldn’t see her shaking her head, but he knew she was. His fingers finally found his inhaler. He pushed down on the canister, breathed in. Momma Peg continued, “You never should’ve divorced her. Broke her, you did, just like you broke that baby girl. Little Sarah doesn’t deserve any of it. None of it at all. She misses her daddy, did I tell you that yet?”

    He typed, told himself he heard none of her hurtful words. Suddenly he was relieved to be on his cell phone and not the desk phone with its louder speaker that sometimes carried Peg’s voice to other cubicles. Momma Peg had a way of not just opening wounds but persistently ripping them open and making them deeper.

    Into the silence, Peg said, “You still there? You’re a son of bitch, that’s what you are. You know that? How could you leave Meredith? That girl needs you. Both your girls need you.”

    Momma Peg had raised him, but she’d never really been his mother. She’d been John’s mother, not his. “Momma Peg, she divorced me. You know that,” he said, staring at a new strings of Not Founds and 0 Matches. He kept working only to distract himself from things he didn’t want to face.

    “I know nothing,” she said. “I only know you made the biggest mistake of your miserable good-for-nothing life. She was the best thing to happen to you—the best thing that will ever happen to you.”

    He pressed his forehead into the cold metal and glass of his desk, pushed the phone into his ear and found the courage to say, “You know she left me for John. Married him too and you know that.”

    “Not a surprise you lost her,” Momma Peg said, her voice raising and cracking. “How you got a woman like that I’ll never know. You never deserved her, never treated her right, and now you don’t even come to see little Sarah. You don’t deserve her either. You, you’re more worthless than I always knew you were. You, you ain’t even a 5-cent Betty.”

    5-cent Betty was what Grampa Earl called anyone woman showing too much skin because he said that’s what prostitutes cost in the Depression. Dave’s fingers punched the keyboard with each stroke. He wasn’t going to let himself cry. Grown men didn’t cry, little boys cried. “You know she’s his. DNA tests said so—both of them. Not some lab screw up, not twice. It’s been seven years since Mer and I separated.”

    “That child’s yours,” Peg said, her voice not quite a shout. “Conceived while you were married. Don’t you try to get out of supporting that child.”

    His eyes went wide at the “1 Match” showing in the results. “You get the checks, you know that’s not true. Just like you know Sarah’s John’s and that Meredith left me to be with him because she knew it too, even before the tests.”

    “David Thomas Gilbert, don’t you take that tone with me,” Momma Peg shouted into the phone. “I’ll switch you, boy, next time I see you. I’ll switch you so good you’ll never forget it when you try to sit.”

    “I’m not a child anymore,” he said, ending the call.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 15

Mediterranean Sea
Evening, Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

Scott felt his blood go cold. “Edie, go!” he shouted as he staggered backward, razor wire slicing into his fingers. He felt his attacker slam into the bedside table and pushed even harder, thrusting her into the wall.

    It didn’t matter. She clung to him more boa constrictor than woman, her arms squeezing, her hands tightening on the garrote.

    Everything slowed. He heard screaming, shouting. It was like he lived between every other beat of his heart. He shook his head, his body convulsed. Blood from his splayed fingers sprayed his face. The wire was a millimeter from the flesh of his neck. He could feel the ice of its edge on his exposed throat.

    His chest pressed hard into metal rail of the hospital bed as she jumped up and put her knees into his back. He knew she would use this as leverage to yank back even harder. He couldn’t stop it, but he tried.

    He suddenly felt a fiery, upwelling sense of doom. Was this it? Was this the end? He’d wanted to die fighting, and this was his chance. His chance to be free of the weights around his shoulders. “James,” he said, the name of his infant son escaping his lips as a raspy exhalation.

    He felt the pressure on his back increase. His rib cage began to compress painfully against the side of the bed. He heard something, a chair crashing against a wall, perhaps.

