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CHAPTER ONE


THIRTY SECONDS TO IMPACT.


On the video display, Captain Darwin Cole watches black crosshairs quiver on a mud rooftop. He doesn’t budge the stick and rudder. No piloting needed now. All that matters is the missile, which Airman Zach Lewis guides by laser from a seat to Cole’s immediate right.


Ten seconds pass while Cole wiggles his toes, numb from the air-conditioning. No one speaks into their headsets. Even the chatter screen is calm, as if everyone in their viewing audience was holding his breath. It is 3:50 a.m., and Cole’s sense of detachment is so profound that he has to remind himself this is not a game, not a drill. It is death in motion, as real as it gets, and for the moment he is reality’s instrument of choice, the one whose name will go on the dotted line now and forevermore. His kill.


A sobering thought anytime, but especially when you’re sitting in a trailer on the floor of the Nevada desert, drowsy from breathing air that smells like warm electronics. Cole is a grounded fighter jock, as wingless as a plucked housefly, yet here he is about to zap a roomful of bad guys on the other side of the world. The upholstery creaks as he shifts in his seat. Nearly four hours in the saddle. Numb butt, numb toes, numb brain. Zach begins the countdown in a voice edgy with youthful eagerness.


“Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four . . .”


On the screen, sudden movement.


The door of the house opens and a girl appears at the threshold. On Cole’s eighteen-inch monitor she is only three inches high, but the afternoon sunlight paints her vividly—red shawl, white pants, blue scarf. She looks young, ten or eleven, and for a disastrous second she gazes straight at the lens before she darts left, disappearing from the screen just as two small boys run out the door behind her, sandals flopping.


“What the fuck!” Cole says. “Can you—?”


“Too late.”


Zach shoves the joystick anyway, but it will take two seconds for his command to reach the missile across seven thousand miles of space and wiring, and by then the whole thing will be over.


Cole is wide awake now, and in the panic flash of this final moment before the explosion he is reminded that all his commands tonight have passed above the schools, rivers, farms, houses, malls, and highways of a sleeping America. Each twitch of his hand flings a signal of war across the nation’s night owls as they make love, make a sandwich, make a mess of things, or click the remote. The signal then hurdles the Atlantic, Europe, and the Middle East before finally reaching the bright blue afternoon of eastern Afghanistan, nine hours into the future, where at this moment his MQ-1 Predator drone gazes down from ten thousand feet upon the stony valley and mud homes of Sandar Khosh, a remote village of farmers and herdsmen.


Cole hopes the girl is running fast. The boys, too.


“Zero,” Zach announces.


The main screen erupts silently in a boiling cloud of fire and dust.


Cole gawks. The job does not allow him to turn away. No one says a word.


Already he feels the moment taking root in a fallow corner of his imagination—a seed of torment, a nascent preoccupation. From experience he knows that during the next few hours, word of this event will filter from the trailer like a noxious gas. By the end of his shift the chaplain will be waiting, along with the shrink who insists on calling himself a medic, as if they were right there on the battlefield with the dead and wounded. As always, Cole will politely decline their offers of counsel, although doom seems to follow him everywhere lately, closing in like a posse that rides only by night.


For the moment there is pressing business to attend to. He speaks into his headset.


“Zoom out, Zach. Where’d those kids go?”


Cole’s mind wants to shriek, but his voice remains calm, a cool Virginia baritone in the reassuring timbre of pilots the world over. It is an intelligent voice of great utility, patient and searching. Only seven hours earlier it was reading a bedtime story to Danny, his youngest, employing the soft cadences needed to make a restless five-year-old fall asleep. Somewhere toward the back of Cole’s brain the book’s rhythmic words still tumble as gently as socks in a dryer:




In the great green room


There was a telephone


And a red balloon . . .





The lens draws back. The wider view reveals three small bodies just to the left of the ruined house. The worst part is that Cole believes he knows these children. Not personally, but in the way of all watchers who grow familiar with their subjects. He has seen them playing cricket in the rocky field by the old shepherd’s house, digging onions with their mother, hauling firewood from the grove of poplars by the stream. He knows these homes and this village, although it is little more than a smudge on their tactical map. How can this be possible? Then he remembers. Zach and he snooped around here only a month ago with their Predator, first by day and then after dark, switching the camera to infrared so they could lurk like an owl in a high pine while, far below, cook fires burned, animals lay down in their stables, and children—these children, he is sure of it now—played in the open air of an October evening. And with that memory comes the realization that those three kids should not have been in that house, not the one that Zach and he have been watching so intently for four hours. He is not sure how he knows this. Something he noticed earlier, perhaps, or during tonight’s stream of chatter, the ongoing cyber-conversation between all the usual interested parties.


Cole sometimes has to remind himself of what part of the world he’s watching. It might be any dry and rocky valley here in Nevada. It could be the vacant lot behind his daughter’s school. The picture is unaccompanied by smell or soundtrack. When characters move their mouths, it seems almost possible that they’re speaking his language, and when he departs at the end of the day their images accompany him home, a silent movie unspooling in his head during the long drive to the ’burbs of Vegas—shot after shot of hobbled lives in their slow progress, with Cole as the omnipotent eye above; a kindly uncle with a camera, perhaps, making home movies for the world at large. Until you fired a missile.


“We’ve got activity,” Zach says.


On the screen, two adults emerge from a neighboring house, where the door has been blown off its hinges. They stagger as if dazed or wounded, Chaplinesque in their movements.


A fresh line of dialogue pops up on Cole’s chat’s screen, gold letters on a black background:


(FORT1) Nice shooting. Check the truck.


The truck, a white Toyota, is a key piece of the scene. Its arrival moments earlier was their cue for action, the agreed-upon signal that the targeted bad guys had moved into place and were now present and accounted for.


Fort1 is the mission’s J-TAC, or joint terminal attack controller. He has directed much of the action tonight, the stage manager of this drama. Cole knows him only from his call sign, assuming Fort1 is even a he. Cole’s CO, Lieutenant Colonel Scott Sturdivant, mentioned Fort1 only cursorily during the pre-mission briefing, a tipoff that Fort1 is from the intelligence side. He could be in Washington—the Pentagon, the CIA, even the White House—or he could be on the ground at the scene, posted on a nearby hill. Theoretically he could even be here at Creech Air Force Base, a bustling little place tucked against barren mountains, a mere forty miles from Vegas. He could be anywhere his laptop will travel, as long as he has the correct passwords and encryptions.


