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Being dead certainly wasn’t turning out to be everything that Tina Clarke had hoped it would be. 

Of course, before she died, she hadn’t given a lot of thought to what it would be like to be dead. When the option raised its head, there had been a lot going on — she’d been cleaning up after a major shootout. With the cops on their way, she’d had to make a decision. And fast.

Still, she could safely say that being dead wasn’t what she had hoped for. 

One issue was that, being dead the way she was, she couldn’t use her credit cards or ID. Having the government issue your death certificate tended to get those things canceled.

So, as she made her way from Kingman, Arizona, to Flagstaff, and on to Gallup, New Mexico, the world saw her as Beryl Markham. The world didn’t yet know that Beryl was dead, too. Far more dead than Tina.

So she had to use Beryl’s credit cards and identity. And for the moment, that meant renting a shabby room in Central Motel on Route 66 in Gallup. 

The room was perfect — for Beryl. The way Beryl had lived boxed her into a corner and now, staying tucked inside Beryl’s life meant staying in depressing rooms like this one. Beryl’s resources meant she had to choose independently owned, poorly maintained motels.

Changing towns didn’t help. Using a credit card, left a trail. That wasn’t the problem. She needed to leave a trail that was easy to follow, as if she didn’t care. As long as she stayed in plain sight, the gray, faceless people staring at their computers in gray cubicles wouldn’t look closely at her. 

So now, she was doing her best to be Beryl Markham and, outwardly, do only what Beryl would do. Would have done. 

Fortunately, she looked enough like Beryl that an observer seeing her take money from an ATM on CCTV, or a motel clerk checking her ID wouldn’t take a close look. But if Beryl suddenly disappeared, stopped spending money on gas and rooms, booze, then her watchers would sit bolt upright. They would start making calls and pushing buttons. Sending out an alarm. 

Tina Clarke knew firsthand that paranoia runs deeper in government circles than anywhere else. 

Gallup, according to the plan she had made with Bobby Black, her lawyer, ally, and friend, was where she could start to slip out of sight. But you couldn’t escape a role unless you had a new one. To that end, she had an appointment with another lawyer that Bobby knew and trusted.

But now, she wanted to stock up on a few things. She’d noted a convenience store sitting a couple of blocks down from her motel. That made it true to its name — convenient. Stepping outside, the acrid fumes of diesel and gasoline engines irritated her nose, but the store was close, and a short walk would let her stretch her legs. It had been a tiring drive from Flagstaff. 

She crossed the small parking lot, heading toward the door. A sheriff’s department car pulled in, pulling to a stop right beside her. When a uniformed deputy hopped out, she froze for a fraction of a second and forced herself to resist the temptation to walk away. 

Instead of reaching for his gun, which somehow she expected, he smiled, darted past her, opening the door and holding it for her. 

She resumed breathing, returned the smile, and walked through the door. The deputy saluted with his free hand. “Ma’am.” The deputy was simply being an old-school gentleman. She could live with that.

“Thank you, officer... Nez,” she said, reading the name etched in white letters on the black nametag over his shirt pocket.

“Glad to be of service.” The smile he gave her made the words believable. It didn’t hurt that he wasn’t bad looking. Squarely built, but not fat, he had a pleasant, sincere smile, and soft, yet alert, brown eyes that triggered something inside her.

Loneliness. That was the thing it triggered... the acknowledgment that she was on her own, cut off from everyone because she was wearing Beryl’s face. Yes, a casual look into this man’s eyes triggered a desire to connect with him.

And there was no way that was happening.

During her six years in the army, she’d only dated soldiers. Largely, that was proximity. She spent her time around military men, and there were enough that were attractive and good guys that she had no need to look further afield. Then, just before the end, she and Sammy developed a bond.

But now Sammy was dead. Really dead, not dead the way she was. 

Since getting kicked out of the military, when she found herself drawn to a man, it seemed that often he was in law enforcement. There was a serious irony there. Was that because they had similar standards and values, or was some other creepy psych 101 thing at work where a killer was attracted by her nemesis? She had no real idea.