    Then pain exploded outward, and he was launched backward as if a cork from a bottle of bubbly. He stumbled, slipped in something wet. Blood, perhaps. Blood was everywhere. He heard angry voices behind him, felt angry hands pulling, ripping.

    He went down, felt the back of his head smack the hard floor with a resounding thwack. The world spun, blackened. Responders, who must have heard the sounds of the chaos, were all around him. Their appearance in surgical scrubs and paper masks amplified his panic. But the hands weren’t ripping at him, they were pinning him down, holding him to a gurney being wheeled wildly into bright lights.

    For a fleeting instant, he saw her on his left, a flash of blue eyes and blond hair darting into the crowd around him before disappearing from view.

    He tried to lean his head up, looking for her. Nothing, her face was replaced by another. “Edie?”

    “Don’t try to talk,” Edie said, smiling ever so faintly. “You had the wind knocked out of you.”

    “What?” Scott shouted. To the nurse at his right side about to inject him with something, he said tersely, “No sedation.” He tried to look at his watch but found he couldn’t move his hands. “Unstrap me! We don’t have time for this.”

    The nurse brought the needle to his arm. He thrashed violently against the straps, causing those around him to pounce and hold him down.

    “Get him under control,” a voice said.

    “No sedation, need to see Ops Commander,” Scott said, but his protestations fell on deaf ears. “No sedation.”

    “Hang in there,” said a voice on his left.

    “It’s not all my blood,” he said, struggling to keep the needle from his veins. “It’s not!”

    He swiveled his head. “Edie, tell them. Stop this!” The shouting and thrashing made his head throb. “Stop this!”

    The responders, he realized, weren’t holding him down. They were applying pressure. The alarm on his watch sounded, muffled but audible. Go time.

    He looked down. His hands were wrapped in what looked like bed sheets and several hands were gripping the wraps firmly. Edie, must’ve done that, to slow the bleeding, to save his fingers.

    Someone at the head of the gurney was applying pressure too, to the back of his head. Must’ve cracked it pretty darn good.

    He wasn’t feeling much though. Was it shock? Something worse? A broken neck?

    “More morphine,” a voice said.

    Morphine, explained everything, especially the unsettling calm he felt. The alarm on his watch kept sounding.

    “I.V.’s in,” a voice said.

    He hadn’t known there was an I.V. going into his other arm until he turned his head and saw it.

    “That sedative in yet?” a voice said.

    “Not yet,” said another, “he won’t hold his arm still.”

    “Come around. Put it in the drip.”

    “Stop,” Scott shouted. “Edie, get them off me!”

    The room spun. He heard voices but they weren’t from those in the room with him. “A flash of light and another.” “Like a Tomahawk from a sub.” “Came up at us from nowhere.” “Get the terrorists who did this.”

    “What’s his name?” a voice said.

    “Scott. Scott Evers,” he heard Edie say. Her voice sounded distant.

    “Stay, Edie,” he shouted, or meant to, but his voice didn’t come out that way.

    “Shh…” he heard Edie say. “Sleep now.”

    “Don’t leave me,” he said, or tried. “Get off… Get… I have… to… tell…”

 


 

 

 

Chapter 16

Ligurian Sea
Early Evening, Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

On board Il Ferdinand, the director stepped out onto the forward deck and felt the warmth of the summer sun on his face for what seemed like the first time in days. Inhaling deeply, the moisture and salt in the air filled his nostrils and lungs. Taking in the panoramic view of the Ligurian and the orange ball of the setting sun while his vessel cut a white froth through the mild chop, he thought to himself how fortunate he was to live luxury others only dreamed of.

    He glanced back to Mila in the circular sky lounge, then walked to the shaded bar. She was a stunning jewel in her 2-piece, daffodil swimsuit, though playfully pouty at the moment since he said he wouldn’t be joining her in the Jacuzzi later.