Wherever he is, Fort1 seems unduly satisfied with what they’ve just accomplished. Cole restrains himself from typing a snarky reply. Everything he says and does tonight will become part of the official record. His “What the fuck!” from a moment ago already weighs against him, so now he must be doubly careful. Swallowing hard, he masters his tone, and then says to Zach without turning his head, “Our J-TAC wants a look at the truck.”


Zach eases the camera right. A white shape emerges from the smoke and dust.


“Here it comes,” Zach says, a slight tremor in his voice. “I’ll zoom it.”


Zach Lewis is only twenty-two. A year ago he was an image analyst, examining satellite photos in quiet rooms. After six months here he still seems to be acclimating to this life on a battlefront where the aftermath must always be studied, evaluated, autopsied.


The truck’s crumpled roof is visible beneath a collapsed wall. Little else of it is recognizable except some orange markings on the hood and a Toyota logo on the tailgate.


(FORT1) Now the house.


So far, not a peep from Colonel Sturdivant. Cole wonders if Sturdy and Fort1 have ever met, or spoken by phone. The ways of such relationships are a mystery to him. By design, of course. For his protection, they tell him.


Cole relays the request. Zach shifts the camera.


Sometimes Cole is overwhelmed by all there is to keep track of at his cramped workstation. He has two keyboards—one for typing flight commands, the other for chat. Occasionally he reaches for the wrong one. Apart from the screens for video and chat, four others display maps, flight telemetry, and masses of other information that change by the second—readouts for velocity, altitude, fuel levels, oil pressure, wind speed and direction, missile paths, air traffic, weather conditions, terrain. It is a neural nightmare, a bit like trying to conduct five trains at once as they careen toward the same station.


The ruins of the house swing into view.


“Holy shit,” Zach mutters.


“Easy as she goes,” Cole says, hoping to soothe him.


The damage is complete. Roof collapsed, everything in a heap. The floor plan, roughly thirty by forty feet, was big enough to hold a lot of people, and here and there Cole spots arms and legs, bright clothing, smears of blood, the fleshy blur of faces with fixed and open eyes. In the calamitous jumble it is impossible to say whether the bodies are male or female, adult or child.


From an operational point of view he supposes that the most important consideration, perhaps the only one, is that their HVT—high-value target—is now dead, along with whoever came to meet him. A nasty gathering, according to Colonel Sturdivant at the briefing. A worthy target. But that’s what they always said, or why bother to shoot?


(FORT1) Move closer.


What could Fort1 be searching for in this mess? Lewis zooms to the camera’s limit, but there is little more to see. Cole finds himself scanning for toys. Seeing none, he is relieved, until he recalls that these children almost never possess anything beyond a slingshot, a cricket bat, and the clothes on their backs. During their earlier reconnaissance of Sandar Khosh his overriding impression was that of a quiet hamlet of farmers, armed only with the occasional stray Kalashnikov, which are as common as pitchforks in these hills. No one even carried a grenade launcher. By local standards the village is as quaintly pacifist as an Amish homestead. Dirt farmers, in other words—their slang for the jetsam of the countryside. Sandar Khosh, the land that both time and terrorism forgot, no American soldiers within miles.


Yet here they were with their Predator for the second time in a month.


Why?


Not his job to ask, nor Sturdy’s to answer.


One of Cole’s occupational hazards is that he has begun to wonder what it would be like to lead a life in which every action was observed from on high for hours at a time. How would he function under those conditions? What must it be like to become an image lodged in the memory of some secret database, your digital signature retrievable by anyone with the proper clearance? More than ever before in his life, Cole now notices all the cameras that seem to be mounted almost everywhere he looks—at stoplights and in convenience stores, in school hallways and Walmarts, shopping malls and parking decks. At toll plazas, the ATM, the branch library. In elevators and hotel lobbies. There is even one installed in the top rim of the screen of his wife’s laptop, right there on the kitchen table, open to the world. Here at Creech, cameras are everywhere. No escape except the desert, and even there you’re an easy mark for the satellites, especially at night, when a man shows up as a throb of thermal brightness marooned on an empty cooling sea. Zach told him all about it.


The chat screen blips.


(FORT1) Any squirters?


Escapees, he means. So called because on infrared they display as squibs of light, streaming from the action like raindrops across a windshield. Before Cole can respond, the screen flashes again.


(FORT1) Check out back. Someone couldve gone out window.


Cole counts to three, then relays the order in his steadiest bedtime story voice. . . . And a quiet old lady who was whispering hush . . . Zach moves the camera. No one is behind the house, but a pair of legs in green pants protrudes from beneath the fallen rear wall.


(FORT1) Hold her there.


Why does this body interest him more than the others? Is this the HVT? Zach holds the close-up for several seconds, then, on his own initiative, pans back toward the front of the house. Cole braces himself as the three small bodies slide back into view. His eyes are drawn to the girl.


Incredibly, her body twitches.


She is alive.


(FORT1) Check the house again.


Fuck that. Did Cole say that or just think it? Zach stays on the girl. Her right arm is severed and lies a foot from her shoulder, with blood pooling in the gap. She struggles to rise, trying to prop herself on her left elbow. Cole watches but says nothing. Zach is also silent. The girl slowly raises her head.


(FORT1) I said the house.


The man is obsessed, either with death or with rubble. Cole opts for life and continues to ignore him, despite a growing sense that there will be consequences—for himself, for Zach, for everyone involved.


An old woman crosses onto the screen from the left. Reaching the girl she bends stiffly to the ground. Her mouth opens wide, and so does the girl’s. Cole’s imagination supplies the soundtrack—two voices in awful harmony, a cry that is keening and forlorn, as if someone had torn open a tender and damaged part of the earth and this is the unbearable sound that issues from within.


The time signature at the bottom of the screen flashes to 04:00, but his mind is still lodged at 3:50, the moment of impact.