Conscious of this man watching her, this officer of the law, she was aware that he struck her as someone she would like to get to know. Of course, she was also aware that tucked into the small of her back, under her leather jacket, she was packing a concealed firearm that damn well needed to stay concealed. New Mexico required a concealed carry permit, and she didn’t have one. That more than offset any thoughts of how nice it might feel to have Deputy Nez slipped an arm around her waist.

She grabbed a shopping basket and strolled through the store. She didn’t study what she was getting, reaching for things that looked like they’d be filling (most of the things on the shelves fit that bill), not particularly toxic (fewer candidates there), and maybe even good. Ultimately, those criteria meant she was carrying around some frozen burritos, chips, chocolate chip cookies, a six-pack of Budweiser, and a couple of sandwiches that might be edible if she microwaved the shit out of them.

Turning down an aisle to head for the counter to pay for her haul, she passed by Deputy Nez. He was filling a Styrofoam cup with coffee. 

“On a health food kick, I see,” he said. The sly, teasing grin looked good on him.

“Absolutely. You are what you eat, after all.”

“Just so you know, Gallup does have real grocery stores.”

“It does? Who knew? Besides, real grocery stores are for wimps. Anyone can stay alive eating real food.” Then she grinned. “The thing is, I just got into town and I’m beat. I don’t have the time or energy to think about shopping for something decent. I’ll hole up with this crap until I get my bearings.”

The deputy made a face. “Since you are new in town, I should mention a couple of other bits of local knowledge... in particular, you might not have picked the best part of town for a woman to walk around alone. I didn’t say that, however. Our city fathers would have a shit fit if they heard me say that. They want to believe the whole place is Disneyland.”

“People get mugged in Disneyland,” she said. “And I’ve seen worse.” That, she thought, might be the understatement of the year. Hers, at least. “But I’ll keep an eye peeled. And thanks for the head’s up.”

He nodded and handed her a card. “If you find things are worse than you bargained for, give me a call.”

She took it. Jeff Nez, Deputy Sheriff. He had scribbled a phone number at the bottom... no doubt it was his cell number. The idea that he was interested in her made her feel slightly more human. She flicked the card with a nail. “You folks don’t do 911 in Gallup?” 

He waved a hand. “Sure, we have all the modern annoyances. But you never know... you might find yourself wanting some assistance that doesn’t qualify as a police or medical emergency.”

“Ah. Things like needing directions to a real grocery store?”

Nice teeth graced a nicer smile. “You never know. Something like that could come up.”

She turned the card in her hand, thinking how stupid it would be to do what she wanted to do, which was to ask when he got off duty. To invite him to join her for a drink. It went against everything she’d been taught, and the reality of her world was that if she was to survive, she had to stay on duty every day herself.

She stuck the card in her jeans pocket. “Well, it’s true that you never know what can come up. And, while this might not be a better part of the town, I’ll say that I’m finding Gallup a friendlier place than I thought it would be.”

“Mention that part to the city fathers if you get a chance.”

“My pleasure, Deputy Nez.”

“Jeff,” he said. “Please.”

He wanted her to reciprocate, tell him her name. This is where Tina’s death intruded on her life. She gave him the name she was using.

“Beryl,” she said, unconsciously cocking a hip and holding out a hand, and simultaneously wondering what the hell she was doing. She’d already worked out that flirting with a cop was hardly conducive to keeping a low profile. And the one thing she needed to keep a low profile. She had told him she was Beryl, just in case he saw her use her credit card, and yet, Beryl was going to have to disappear. So, no matter how she twisted the facts, there was no chance of a relationship with Deputy Nez. And yet, seeing the look on his face, she knew that he knew that they were both definitely flirting. No question.

He stuffed a lid on his coffee. “Unfortunately, crime calls.”

“I don’t hear a thing,” she said.

“We have high-tech silent alarms all over Gallup. Besides, at the rate crimes occur, it would be a sucker bet to claim there isn’t one going down as we speak. Thus, I better get out there to preserve and protect.”

She couldn’t believe the man had said, “thus.” She patted her hip pocket, the one she’d stuck his card in. His eyes seemed to take in the larger territory of her ass. It made her feel warm. “Maybe I’ll give you a call, Jeff. I might decide I need to know where to find a grocery store.”