    In truth, he was surprised he’d let her convince him to take dinner in the sky lounge. His field operative Alexis had made a mess of things, and while she would answer with her life eventually, right now he still needed her.

    Never take a job you do not intend to see through to the end. Never pass judgment. Never reveal your client’s identity.

    The words echoed in his mind.

    “The usual,” he told the bartender, holding up two fingers.

    “Yes, sir,” the former Royal Marines Commando turned evening bartender said. “The usual coming up, times two.”

    Hearing soft footsteps behind him, he expected Mila to wrap her arms around him from behind. He turned and instead saw his operations coordinator, Frederick.

    “Sir?” Frederick said. “Something you should see.” He paused, waiting for the director’s approval to continue, which he gave with a slight nod. “You asked the techs to watch High Line.”

    The director waved his operations coordinator to silence. High Line was a code name for something that wasn’t for anyone’s ears above decks. He stepped farther out onto the sundeck. When the sound of the vessel cutting chop swallowed everything else, he said, “Proceed.”

    “Yes, sir,” the coordinator said, turning to stand in front of the director. “It appears High Line has been activated. I know this changes everything in our plans, so I wanted you to know soonest.”

    The director wasn’t surprised by the news as he’d been expecting it, but he needed absolute confirmation. “Appears or has?”

    Frederick cleared his throat. “Has, sir. Confirmed, as of a few minutes ago. Green indicator.”

    “John Gilbert.” Two more words that could change everything. “Status?”

    If the ops coordinator was surprised at the director’s slip in protocol, he gave no indication. “Low Line status remains unknown.”

    The director’s slip wasn’t intentional, but his thought that a more apt name would have been Low Life, was. Any man who could turn on his own… Well, that was what he’d needed wasn’t it? At any rate, he didn’t choose the code names. Others did.

    He tried to push distractions from his thoughts as he considered the implications, but Mila chose that moment to slip into the Jacuzzi topless. “Last status?”

    “No new check-ins, no new updates.”

    “Very well,” the director said, as a dismissal. Before the other man could step away, he said, “An update on our ETA?”

    “Late afternoon, unless the weather changes.”

    The director nodded. He needed only a moment to come to a decision.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 17

Mediterranean Sea
Evening, Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

“Hello?” Scott said or tried to. “What’s happening?”

    He fought to orient himself, heard someone talking about surgery and how it would be the first they’d participated in. He watched as his hands were put on metal trays, thought how superb it was that he could be here for their instructive enjoyment.

    “Hold,” said a gruff male voice.

    “We need to begin,” said another.

    Scott’s eyelids felt like anvils. He fought their weight, but won only intermittently. The haggard face leaning into his was familiar. “Master chief?” he said or thought he did.

    “I need to know,” Chief Roberts said. “How you knew?”

    “Out of my operating room,” the other voice said.

    “More sedation,” another voice said.

    “Doctor, he’s already had too much. Don’t know how he’s still alert and trying to talk.”

    “No more sedation,” Scott said, wincing as the wraps on his left hand were removed for inspection.

    “Sedation, going in,” a voice said.

    “Ready to begin?” someone at Scott’s right hand said, inspecting the wounds.

    “Ready,” said the doctor. To the Master Chief, the doctor said, “Scrubs and gloves, if you plan to stay.”

    Scott thought he’d caught the razor wire with his fingers, but it was his palms that were splayed open like overcooked bratwursts. The tops mostly, just below the fingers.

    Blood was everywhere as soon as the wraps were removed. Gauze, pressure and clamps slowed the bleeding while the doctor worked and stitched. Scott saw this all as if through another’s eyes. It was almost like he was outside his body, looking down from above.

    He didn’t feel the stitches going in, but he perceived the tug of the needles as they were pulled taught each time. His thoughts should have been scattered but they were focused, if dulled. He treaded water, saw fishing boats in flames, a bobbing speck of white trailing smoke in the distance, a black dot giving chase.

    “Blood, O negative, Rh negative, going up,” a voice said.