Cole blinks. In four hours his shift will end. He will exit the trailer, dodge the chaplain, brush aside the shrink. Then he will drive home on an empty highway with only these images for company. After thirty miles or so he will ease into the dense weave of Vegas traffic and take the exit for his suburban refuge. He will click the remote to open the garage and enter the kitchen door with a smile for his wife. Then, while cartoons blare and the neighbor starts his mower, he will eat Saturday pancakes with his children.


No one but him will know what has happened.


(FORT1) Still need more from the house.


Don’t we all, thinks Cole, mesmerized.




CHAPTER TWO


Fourteen months later


A CONTRAIL OF DUST marked the car’s progress, undulating like a brown caterpillar across the wide expanse of the desert floor. The car was a mile away, maybe two, but there was no mistaking its destination. The only person up here was Darwin Cole, seated on a lawn chair at the door of a sagging trailer in the shade of a sandstone bluff.


Now he could hear the laboring engine, the ping of gravel in the wheel wells. Silver Chevy, practically brand-new. Meaning it was either a rental or government issue. The latter prospect made Cole reach inside the trailer for the loaded 12-gauge he always kept handy. He sat back down and laid the shotgun across his lap like a hunter in a blind, waiting. Then he squinted into the morning sky to check the position of the December sun. Almost nine. Early for company. Early for bourbon, too, but he took another warm swallow from his tumbler of Jeremiah Weed.


The Chevy disappeared into a dip, then reemerged before stopping a hundred yards out, engine idling. The chrome grille smiled up at him like a salesman. Somebody wanted something, but Cole wasn’t in a giving mood. Nothing to give, anyway, except flies, scorpions, a few cans of stew. Plus all those memories, circling like buzzards.


The engine stopped. Everything was silent as the last of the contrail silted to the ground. A door clicked open and a woman got out from the driver’s side. That surprised him. Roughly his age, but not his wife. White blouse, pressed black slacks, brown hair, windblown. She walked around to the passenger side, facing him. Sunglasses hid her eyes, although just as he was thinking that, she took them off.


Her face was vaguely familiar, stirring a warmth that was only skin deep and faded within seconds. He opened his mouth to speak, then thought better of it. Let her go first. Besides, he was unsure of his voice. He’d stopped talking months ago, even to himself, which at the time he’d regarded as a sign of progress.


“You’re not going to shoot me, I hope.” She smiled uncertainly. Cole cleared his throat and reached back for something extra, not wanting to croak.


“Depends on who you are, what you’re here for.” The old baritone seemed fine. Nice to know some things were still in working order.


“That would be easier to explain face-to-face. Then, if you still don’t like me, I’ll go, easy as I came, and nobody will be the wiser. The Air Force doesn’t seem to know you’re up here, if that’s what’s bothering you.”


“Oh, they know where to find me.”


Cole nodded at the sky, as if that explained everything. Instead of answering, she watched, hesitant, while the silence grew between them.


“I’ve got news of your family,” she said. Her voice was a little timid. Cole got the impression she’d been hoping to hold that item in reserve but now had nothing left. “They don’t know where you are, either. I wasn’t planning on telling them unless you want me to.”


Was there a threat in that statement? Or maybe in the one about the Air Force?


“State your business. I’ll decide if it’s worth your while to come any closer.”


“Fort1 is my business. Mine and two other people’s. It’s kind of a club—people who want to know all about Fort1 and everything he’s done. We heard about what happened to you, so we figured you were a prime candidate for membership.”


Cole took a deep breath and stood slowly, still holding the shotgun. Then he remembered her face. A journalist. He’d met her during a deployment, years ago. Aviano Air Base, in Italy, a reporter from Boston back during the air war over Kosovo. She’d interviewed him in the canteen while a PAO hovered nearby, making sure Cole didn’t misbehave. She’d charmed him for an hour, then written a puff piece that made all the generals happy.


“You’re the reporter, aren’t you? Keira something?”


“Keira Lyttle, yeah. Thought you’d remember.” She sounded relieved, her shoulders relaxing. “So what do you say?”


In the car, something moved behind the smoked glass, which reminded him why he didn’t trust reporters. They hid things—motives, opinions, the stuff they already knew. And, like the brass, they were always eager to either piggyback on your success or hang you for your mistakes.


“Who’s in the car?”


“A colleague. His name’s Steve.”


“I don’t want him taking my picture. Does he have a camera?”


She shook her head.


“I want to see him.”


Lyttle knocked on the passenger window. “Steve, roll it down.”


The window hummed open. He was about the same age as Lyttle, hair clipped short. He nodded but didn’t speak. No sign of a lens, but that didn’t mean anything.


“Steve Merritt,” the man offered. “Pleased to meet you.”


“He’s part of the club,” Lyttle said. “He didn’t feel comfortable letting me come up here alone.”


Cole looked down at the gun in his hands. Feeling a little foolish, he propped it against the trailer. The standoff was making him weary. His inclination was to send them away, tell them to forget it. But the mention of Fort1 had hooked him somewhere deep and painful, so he stepped forward, feeling older than his years and wondering if he was ready for this. Shifting his weight from his right foot to his left, he announced his decision.


“Just you. He stays in the car. No cameras, no tape recorders, and no laptops.”


“How ’bout this?”


She held up a small notebook.


“Fine. Long as you got your own pencil.”


She held that up, too, then started climbing the rise toward the trailer. A shadow crossed between them and they flinched, but when Cole looked up he saw it was only a hawk hunting its breakfast. His memories began descending from their holding pattern, and in the vanguard as always was the girl in the red shawl, white pants, and blue scarf, with two boys edging forward from the shadows behind her. Just above them was the black vector of the crosshairs, emblazoned on the mud rooftop like the mark of Cain: Strike here and incur the wrath of God.


“Ready?” Lyttle asked.


She’d materialized in front of him, notebook in hand.


“Not out here.” He nodded at the sky. “They’ll see us. Inside.”


Lyttle turned and waved toward the car, as if to signal the all-clear, although to Cole her smile looked forced.


“You first,” he said, nodding toward the door.


Her lips tightened, but she did as he asked.


They disappeared into the trailer.