“Wouldn’t want you getting lost,” he said, tossing her a wink. Then he headed to the counter to pay for his coffee. Then she watched him walk out to his car. Not that she thought she’d see anything suspicious as he left; no, this was simply Tina enjoying looking at a hot guy. 

She waited until he’d backed out and driven off before going to the counter and paying for her items. The Asian Indian woman at the counter smiled at her. “Jeff is a nice guy,” she said. “He comes in here often.” That seemed to be a serious recommendation in her mind.

“Very polite,” she agreed. 

“And sexy,” the woman said, sounding more like the voice of desire than experience.

Tina pocketed her change, scooped up her goodies, and walked back down the streets of the dangerous part of Gallup and returned to her motel. 

With a picture of Jeff Nez still floating in her head, the smell of his coffee floating in her brain, she walked into the room. The overwhelming shabbiness, the bleakness of it, hit her hard. The dark television screen mocked her.

“Yuck!” she said.

Then she stretched out on her bed, knowing that she'd be in for a long, lonely night.
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The silver-haired man sat stiffly upright in his chair, watching Mattie Gomez. Seeing her fingers clatter over the keyboard, sending a stream of numbers scrolling across the screen, amazed him. 

Although he could see the monitor clearly, what it showed meant nothing to him. It was all gibberish... meaningless strings of letters and numbers. But Mattie read it with the same enthusiasm and understanding as when he devoured a good book. 

“Yes!” She gave him a triumphant grin, then raised her hand high and hit a key with a flourish. Pushing her chair backward, she let it roll until it bumped gently into a sturdy wooden table that held a laser printer that began spitting pages into a tray. 

When it stopped, she scooped up the pages and held them over her head with a gleeful wave, as if her team had scored a goal. Her free hand spun the wheel of her chair and she whipped around to face the man. Her face beamed. “Clear as day, Birdie.” 

Ignoring her excitement, he took the pages and began scanning them. 

“It’s right there, Birdie. Your Beryl Markham arrived in Gallup, New Mexico this afternoon,” Mattie said as he ran his eyes down the list of transactions. “Safely, it seems. She got herself a room in some shitty motel right on the main drag for one night. Right on Route 66.” 

“Gallup?”

“She stayed in Flagstaff for a couple of days,” she said. “Whether that was business or pleasure isn’t clear, but she did do some stocking up.”

He smiled. “Modern tracking,” he said. And it was. The pages showed the clear signs of her travel along I-40, from Kingman, Arizona to Flagstaff, and on to Gallup, a trip marked with a string of purchases... motel rooms, gasoline, and food... and a Glock automatic. 

Mattie was excited. “You are right. We gave up following trails of broken twigs. The credit card is more reliable.” 

He was aware of Mattie watching him scan the page. He could feel her knowing grin.

“What?” he asked.

“Did you know that there was a murder in Flagstaff while she was there?”

He glanced up and saw her thin smile, her eyes curious. “And?”

With a tilt of her head, Mattie rolled her wheelchair back to her desk. “I thought it might be relevant. I mean, you haven’t told me jack shit about what is going on. I know you are a fan of need to know, but this is rude.”

“That isn’t relevant to the current issue,” he said.

“Yeah. And that is army for ‘you have no need to know.’ But we aren’t in the army any more, Colonel. At least I’m not. So if you want more of my help, maybe you can give me some real reason I don’t need to know why you are on the run.”

“I’m not a fugitive.”

“Not in the legal sense. I don’t think anyone would be stupid enough to put a warrant out for the arrest of the highly decorated Colonel James Raven. But some heavy duty people with some clout are tracking you and I wouldn’t be surprised to learn there was a price on your head over on the dark web. I’ll check later. And, in case you didn’t guess, there are also people tracking this Beryl Markham person.”

A sense of sadness made him feel cold. “I hoped they’d ignore her, but I assumed they’d track her.”

“She sure isn’t hiding.”

“No, she wouldn’t.”

“Okay, since you won’t be square with me, I’ll tell you what you need to know. I had your name flagged and got an alert that someone, a sneaky someone, was hunting you and information on you. Now reading between the lines of text and digging into the blank spaces of videos didn’t tell me why, but you are definitely a target. When you went off the radar, they freaked out. So I poked around.”