    “O negative, Rh negative,” someone repeated.

    Scott saw beautiful, brown, Asian eyes. Cynthia’s eyes. “I love you,” he whispered or tried. “Always you. It’s always you.”

    He heard a baby crying softly, but insistently. “James? Daddy’s coming, don’t worry.”

    “How, Evers?” Scott heard the chief shout. “How?”

    “How,” Scott said back. His eyes were losing focus. The chief’s face winked in and out. He saw Edie treading water, swimming for the RIB, slipping under, her face ashen, lips blue. “Damn you, Edie,” he whispered or thought he did. “Damn you, damn you, damn you.”

    “Waiting for us… Lost … to a man… Speak to me, tell me…” the chief said, his hands on Scott’s face forcing their eyes to meet. “How did you know? What did you know? When did you know?”

    Darkness. Light. “Cynthia?”

    Light. Darkness. A smile. Cynthia’s beautiful smile. “I’m here,” she said. “I’m here. I’m not going anywhere.”

    Light. A baby crying. “Daddy loves you, baby James.”

    “Evers,” the chief shouted, “how did you know?”

    “I failed,” Scott heard himself say. Then just before he was swallowed by darkness: “Malta, Edie. Malta.”

 


 

 

 

Chapter 18

Bluffdale, Utah
Afternoon, Tuesday, 19 June

 

 

 

Hanging up on Momma Peg wasn’t something Dave Gilbert had ever done before. The years of twice-weekly therapy, he wondered. Or perhaps, simply a moment of courage in a life of cowardice.

    He didn’t think about this anymore and instead focused on the screen, deciding it would be really good to be the hero for a change instead of the goat. Really good, in fact.

    He felt like Rocky Balboa running up concrete steps with his fists raised in the air. Well, if he was Rocky, he needed his Adrian, his Nancy.

    “Nancy,” he called out, jumping up, his eyes barely able to break away from the “1 Match” he’d checked and re-checked. “Nancy?”

    Nancy came running over, her surprise at his summons showing. 

    “Trying to work,” George in the next cube shouted. He sounded completely annoyed, but Dave didn’t care.

    “Stuff it, George,” Dave said. “Let the grownups work.”

    Nancy grinned, perhaps at Dave’s sudden and uncharacteristic bravado. “What’s wrong? I—”

    “Take a seat,” Dave said, his tone serious.

    Nancy pushed a chair over and sat. “Is this about Peg? I heard a lot of that, didn’t mean to, but your voice carries. Heard you stand up for yourself too.” She was beaming, as proud of him as he was of himself. When he didn’t say anything, she filled the silence. “What is it? You know you can tell me anything. It’s not that little one, is it? I’ve always—”

    “Sarah’s fine, Meredith too.” Dave looked Nancy in the eye. “This is something else completely.” His body tensed. He was about to tell her everything. Instead, he stood and leaned over, pressing his lips into hers.

    “What the hell was that for?” Nancy said, jumping up.

    “I might not have a job after today,” Dave said. “I’ve been wanting to do that for three years.”

    “What’s gotten into you, Dave?” Nancy said, clearly confused. “I’m going to go now, and I’m willing to forget that ever happened.”

    It wasn’t the reaction Dave had hoped for. He grabbed her arm to stop her leaving, gave her a taut smile before he told her everything, starting with the code updates that he was certain were responsible for everything and ending with the analysis he’d been running.

    As a fellow programmer, Dave didn’t doubt Nancy understood everything he told her, but just to reinforce it all, he moved to his keyboard and began typing. A moment after he pressed return the quantum-based analysis code he’d written was printing to both screens.

    Her reaction was immediate; she slid her chair forward and her fingers reached out. “My god, this is so beautiful, so clean and elegant. When did you come up with this? I’ve never seen algorithms like these. And this is all for Big Black?”