CHAPTER THREE


STEVE MERRITT WATCHED the door shut, then checked his phone for a signal. Three bars, even way out here. Barb Holtzman was a late sleeper, but back in Baltimore it would be almost eleven, and she’d want to know. He punched in the number.


“Hi. We made it.”


“You found him?”


“Keira’s in the house as we speak.”


“He has a house?”


“A dump. Trailer in the middle of fucking nowhere. Broken windows, bottles in the yard. If you can call the desert a yard.”


“Charming. Is he lucid?”


Lucid. Another of Barb’s words that worked better in print than in conversation.


“Hard to say. He looks like a horror show.”


Steve glanced at Keira’s newspaper clipping on the front seat, with its old photo of a young Darwin Cole. He’d been a fighter pilot then. Flew F-16s, hottest bird in the sky. Switching to drones must have been like going from a Maserati on the Autostrada to a stationary bike in a mildewed basement. The picture showed a clean-shaven young man in a flight suit, clear-eyed and handsome, a soldier who wasn’t too macho to smile. Maybe Keira had been the reason. She still tended to have that effect on men of a certain age. Steve wasn’t immune, but he kept it under wraps for the sake of teamwork. Most of the time, anyway.


The story itself was a blow job, the kind of piece he would’ve written only if he wanted something in return. Keira said she’d been angling for better access to Air Force intelligence sources, but it hadn’t worked out. Today maybe she’d finally collect on her investment. He hoped so. Come up empty on Cole and they might soon reach a dead end.


“Isn’t that how we expected him to look?” Barb said. “His antisocial tendencies are well documented.”


The stuff from Cole’s court-martial, she meant. A source had sent them a transcript, and the details were ugly. Not long after blowing up a house in the middle of nowhere, Cole and his wingman had nearly botched a recon mission, endangering an American platoon. A day after that, Cole went AWOL in a stolen Cessna Skylane, flying his kids out to Death Valley, where he made camp and proceeded to drink himself into a stupor. A park ranger found them early the next morning, the kids huddled in a tent with Cole outside, passed out in a circle of vomit, flies everywhere. The next night he was caught breaking into his CO’s office at Creech Air Force Base at three in the morning, which landed him in the stockade. He was damn lucky to have made it out after six months with a dishonorable discharge and credit for time served. He’d been released nearly eight months ago, and by that time his wife had hired a lawyer and skipped town, taking the children to her parents’ place in Saginaw, Michigan.


“It doesn’t even look like he’s got electricity,” Steve said. “He greeted us with a shotgun.”


“And you let Keira go in alone?”


“Relax, he left the gun outside. I’m here if anything happens.”


“That’s not what I meant. What if he opens up, tells her everything? You really think she’ll share?”


“We’ve been over this, Barb. Trust. Remember?”


“Trust but verify. Like those treaties with the Russians.”


“You’re comparing Keira to the Soviet Union?”


“No, but you’re too nice.”


“And you’re too mean.”


“Just saying. Ask Nick Garmon’s wife if you don’t believe me.”


“Love’s different.”


“Love had nothing to do with it.”


“Whatever. We’re in this together, and we all agreed.”


“I’m fully aboard. I just wonder sometimes if Keira is.”


“Says the woman who hid her General Dynamics source for a month.”


“That’s how he wanted it.”


Steve smiled and lightened his tone. Teamwork had its limits for all three of them.


“Whatever you say, Barb.”


They moved to safer topics, discussing what the Ravens had done the day before, the shitty weather in Baltimore, the beauty of the high desert, the weirdness of Vegas. Although maybe they should’ve stuck to love and trust. Steve would be the first to admit they were a pretty needful bunch when it came to such things. Barb and he were both divorced, and from the way they sometimes argued you might have thought it was from each other. Keira’s most recent boyfriend, the aforementioned Nick Garmon, was a married wire service photographer who’d been killed in a plane crash the year before while flying to see Keira in Paris. All three of them were reasonably fit and attractive, but their once powerful newspapers had crumbled around them just as they’d entered that range of ages—thirty-six to thirty-nine—that seemed especially calibrated for loneliness among the unattached. It hardly helped that they were consumed by their work, and by this story in particular, each for his or her own reason.


Barb asked something about “the fauna on an arid landscape.” Steve made a crack about snakes and coyotes. Then he looked up in surprise.


“The door’s opening. I think she’s done.”


“That was fast.”


“Holy shit.”


“What?”


“He’s coming with her. And he’s got a suitcase.”


“I’m sure love has nothing to do with this, either.”


“Gotta go, Barb. We’ll keep you posted.”


Truth was, Keira’s appeal had barely registered on Cole. The mere presence of another human being was overwhelming enough, and the moment she entered the trailer he realized what a wreck he must look like. He hadn’t shaved or cut his hair in months. The only bathing he did was from a bucket beside the trailer. Water from the cistern, a wafer of soap. A white washcloth hung from a sagebrush like a flag of surrender, dried stiff by the desert sun.


The trailer’s linoleum floor was scuffed raw and creaked with every step. Dirty dishes filled the kitchen sink, where a leaky faucet dripped away the supply from the cistern, every drop precious, but still he let it go. At least he’d finally burned the pile of garbage out back. But the coyotes had kept coming, scavenging among the chicken bones and charred cans. Every night he heard their snuffling through the thin walls as he lay in bed beneath wool blankets, oddly comforted by the presence of his only visitors. He was like Romulus and Remus up here, suckled by the wild on a barren hill. Now that he actually had company he was uncertain how to proceed. God, look at this place.


“You want coffee? It’s instant, but . . .”


She was already shaking her head. Who could blame her? He lit the burner anyway, to show this was nothing out of the ordinary.


Cole hadn’t come here intending to drink his life away. Not at first. He came for privacy, seclusion, even introspection. Zach had found the trailer for him, through some dubious connection at his apartment complex. An easy agreement with a single key and no lease. Straight-up cash, good for a year. No utilities to connect, and no official address.


In the beginning Cole lived like a biblical ascetic. Lean and sober, reading paperbacks and basking in the sun. Long walks up into the hills without compass or canteen. Every meal from a can or a box. He drank only water, supplied by the cistern. Metallic on the tongue, but it never made him sick. He slept well, and for ten hours at a stretch.