“Poked?”

“That’s what I do. It’s why you came to me... besides my charms. Guess what? Army Intelligence is having a field day pretending they can delete data.”

“Pretending?”

She laughed. “Nothing is really deleted. But it can take some looking. I saved copies, in case they realized what a mistake they were making the records show that your hotshot special unit Squad Four never existed, that everyone didn’t get killed in an explosion... except for Tina Clarke. The officially late Tina Clarke.” She took a thumb drive from the desk drawer and rolled her wheelchair up to him. She held it up and dropped it in his shirt pocket. “Oh, and now the explosion never existed, either. You can read the exciting details when you have trouble sleeping some night.”

“What else do you think you know?” 

She laughed. “Apparently, maybe because I know you, I seem to know more than whoever is after you. For instance, they think Tina Clarke is dead.”

“She is. The morgue in Kingman did a DNA analysis.”

She laughed. “And I have videos that show conclusively that Cambodian monks beat the US to the moon by over a month.”

“This wasn’t fabricated.”

“It was bullshit. And knowing that lets me put the pieces together better than they can. I mean, if they knew she was alive, that killing in Flagstaff might have raised some eyebrows. After all, Tina Clarke is a trained killer... one of your trained killers. The last one alive...”

“Forget that!” His voice sounded surly, even to him.

“Beryl Markham was a druggie dropout. A nice kid, maybe, but why pretend that you want me tracking Beryl Markham, who wouldn’t know how to hold a Glock, but bought one? And, not so coincidentally, while your girlfriend was in Flagstaff, right around the murder, someone robbed some regular stores and hit a pawn shop and made off with more weapons.”

“To sell, maybe?”

“Fuck you, Birdie.”

He shook his head. “I wanted to keep you out of some of it.”

“Keeping me in the dark won’t protect me from a fucking hit squad.”

Birdie nodded. “No. And they might come for you.”

“See, I feel safer already.” She spun back to her computer. “Now, to other interesting news. You asked me to look for hits on a Connie Willis.”

“Anything?”

“Nothing direct or immediate.”

The man looked up and smiled. “What does that mean?”

She cocked her head. “I wouldn’t have noticed if you hadn’t fed me the name. Since I do have a goddamn need to know, I checked for any link between that name and either Tina Clarke or Beryl Markham. I didn’t find anything. And there has been no credit card activity.”

“But?”

She turned her head and winked. “Always a ‘but,’ right? Someone by that name applied for a concealed carry permit in Gallup, New Mexico about a week ago. It was paid for with a cashier’s check and is being processed now. The address given turns out to be a law office in Gallup. Quite a coincidence.” She scowled. “I found it interesting that you asked about that name, and I found that a Connie Willis who lives in Gallup has a need to carry a gun. Might even be a Glock, huh?”

A thin smile crossed the man’s face. “Anyone else following that thread?”

Mattie raised a finger. “I don’t see any sign that anyone has been interested in Connie. But if this pseudo Beryl leads them to Connie Willis...” She smiled. “Is this Connie Willis is someone important?” 

“Desperately,” he said. “Okay. You figured it. It’s a new identity that is being established. Once she settles down into it, I’ll need to talk to her.”

Mattie turned back to him. “Okay, color me officially confused. If you are going to need to talk to her, why the hell did you come to Juarez? We could have done this over the phone. Do you have some reason to think she is going to suddenly head for Mexico?”

The man shifted his attention from the paper to the monitor. “No. Things were happening. Loose ends being bitten off, and I needed to disappear. I needed your help and thought it would be fun for us to catch up.”

“And after we’ve pounded back a few and regurgitated old times... what happens then?”

He scowled. “Why is it that you chopper pilots never have any patience? Can’t you wait and see how things unfold?”

Her body tensed. “Being patient slows you down, Birdie. When you take too much time before reacting...” he saw her mouth tighten. “She who hesitates has seriously fucked up.” She whipped the wheelchair around to stare out the window.

Too late, he knew his words had been arrows. Mattie had adapted to the loss of her legs for the most part. She’d learned new skills and built a new life, but the wounds inside, the shock, the sense of failure... those wounds were far from healed. 