    Big Black was the office nickname for the D-Wave. It was, after all, a 10-foot high black box containing a super-chilled niobium computer chip.

    Dave nodded, all smiles. “I coded this last night.”

    “That’s impossible,” Nancy said, her fingers still reaching out. “And the match from the analysis?”

    Dave swished the mouse and rolled its wheel forward to scroll back to where the screen read “1 Match.” He pointed at it but knew the results below the statement were what Nancy’s eyes focused on. “There’s no way that makes any sense, but there it is. I had no idea I would get this result but—”

    “Are you sure?”

    Dave was damned sure. He rolled the mouse wheel to display the code she’d called beautiful. “See for yourself, any errors in the logic?”

    Speechless, Nancy turned to Dave, then stared at the screens as if they were about to grow wings and fly away. After a few seconds, she turned back to him, looking unnerved. “Who else knows?”

    “No one,” David said, his voice quiet to match her whisper.

    Nancy pursed her lips, clearly mulling options. “Let’s keep it that way.” She stood, walked around to George’s cube. “You’re working in the data halls today.”

    “Like hell I am,” George said, “and whatever you two are up to? I want no part of it.”

    “Your call to make, but if you know what’s good for you, you’ll leave.” Nancy crossed her arms and glared. Dave saw all this, as he looked over the wall of his cube. Another advantage of being big and tall.

    When George didn’t budge, Nancy leaned over and pulled open the bottom right-hand drawer in the file cabinet beneath his computer and pulled out a stack of dirty magazines, dumping them onto the desktop in front of him. “Grab one, take a little trip to the bathroom. It’s about that time, isn’t it?”

    George, red-faced, fled, and Nancy sat down in his chair. “Maybe this isn’t as bad as it looks. Or maybe we just don’t understand what we’re seeing yet.” She logged George out and logged in. “You ready to follow this wherever it goes?”

    Dave returned to his keyboard. “Ready when you are, but don’t you think we should hand this over?”

    “All I know, Dave, is something like this doesn’t just happen without anyone finding out about it,” Nancy said. “I’ll handle the situation however you want me to handle it, but this isn’t Schrödinger’s cat. You can’t sink ships, kill dozens of sailors, marines, and civilians, without anyone anywhere knowing about it. Someone somewhere knows what’s going on, even if someone else has gone to great lengths put the truth in the box with the cat.”

 


 

 

 

Chapter 19

Mediterranean Sea
Early Morning, Wednesday, 20 June

 

 

 

She greeted the pale light of dawn through a misted porthole before returning to her solitary march along the shadow-shrouded corridor. The lights were off in the intersection ahead, but that didn’t matter. Nothing mattered. Well, that’s wasn’t true. He mattered, but nothing else.

    With each step she took, the sound of the ship’s engines grew louder. The on-and-off off-and-on sleep she’d had over the past few hours was enough to keep her on her feet, but not enough to be enough. She’d been awaiting her chance to get into the infirmary, but something had come up each time she’d tried to slip in.

    Evers was in for a surprise when he came to—if he came to.

    Movement caught her eye before she saw hands coming at her out of the darkness. She recoiled, images from her frequent night terrors springing forth, but came back fighting. A knee to the assailant’s groin. A thrust, a parry, a jab.

    The assailant was good. Good enough to dodge all her blows, except the first.

    Rising to the challenge and the accompanying welcome rush of adrenaline, she pushed faster, harder. Roundhouse kick, upper thrust, jab. Jab, jab, jab. Miss, miss, hit. Miss, miss, miss.

    She wasn’t afraid. The challenge was unexpected and yet good. But who was she fighting? No one knew her secret—unless the body in the bathroom had been discovered. But if that was the case, the ship-wide alert would have sounded as it had with Evers. The dread of that alarm was what kept her moving, made her stay to the quietest corners of the ship. So who was this? What did they know?