After a few weeks he began jolting awake in the middle of the night with an eerie exactitude—always at or about 3:50 a.m., the very minute when Zach and he had fired their missile. He began checking his watch as soon as he would sit up in bed, and the news was always the same: 3:50, 3:50, 3:50, with the girl’s face flashing in his memory as she ran for her life, the boys right behind her. Three fifty. The hour of death, a wake-up call for the rest of his days. An unbearable prospect.


So one morning he walked out to the highway, hitchhiked to the nearest town, and bought his first case of Jeremiah Weed. Even on his worst days he was not a binge drinker. It was a matter of slow mood maintenance. Sips and occasional swallows, paced evenly throughout the day, an IV drip of erasure and negation designed solely to ease him past his personal witching hour for as many nights running as possible.


And this was where he had landed, less a drunk than an overmedicated hermit, a tipsy slob completely unmanned by his first visitor in ages. How long since anybody had come up here? Zach was the last, and that had been months ago, a courtesy call to make sure Cole hadn’t gone and done something tragically stupid.


Cole walked past the small window over the sink and couldn’t resist another glance at the morning sky. Bright blue. Empty. Then a distant glint, a fleeting pinprick of reflected sunlight—or maybe he’d imagined it. He popped open the window and tilted his head, listening for the faint lawnmower buzz of the four-stroke engine, the same as in a snowmobile. All he heard was the tinnitus whine that had lately set up shop between his ears.


“You okay?” she asked.


“Yeah. Fine.”


Fuck the coffee. He switched off the flame, watched it gutter. Then he turned to face her.


“Have a seat.”


At least there was a couch. Nothing fancy, but clean enough. She sat primly at one end in case he wanted to join her, but he pulled up a rickety barstool from the kitchen and sat astride it. He wondered how they’d found him. Through Zach, maybe, the kid talking out of school in one of those pilot bars near Nellis where he liked to pretend he was part of the brethren, just another jock.


But at least Zach had held it together. Only twenty-two then, twenty-three by now, and he rode out the storm. Probably still pulling six-day shifts in the box, switching hours in that Predator rota that seemed especially designed to deprive you of sleep and sanity—midnight to eight a.m. for three weeks running, followed by eight a.m. to four p.m. for three more, and then four p.m. to midnight. Round and round until you’d awaken from some bad dream without knowing if it was night or day. He tried to picture Zach still seated before the godawful pileup of ten-inch screens, scanning for bogeys, squinting in concentration like a kid at a spelling bee.


“How’d you find me?”


“We asked around. Got a lead on an address.”


Sounded like she was protecting somebody, which was probably a good thing. Maybe she’d do the same for him. Although the way things were now, only a fool would believe in that brand of protection. Giving your word meant nothing when there were a hundred other ways to find out where you were, what you were doing, who you’d been talking to. Nothing was protected anymore. Nothing was unseen, even out here.


“Didn’t know this place had an address. So I guess you know about what happened at Sandar Khosh.”


She nodded. “Thirteen people, wasn’t it? Mostly women and children?”


The totals still made him wince. He saw the girl as clearly as if she were seated at the other end of the couch, still dressed in the colors of the flag, one arm missing. Today, at least, she was alone. Often she was accompanied by his own kids, Danny and Karen, plus the two boys who had probably been her brothers. A playgroup of the lost and the damned, frolicking in his head.


“That’s what the Red Cross said, anyway,” she continued. He snapped back to the present.


“I’m sorry. What was that?”


“The Red Cross. They said it was thirteen.”


“It was Fort1’s call. The mission, the target, all of it. Other than that I can’t tell you a hell of a lot.”


“You never met him?”


“Doesn’t work that way. We almost never see the J-TACs.”


“Jay whats?”


“Joint terminal attack controller. They run the show on Predator missions. Usually from a forward position, in theater. But not always. Standard procedure.” Listen to him, talking like a pilot again. The buzzwords returned so fast, like lyrics to a familiar old song.


“No one ever mentioned his name?”


“That kind of stuff was above my pay grade. But . . .” He paused, wondering whether to continue.


“But what?”


She slipped out her notebook. It reminded him of their earlier interview, years ago, and the memory almost overwhelmed him. He’d been gung-ho then, full of himself, ready for anything. Good husband, newly married to Carol, no kids yet to take their minds off each other. What was he now? Certainly none of those things. He looked away from the reporter and again glanced at the patch of sky in the kitchen window, seemingly benign. If people only knew.


“I saw something.”


“Just now?”


“Back then, in my CO’s office. A file.”


“About Fort1?”


He nodded.


“Was this during the break-in?”


He turned abruptly.


“You know about the fucking break-in?”


“It was mentioned in some documents. What did you see?”


He eyed her carefully, suspicious now.


“You sure you’re not with them?”


“Them?”


“The Air Force. The powers that be. Everybody who fucked me over. This could be a security check, an excuse to haul me in.”


“I’m a reporter, that’s all.”


“For the Boston paper, right?”


“The Globe, yes, but not anymore. They closed my bureau, so I took a buyout. I’m freelance now. We all are, so we’ve pooled our resources. We’ve got maybe three months before we start running out of money. We’re hoping this story will be our ticket.”


“Fort1? Is he really that big of a deal?”


“Maybe. We think he’s part of something larger. You said you saw a file?”


“That’s right.”


A pause, then nothing.


Cole was again lost in thought. Something had just occurred to him—a possible means of escape from the trailer, from these surroundings that suddenly felt so desolate. There was a huge, empty landscape waiting beyond the closed door, endlessly patient, one that was swallowing him whole, cell by cell. Unless he took action to stop it, he would soon disappear. A set of dry bones in the sand, left to be scattered by birds and coyotes, then covered forever. At that moment a notion flitted across his brain that startled him as much as the hawk had a few moments ago: If this woman hadn’t come here today, or at all, would he ever have seen another living soul? He wasn’t sure of the answer, which told him all he needed to know about what to do next.


“Well?” she prompted again.


“I can help you. But I need to know more about what you’re doing, what you’re after.”