He ran a hand through his short silvery hair. “Mattie... what happened was nothing but rotten luck.”

She laughed. “Fuck you, Birdie. You don’t believe in luck any more than I do.” She turned back to her monitor. “Show a little more respect for a disabled vet.”

“You know I do, Mattie. You are a warrior.” 

She didn’t hear him. That was because he never let the idiotic words leave his mouth. He’d caught himself in time. 

“Do you see any signs that they know or suspect anything?”

“About what?” Her scowl deepened. “You haven’t told me shit except the lie about this Beryl chick who managed to waltz through a big shootout in Kingman that left Tina Clarke, the pro killer, dead. And, I assume, other bullshit is still to come.” 

“About anything, pretty much... are they assembling anything or just watching?”

She waved a hand. “They are running all the normal red flags you’d expect. Anything that mentions Tina Clarke or whoever Beryl Markham is today, or that lawyer in Kingman, Bobby Black. Oh, and they are monitoring those homicide cops in Kingman. And you, of course.”

“Yes, me, of course.”

“The good news is that it doesn’t look like they have a clue where you are.”

And where was he?

He let his eyes roam around the clutter that was Mattie’s tiny office in a low-end business district of Juarez, Mexico. Working in the chaos that Mattie clearly thrived in would drive him crazy, but Mattie wasn’t the neat and tidy captain he’d known. Losing her legs did more than get her a medical discharge. She became a different person with new skills and attitudes. But underneath, Mattie was still there.

For his part, he’d learned to accept that if you wanted to get the best out of competent people, you didn’t get to define how they worked. You simply let them do their jobs their way. It was a far cry from his early army days.

He turned Mattie to face him. “The truth is that everything that went down in Kingman was unplanned by anyone. And it is done and dusted. But because of me, because of what happened to the squad, and to Tina Clarke, Army Intelligence will continue their surveillance for a lot longer than makes any sense,” he said.

She typed a few keystrokes and sighed. “Sure. They are taught the approach of collecting breadcrumbs because you never know where they might lead. And since they have our tax dollars to work with, they have more than enough resources to keep doing it, even when they know it is pointless.”

“Covering your ass can be an expensive proposition,” he said.

Mattie looked at him and chuckled. “You should know about that if anyone does.”

The dig made him smile. “Captain Gomez, you are insolent.”

“That’s why you love me, Colonel Raven. And despite your fucking arrogance, I’m going to help you.”

“Help me?”

“Find out who betrayed Squad Four and is trying to cover up its existence. And, along the way, demolish the fuckers.” She looked at him out of the corner of her eye. “What they did to you all sucks. You were all patriots and deserved better. And Tina Clarke deserves all the help I can give her in raining holy hell down on the bastards.”

The personal reaction caught him off guard for a moment. Then he remembered. “Oh right. You knew Tina.”

“I flew her in and out of scary places more than once. They had me dodging radar-guided flak, fucking fighter planes, SAMs, and RPGs to get her into places you couldn’t land a fly, so she could stretch out or sit in a tree and do nothing more than twitch her index finger.” She grinned. “We called her Annie Oakley.” She touched her lips. “Shit, Birdie.” Her face turned pale. “Fuck me! I’m right. She isn’t dead and you are planning exactly what I think you are. That’s the only thing that makes sense.”

Birdie looked away. “Me? Don’t jump to conclusions.”

“I’m not jumping anywhere, Colonel. That takes legs. But it only takes half a brain to figure out that you are going after them. You are waiting until she gets clear, away from her watchers. Then you’ll contact her, contact Connie Willis, and the two of you will go after the bastards.”

“That would be a fool’s errand, Mattie. Two people going after an important someone, or group, at the upper echelon of the US government? That would be suicide.”

Mattie glared. “Of course it would. But there will be three people. I can’t have you making our side look bad. Now, I know that makes the odds unfair, but they picked this fight.”

Colonel James Raven stared at the set of Mattie Gomez’s face and sighed. She was wearing her battle face. He knew her well enough to know better than to take on a fight he couldn’t win. “All right, Captain Gomez, three of us.”

She opened a desk drawer and took out two flip phones. She put them on the desk. “I had these made for just such an occasion. When... Connie turns up, I’ll get her one.”