    The who and the what were everything. Regardless of whether she could get to Evers, she had to get off the ship soon to keep things in motion. The previous 24-hours had changed everything; the next 24 would change the world.

    Jab left, jab right. Block. Jab, knee, jab. Grab, pull. Over the shoulder. Drop, roll. Straddle.

    “Enough,” a feminine voice screeched just before Alexis landed the finishing touch. “High Line, High Line, High Line.”

    “You!” Alexis said, catching a glimpse of the other’s face for the first time. The girl, using the momentary surprise, twisted away and scrambled deep into the darkness. Alexis stalked after her. “What do you know?”

    “It’s not what I know,” the girl said. “It’s what he knows.”

    “Evers?” Alexis said.

    A smirk. “The director.”

    Alexis pushed the girl into the corner, held her there. Then she leaned forward, until her eyes were all the girl could possibly see. “So you’ve come to kill me?” She laughed. “You’ve failed.”

    “No, I swear,” the girl said, swallowing hard. “Not me, probably someone though. You’ve botched things so badly.”

    Alexis pressed her arm against the girl’s throat. “Say goodnight.”

    “Not me,” the girl croaked. “Stop.”

    Alexis was surprised the girl wasn’t ready to accept what was coming. Everyone involved in this mess was going to get what was coming to them, whether an accident crossing the street a week or a month from now or something else. “How many others?”

    “None,” the girl said, gasping against the crushing weight.

    Alexis pushed even harder. “How many others?”

    “None,” the girl said, her voice a raspy whisper. “Wait.”

    “How did you find me? Why did he send you?”

    “Wait,” the girl croaked, her sweaty face growing paler by the moment. “X… W… E… H…”

    Alexis recoiled from the name. The girl gasped and coughed, going to her knees as she sucked at the air. Alexis didn’t know what the letters XWEH stood for, but she knew they were the origin of everything. “You’re Collective too?”

    The girl stumbled toward her, heaving and rasping. Alexis didn’t see the knife coming until it was too late—until it was already plunging up into her chest and racing toward her heart. It was her turn to gasp. “Whyyy???”

 


 

 

 

Chapter 20

Ligurian Sea
Early Morning, Wednesday, 20 June

 

 

 

The director tossed and turned, heard ringing phones in his sleep. Phones. They were everywhere, chasing him down halls and across the decks of Il Ferdinand. There was a voice too, insistent.

    “For you, sir,” the voice said, feminine but not Mila’s. Mila was curled up beside him, dreaming as fitfully as he’d been. Only her dream seemed to be more of a sensual nature than one of dread.

    He opened his eyes, sat up abruptly. Reaching for the phone, he noted the only thing he needed to know: the green alert and shield icon indicating a fully secure, encrypted and untraceable connection.

    “It’s done,” the voice said as a counter to his, “Yes?”

    The director sensed relief in those simple words, and he himself was relieved momentarily. Another of his operatives was breaking protocol, but at his behest. Her activation meant the last of his special helpers were tapped, vulnerable if not soon to be completely exposed, and he no longer had eyes and ears in the Sixth Fleet. Costly for sure, potentially even devastating to his ongoing operations throughout France and Italy.

    But he couldn’t wait for a routine update or the standard drop. The matters at hand were as urgent as any had ever been. Everything was at risk. Everything—and to save everything he was willing to put everything at even greater risk.

    Normally, he would have simply hung up, but he was curious. He had to hear the full truth for himself. “Both?”

    “Both,” the voice said.

    The director had heard this before. Alexis too had told him her targets had been eliminated. “Confirmed?”

    A few moments of dead air was followed by, “Completely.”

    The director hung up, went to his computer. A swish of the mouse and a blinking cursor appeared. To login, he pressed his thumb against the biometric scanner, swiped his secure card, and typed his personal access code. He right-clicked the contingency file he’d prepared before going to sleep, selected Send To and then selected the caller’s number.