Now it was her turn to pause. Cole couldn’t blame her. He probably didn’t look very reliable.


“Hey,” he said, spreading his hands wide. “Who the hell would I tell, way out here? I don’t own a car, or even a cell phone. It’s a three-mile hike to the nearest pavement.”


“Well, for starters, Fort1 is CIA.”


“That much I figured.”


“We think he’s gone off the reservation. Some kind of rogue operation.”


“Over there, you mean?”


“We’re not sure where he is anymore. The working theory is that he built a private network of his own clients on the government’s dime. For his own benefit, of course.”


“Clients? Like who?”


“Warlords and tribal chiefs, private security firms wanting a piece of the action. Anybody who’d pay him, including black hats of all kinds. Meaning that every operation he was involved with—Sandar Khosh, for one—is now suspect.”


“Then why haven’t they shut him down? Brought him in?”


“Maybe they have. At this point all we know for sure is that everybody who’s ever been officially involved with him, public or private, at home or abroad, has gone into cleanup mode, trying to erase all his little messes from the record. Which is why we have to move fast. Pick up as many pieces as we can before everything gets swept away.”


“Like I said, I can help.”


“Great.” She flipped a page in her notebook, pencil poised. “No rush. Take all the time you need. If you want, we can take you into town for supplies afterward.”


“No. That’s not how it’s going to work.”


“Okay. You tell me, then.”


“Where are you based? You said there were three of you?”


“Baltimore for now. Barb’s house. She’s the third one. She and Steve both worked for The Sun.”


“Then I’m coming with you. I want to be a part of this.”


“Whoa now.” Keira held up the notebook like a stop sign. “I can understand why you’d want to get out of here. Maybe we can help you. But you can’t be part of this the way we are. The three of us have the same goals, the same way of doing things.”


“Fine. Then I’m out. Nice talking to you.” He slid off the stool and stepped toward the door.


“Wait.” He kept going, turning the doorknob while she talked. “Maybe there’s some kind of middle ground. But you can’t expect us to just take you on as a partner.”


He stopped and pivoted smartly, a parade ground move that, thanks to the bourbon, started to come apart toward the end. He steadied himself and wet his lips to speak.


“Why not? I know these ops firsthand. The procedures, the pecking order, the in-house politics. I’ve got names and contacts, and, like I said, stuff from the file.”


“Just tell me, then. New sources are what we need most right now. Believe me, we’ll know what to do with them. You won’t.”


He shook his head.


“Only if you take me with you. A trial period, one week. If it doesn’t work out, then I’m history. I won’t even ask for bus fare back.”


“You know, you’re acting kind of like I did when I wanted all that access at Aviano, just for writing that profile. Your people said no, and they were right. It was their business, their war. Well, this is ours, and you don’t know the first thing about the way we do our work.”


“It’s my war, too. You know that or you wouldn’t be here. Thirteen people. Ever make a mistake that big?”


She looked down at her feet.


“Well?”


“No. I haven’t.”


“One week. That’s all I’m asking.”


“It’s not my decision.”


“Then ask your friends. I know names, ops, other guys who got burned the same way. Just think of me as one of those embedded correspondents, tagging along with a combat unit. I play by your rules and do as I’m told.”


Cole was speaking with passion now, hands in motion. He felt more clear-headed than he had in ages, although he craved another sip of Jeremiah Weed.


She stood.


“I have to talk to Steve first. Give me five minutes.”


“Not till I’ve packed a bag. I’m not letting you guys ditch me that easy. You sit tight till I’m ready.”


He went to the bedroom and started throwing clothes into an Air Force duffel. The whole time he listened carefully for Keira’s footsteps, the slam of the door, the spin of car wheels in the dirt. But when he came out into the hall she was still on the couch, notebook in her lap, pencil in hand.


He looked around at the mess. It was time to leave. Time to go to war against somebody other than himself. He hefted the duffel, his stomach fluttering just the way it used to at the beginning of a deployment.


“Ready,” he said. “Lead the way.”




CHAPTER FOUR


STEVE THOUGHT IT WAS a bad idea from the moment Darwin Cole climbed into the backseat. The smell alone raised doubts. Body odor and bourbon, the trailer’s rank essence of stale food, kerosene, and warm vinyl.


He looked over at Keira but she wouldn’t meet his gaze. She’d stated her case a few minutes earlier with the windows rolled up, while Cole stood outside, bag in hand, like a kid waiting for a ride to a sleepover.


“You want to bring him with us?”


“One week is all he’s asking. I think he means well.”


“It’s not even our house. What’s Barb going to say?”


Steve kept his hands on the wheel, ready at a moment’s notice to pop the locks, turn the key, and floor it out of there. Thank God the guy was no longer holding a shotgun.


“I’ll handle Barb.”


“That’ll be fun to watch. What makes you think he’s worth it?”


“He’s connected in a way we’ll never be. The operational side. Failed missions, stuff Fort1 was doing on the ground.”


“So I take it he doesn’t even know Fort1’s name?”


“I think he’s seen his file.” Steve raised his eyebrows. “Or a file, anyway. Something the Air Force had.”


“And?”


“That’s what he’s holding back. That’s his ticket to Baltimore.”


“Not worth it.”


“How do you know? I’m not saying it’ll be easy, but my vote should count for something.”


“Look at him.”


“I know. He’s definitely still affected by what happened. He’s sort of . . .”


“Disturbed? Deranged?”


“No. I don’t think so.”


“Well he’s a drunk, that’s for sure. Look at all the empties.”


“Yeah, he may have a problem with that.”


“Great. So you’ve invited a drunken, unstable fighter jock back to Baltimore with us.”


“He invited himself. I’m just asking you to take him on the first leg.”


“You’re thinking we can ditch him in Vegas?”


“If we have to. Once we get a better idea of what he knows. Or if, well . . .”


“What?”


“If he becomes a problem first.”


“Wonderful. Maybe we can get the cops involved, or the U.S. Air Force. Where do we put him in the meantime?”


“Our hotel room?”


“Jesus, Keira.”


“Just for a night.”


“He could kill us in our sleep. I mean, look at him.”


“Careful, he’s probably reading our lips.”


“Like Hal in Space Odyssey.”


They laughed uncomfortably and watched him for a second. Same pose as before, still holding his bag and looking up at the sky. He hadn’t moved an inch. Steve sighed loudly and finally took his hands off the steering wheel.


“Okay, then. Let him in.” She reached for the door handle. “But promise me one thing.” She paused, waiting. “If we have to unplug him, you’re the one who does it. Deal?”


Keira swallowed hard, then nodded.


“Deal.”


No one said much during the ride back to Vegas. Every time Steve stole a glance in the mirror, Cole was searching the sky out his window. Bat shit crazy, probably. Who wouldn’t be after eight months out here all by yourself? But maybe Cole would get sick of this before they did. They’d clean him up, buy him a meal, take him out on the Strip, and after a day or two of fresh sheets and hot food the novelty would wear off. He’d grow weary of their questions, their persistence. Or maybe he’d run out of information, make himself obsolete. He’d realize his mistake and they’d return him to the trailer, or to some friend’s house in the ’burbs. Surely somebody from his old circle of friends would take him in, wouldn’t they?


Steve felt a stab of pity for the man. He’d been in need himself from time to time since making the decision to go it alone professionally. Self-sufficiency was a risky business nowadays, unless you had money to burn, and neither Cole nor he enjoyed that kind of advantage.


It was only when Cole emerged from the hotel bathroom, showered and shaved, that Steve saw the potential for more complex problems than he’d first bargained for in this arrangement. The man he saw now was a craggier, more intense version of the one from the newspaper photo. He looked refreshed and reconnected, his movements crisp and athletic, the zeal coming off him like steam. It reminded him that Keira’s profile—blow job or not—had portrayed Cole as an intelligent and even thoughtful young man. A bit of a thrill seeker, too—a hot-rodder and pole vaulter in high school, but with grades good enough for the Air Force Academy. The star of his class at pilot school. High marks from his officers. In action over Kosovo in ’99 he’d shot down a Yugoslav MiG, one of the few air-to-air kills by an American pilot since the Korean War. His quotes were long and contemplative, which also said something, unless Keira was the kind of reporter who dressed them up. Steve had heard stories but had never known for sure.


Looking closer, Steve saw that the pilot’s pleading blue eyes, lively and eager back then, were now haunted and needful. Just the sort of face that Keira and Barb would want to nurture or, worse, would compete for. Or maybe Steve was feeling jealous, a little threatened, one repressed alpha male detecting the scent and hunger of another. Although if anyone had a right to feel proprietary about their current arrangement it was Steve, who’d put the group together three months earlier. He’d been working the Fort1 story for Esquire—on spec, but working it nonetheless—when he started coming across enough of Keira’s and Barb’s footprints to realize they were stalking the same quarry, albeit from different angles. So he’d called a summit.


As luck would have it, both women had just been offered buyouts by newspapers desperate to slash payrolls. Steve knew all about the joys and limitations of a buyout. He had taken one from The Sun in an earlier round of cuts two years ago. That money was long gone, and carving out a living as a freelancer hadn’t been easy. Stories like this one were especially trying, because they took time to develop.


They compared notes, grudgingly at first, and soon discovered that between them they already had the basis for a story that, with a little care and watering, might grow into something altogether more satisfying and lucrative. If they were lucky they might even land a book deal.


They decided to move in together to economize. From the beginning Steve had been the resident counselor and peacemaker, the soother of bruised egos, and from that perspective he sensed that Darwin Cole would be a risky ingredient to pour into their sometimes volatile mix.


“Where’s Keira?” Cole asked, looking around the room. He was wrapped in a towel.


“Down at the front desk, getting another room.”


“You guys are sharing?” He scanned the two double beds as if trying to figure out which ones had been slept in the night before.


“We were sharing, but not like you think. You’re my roomie now. For tonight, anyway.”


“What are the sleeping arrangements in Baltimore?”


Christ, this guy really believed he was in it for the long haul.


“We’ll figure that out later. But it’s strictly platonic. You’re not joining some sort of hippie commune.”


“That wasn’t what I meant.”


Cole threw on a pair of jeans and was buttoning up a flannel shirt when the door opened with a click and in walked Keira.


“They put me next door.” She looked at Cole and stopped short. “Wow. A new man.”


Steve watched her carefully, then took charge.


“It’s almost lunchtime,” he said. “Should we talk or eat?”


Keira looked to Cole for his preference.


“Whatever you two want. Some food might be good.”


“Room service okay?” Steve asked. “That way we can get started while we wait.”


“Oh, c’mon, Steve. He needs a real meal, a chance to stretch his legs.”


Coddling him, although Steve had already been thinking the same thing. He smiled ruefully and looked at the pilot.


“What do you say, then, Captain? Looks like you’re the boss on this one.”


“Sure. Going out’s fine. Whatever you guys want.”


Cole went to fetch a clean pair of socks from his duffel by the window. Then, just as he’d done in the car, he looked up at the sky, long and hard, as if he were searching for something. Steve couldn’t let it go a moment longer.


“See anything?”


“No. Doesn’t mean nothing’s there.”


“What is it you’re looking for?” Keira frowned, but Steve kept going. “Not Predators, I hope.”


“You’d be surprised what they do with those things. What they look at.”


“The ones flying out of Creech are just for training, right? The only real action is in the trailers, where they pilot the ones overseas.”


“Even the training flights have to look at something.”


“Nothing but mountains and desert out that way. Plus the old test range, farther west.”


“The old nuke site, yeah. Bunch of A-bomb craters from the fifties and sixties. All the new stuff’s underground, but, still, they don’t like us poking around.”


“Sounds like Area Fifty-One.”


“Stop it, Steve.” Keira shook her head.


“No, I want to hear. What do they look at, then?”


“Some other time,” Cole said it abruptly, as if he’d realized how he was sounding. Or maybe he was trying to head off an argument. The silence afterward was strained until Keira changed the subject.


“How’d you end up flying Predators? You volunteer?”


“Nobody volunteers for Preds. Except those video gamers the Air Force is signing up.”


“Video gamers? Really?”


Cole shrugged.


“Might as well, since they grew up with a joystick in their hands.”