    With those few strokes, Il Ferdinand might has well have been at the bottom of the sea as atop it. He eyed the bed. There was no way he was going to sleep until what was unfolding played out one way or another.

    He went to the door and opened it, intending to head up to the top deck and stare out at the stars. It was something he hadn’t done in years, but it was something he wanted to just then.

    “Where are you going?” Mila said, as he stepped into the hall.

    “Go back to sleep,” he said, closing the door and leaving her behind. After a brisk walk down long halls and up steep stairs, he stepped out onto the upper deck, but instead of a myriad of stars and constellations he found dark clouds.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 21

Mediterranean Sea
Morning, Wednesday, 20 June

 

 

 

“Scott? Scott?” a distant but familiar voice said. “I need you to take these for me.”

    “Edie?” Scott said, his eyes fluttering open and closed. Pain, drugs or not, he could see she was sweating profusely and panting. “You okay?”

    “I’m the one asking the questions here.” Edie had a cup of water in one hand and a couple of red pills in the other. “How do you feel? Open up. Can you take these for me?”

    “Where’s the train that hit me?” he said, trying to sit up, but doing so required hands and his weren’t quite ready for touching or gripping anything. His pained shouts and screams brought a nurse with a hypodermic and two Master-At-Arms with pistols strapped to their waists.

    Edie jumped back out of the way, water spilling everywhere from the cup she’d been holding.

    “I’m okay, okay,” he said. Wincing and gritting his teeth, he added, “No more sedation. No pain meds. Check that, none that are going to compromise my ability to walk or think. Got that?”

    “You’re not walking anywhere, Mr. Evers,” the nurse said. “You need bed rest.”

    “I’ve had enough rest,” Scott said, “I’m getting out of this bed.”

    “Your hand,” one of the MAs said to Edie. “Open it?”

    “It’s nothing,” Edie said, putting her hand into her pocket.

    The MA grabbed her wrist and pried open her hand, revealing two tiny red pills. “What are these?”

    Edie twisted and pulled, trying to break free. “Nothing,” she said. “Nothing.”

    Out of the corner of his eye, Scott saw the nurse reach out for his I.V. line. “This will help you rest comfortably.”

    “Stop that,” Scott said, turning to face her. “No sedatives.”

    “You’re coming with me,” the MA said, slapping cuffs on Edie’s wrists. The pills dropped from her hand, rolling in opposite directions as they struck the floor.

    “Scott,” Edie called back as she was pulled away. “A little help.”

    Scott turned to Edie. “What’s going on?” he shouted despite the throbbing of his head. “Take your hands off her.”

    “Orders, sir,” the other MA said. “You’re under protection until the commander or master chief say otherwise.”

    “Do you remember what happened to you?” the nurse said, the needle in her hand hovering in front of the I.V. “You were attacked. You had emergency surgery. Do you remember?”

    “Don’t take another step! Don’t anyone move!” Scott shouted. He pushed himself to a sitting position, despite the fact that the pain nearly made him black out, and swung his legs over the side of the bed. Dropping the hypodermic, the nurse rushed around the bed and was at his side before his feet touched the floor and he could fall over.

    “You shouldn’t have done that, Mr. Evers,” the nurse said, trying to force him back into bed. “You’re restricted to bed rest.”

    “It’s Scott,” he said, “Scott, and I’ve never been restricted to bed in my life.” He took a step, against the nurse’s strong desire to keep him still. To the MAs, he said, “Does she look like a threat?”

    The MAs looked at each other. One said, “The other one didn’t look like much either.” At the same time, Edie said, “Thanks for the vote of confidence. Not a threat? I’ll show you who’s a threat alright. I’m going to k—”

    Her words only made the MAs treat her more roughly. “You’re coming with us,” they said, grabbing her by the elbows and pulling her backward. To Scott, Edie said, “A good time to tell them who I am.”