“So they shanghaied you?” Steve asked.


Cole nodded.


“Christmas weekend 2008. I’m still at Aviano. My CO calls me in, says, ‘Monkey, I got a shitty deal for you.’”


“Monkey?”


“My radio call sign. Monkey Man. ’Cause of my first name, the whole Darwin thing. He says, ‘There’s this new program out in Nevada threatening this entire unit, and you’re victim one.’ I asked if he meant that Xbox shit, the fucking drones. Yep, that was it.”


“Bad, huh?”


“You gotta realize, Vipers were the top of the food chain. Slide into the cockpit and you’re wired in straight to God, every system integrated. Tilt your helmet to aim a missile, that kind of thing. You can practically think a thought and make it happen . . .” His voice trailed off. “When you arrive at Creech they take you inside a GCS for a Predator and you want to throw up.”


“GCS?”


“Ground control station. Some geek’s idea of a cockpit. Video monitors stacked up like junked TVs in the window of a pawnshop. Shit piled on shit. The stick and rudder are an afterthought.”


“Isn’t somebody else in there with you?” Keira said. “A copilot or something?”


“Your sensor sits to your right. Same array, pretty much. But, hell, you’re glad for the company and he does half the scut work—operating the camera, handling the maps, keeping the audience happy.”


“Audience? Sounds crowded in there.”


“Not in the trailer. They’re watching on their own screens, from a bunch of different places.”


“Like the J-TAC?” Keira offered.


“Plus your CO, or whoever the MIC happens to be. Sorry. Mission intelligence coordinator. Then there’s an image analyst, at Langley AFB in Virginia, plus some desk jockey at Al Udeid.”


“Al Udeid in Qatar?” Steve asked.


Cole nodded. Keira had started taking notes, but the pilot didn’t seem to mind.


“The Combined Air and Space Ops Center,” Cole said. “Went there once for a dog and pony show. Big-ass warehouse. Industrial strength air conditioners going full blast. Hundreds of people at monitors, with headsets on. When both wars were going, everything that was airborne was displayed up on wall-sized maps of Iraq and Afghanistan, like movie screens. The Preds showed up as little blue dots, barely moving. Slowest damn dots on the board.”


“So, at least four people are looking over your shoulder?” Keira asked.


“And all of them think they know better than you what to do next. You have to just sit and take it, when what you really want is to say, ‘Hey, I know this is neat and new to you, but I’m not just driving a bus to take pictures for you guys on the ground.’”


“What a cluster fuck,” Steve said.


“Sometimes.”


“How much can you see from that high up?” Keira asked. “Somebody told me once you can even recognize faces.”


That stopped him for a second. He turned away toward the window.


“Not really. But if it’s some village you’ve been to before, you do start to recognize people. From the way they move, the clothes they wear, the things they carry. You end up feeling almost . . . like you know them.”


“That’s kind of horrible.”


“It can be. Especially when you start to like it. Not really like it, I mean, but, I dunno, it gets into your head. You hate it one minute, get off on it the next. It’s their little world, but in some ways you know more about it than they do. If bogeys are over the next hill coming for ’em, you know about it hours before they do.”


Keira, who couldn’t see his expression, seemed eager for more, but Steve was troubled by Cole’s fixed stare. He could easily picture Cole the way he must have looked the day of the disaster at Sandar Khosh, surveying the wreckage on video screens while everyone told him what to do next. Drone pilots were often burnouts, he knew that as well, from a Pentagon study he’d sourced on the Internet. Thirty percent or something, with almost a fifth suffering from clinical depression. And now, after just a few minutes of pointed conversation, Cole looked like he was at the end of his rope, cornered and hopeless. They were opening up this poor guy like a lab animal. When Keira started to ask another question, Steve cut her off.


“Hey, he must be getting hungry. I know I am. Why don’t we go?”


“I’m fine with room service,” Cole said. His voice was drained of energy.


“No, Keira’s right. Let’s get some air. Take in the freak show out on the Strip.”


“One other thing,” Cole said, turning back toward Keira. “You said you had news of my family.”


She smiled uncomfortably. “What is it you want to know?”


“Anything, really. I haven’t exactly been in touch. Not for a while.”


“Well, let’s see. There’s your boy.”


“Danny.”


“Yeah, Danny. He’s eight now, going to a private school in Saginaw. Third grade. Seems to be doing great.”


“Private school? Carol’s dad must be paying. How’s Karen? She’d be twelve. Probably boy crazy by now. Did you see them?”


“No. But I, uh, went up there. Asked around. At first we thought that, well . . .”


“That I might be up there?”


“Yeah.”


Cole snorted.


“Carol would call the cops if I ever showed my face. Besides. The Air Force, well . . .”


“What?” Steve asked.


“I’m supposed to stay close to home, meaning right around Creech. Keep them apprised of my whereabouts.” He nodded toward a sheaf of folded printouts on the bedside table, page after page, with lots of lines of print blacked out. “Part of my plea agreement. It’s all in there. I see you’ve got the transcript from my court-martial. They told me it was going to be sealed.”


“It was,” Steve said. Then he shrugged, as if to apologize. “Sources. Don’t worry, we won’t spread it around.”


“Most of it’s bullshit. The Cessna wasn’t stolen. The owner’s another pilot, a friend of mine. We had an understanding. I could use it on weekends and pay him later. And the whole Death Valley thing.” He shook his head. “They made it sound like I kidnapped my kids and dumped them in the wild. It was a trip we’d made before, the whole family. They were all for it. There’s a landing strip there, a Park Service campground with picnic tables and everything. They were loving it. I just had a little too much to drink after they went to bed. Carol overreacted.”


Steve and Keira said nothing.


Cole couldn’t blame them. Even if he was right, what more was there to say? Besides, Carol hadn’t overreacted. Cole had shut her out during those final weeks together. He’d never even asked for help as he drifted beyond reach. And she had tried. Tried hard. It was like he was locked inside a cockpit, with Carol banging on the glass. Strapped in for the duration, mute and unreachable, while telling himself the isolation was for security reasons. Can’t talk about our missions, it’s classified. You wouldn’t understand anyway.
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