    Scott tried to silence her with a soft shake of his head, but she didn’t seem to want any of it. “What? What? I was going to say kick, not kill. I’m not a killer—and I will kick your asses if you don’t stop manhandling me.”

    “The other one?” Scott said, his thoughts elsewhere. Pressing a bandaged head to his pounding head was a mistake and he knew it as soon as he did it, but it was done and he was careening backward with the nurse trying desperately to keep him on his feet. Getting him back into bed required the nurse and one of the MAs.

    “The one who attacked you last night,” the MA at his side said. “She’s in the brig. Fiery, that one. Crazy too, was ranting and raving all night. Something about them coming for us, or like they’re coming for us all. I asked her, ‘Who, little green men?’ and she just laughed, but not in a normal way, more like, you know, crazy.”

    The nurse tried to ease Scott into a pillow, but he resisted. “Dammit, Edie,” he said. “Just tell them what those are.”

    Edie shook the cuffs on her wrists. “Amphetamines, reds, speeders, dots, okay? You need to be up on your feet, and not in a bed.”

    “You’re trying to give him speed?” The nurse said, her face flushed with sudden annoyance. One of the dropped pills was at her feet. She picked it up, held it out between her thumb and forefinger. “Sixty milligrams, you trying to kill him? Give him a heart attack? What were you thinking? He’s enough morphine and sedatives in him to take down a mule. Shouldn’t even be on his feet.”

    “Scott,” Edie said, pleading as the MAs resumed dragging her away. “You need to be in operations. You need to see what those geniuses are about to do. Some guy named Gilbert from the National Cybersecurity Initiative has got them ready to go to war.”
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“Sure to attract fans of graphic novels and classic Tolkien alike. Stanek will likely draw a cult following. This guarantees fans, and those fans will be ready to wield their swords against the Dark Lord in Stanek’s next installment.”

-- VOYA, the leading magazine for YA librarians

 

“Word of mouth turned it into a bestseller. Very satisfying.”

-- The Fantasy Guide


 

Select Achievements for Robert Stanek and his Ruin Mist books…

 

#1 Fiction, Audible (12 weeks, 2005)

Top 50 Sci-fi/Fantasy, Amazon (26 weeks, 2002)

Top 10 Fiction, Audible (25 weeks, 2005)

Top 50 Fiction, Audible (52 weeks, 2005-2006)

Top 10 Kids & YA, Audible (180 weeks, 2005-2007)

#1 Featured Book Audible June-July 2005

Featured in Cover Story, Publisher’s Weekly (2009)

Featured in VOYA (2007)

Featured in Complete Idiots Guide to Elves and Fairies (2005)

Featured in Ancient Art of Faery Magick (2005)

Popular Series Fiction for Middle School and Teen Readers (2005, 2008)

Top 10 Recommended Author -- SciFi Bookcase (2004 - 2012)

Top 10 Book -- SciFi Bookcase (2004 - 2012)

Top 20 Author -- RateItAll (2005 - 2012)

A Top 100 Fantasy -- The Fantasy 100 (2005 - 2007)

 

Robert Stanek and his books have also been featured in…

 

The Olympian, The Journal of Electronic Defense, The Publisher’s Weekly Cover Story, The Parenting Magazine, VOYA, BookWire, Children’s Writer, Children’s Bookshelf, Library Journal, School Library Journal, The News Tribune, and more.


 

Learn more about the author
at www.robert-stanek.com
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Enter the world of Ruin Mist

www.ruinmistmovie.com

 


 

Thank you for reading!

 

Find out about special offers, free book giveaways, amazing deals, and exclusive content! Plus get updates on favorite books and more when you join Robert Stanek on Facebook at https://www.facebook.com/Robert.Stanek.Author. Visit us online at http://www.reagentpress.com/current.html.

Robert loves to hear from readers, so please feel free to visit www.robert-stanek.com to join his email list and stay in touch!


 

Techie? Have you read Stanek’s IT Personal Trainers?
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