Trust Mattie to prepare for impossible eventualities. “Encrypted, I assume?”

She grinned. “Oh, far more than that, Senor. These babies don’t work like regular phones. In fact, you can’t use any of them for regular calls. These will only communicate with two other phones.”

“Two?”

“Her phone will connect to your phone and yours to hers, but she can’t use it to order pizza.”

“What about that third phone, Mattie? Where is that?”

A satisfied smile settled across her face. “In my desk drawer, Birdie. Just in case you drop yours in the toilet or something like that.”

He laughed. “You are still afraid I’ll cut you out of the action.”

She nodded. “Only to protect me, of course. The sweetest of intentions and all that asshole bullshit.” 

“But I mean that.”

“I know you do. But you never know... I might want to chat with your girlfriend and warn her that your agenda isn’t always the clearest or necessarily what she might want.”

“I’m hurt,” he said. 

Mattie shoved the drawer shut. “Yeah, I can see that.” 

“No need to worry. You volunteered, Captain. No way am I letting you back out.”

Grabbing her keyboard, she pulled it close and peered at her monitor. “Then, Colonel, you need to shut up for a bit and let me see what an ex-chopper pilot turned hacker can do to help out a girlfriend in New Mexico... without even leaving sunny Mexico.” 

“Help her?”

“Hackers work in mysterious ways, Birdie. Covering tracks is as much art as science, or is it the other way around? Besides, I want to hack General Lisbon’s credit card account and charge a few things from an online sex shop. Just for fun. I’ll send them to his wife. And I need to do more checking on their efforts in tracking you here. They will find you here, of course, but I’d like to have an idea how much time we have before they break my door down.” 

“Mattie...”

She turned her face toward the door and pointed at it with her chin. “Give me some space, Birdie. There is a bodega downstairs. You go down there and tell Arturo we want a couple of cold cervezas. Then, when I’m done with a little hack I have in mind, we will go for those drinks you mentioned. We can do some serious catching up, maybe even talk about all the shit we are gonna stir up before whatever is going down up in the good old USA is over.”

He left with the clacking of keys in his ears.  

Birdie found himself looking forward to talking to Tina, finding out what she was planning. As with Mattie, he was starting to see the folly of keeping her in the dark about so much, and for so long. That was on him. 

With luck, when he saw her again, when he explained to her what had happened, and how things went so far sideways, Tina would forgive him. If she didn’t, she might just kill him. He had no doubt she could. 

After all, that’s what he had trained her to do. And he’d trained her well.
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The simple act of stepping back into the motel room sent a wave of self-pity seeping through her. She looked around and shook it off. 

She’d chosen this... not this fucking motel room, but this life. The issue went well beyond the current need to impersonate Beryl to stay free and alive. That was a tactical decision, nothing more. But she had come here to step into a new role. Deciding to become a civilian assassin wasn’t something you could undo. 

No matter what her motives, or any justification she made, no matter whether she had other options, she’d done it. Now she was on the outside and had to stay there.

She had to accept, once and for all, that the closest thing she was going to have to a home was an endless stream of nondescript motel rooms, and that any friendships, even companionship, needed to be intermittent and at arm’s length. If she didn’t let that sink in, she was headed for serious depression.

Achieving her other goal, learning what was behind the ending of Squad Four and the treatment they’d gotten, would also keep her on the outside. There were no legal means available to her. Any right to information she might have had was superseded by a simple fact: if they knew she was alive, they’d declare her a threat to national security.

That part didn’t bother her. Impossible missions were what Squad Four trained and lived for. And it meant that, unlike many people she met, she had a mission and a duty. That would have to be reason enough to live.

She opened Beryl’s laptop and stared at the searches she’d made. Even with a beer in her hand, nothing on the screen looked any more useful than it had before. It frustrated her that computers were such unknown territory. 

With Squad Four, computer use was restricted. The computers and cell phones they had were government issued and didn’t play games. In combat, using a computer was a certain way to let the enemy know where you were.

She didn’t know how that worked, but if Birdie said it was true...

With her limited skills, using the computer to find what she wanted to know would be iffy. And even then, from what she’d seen, certain activities, she didn’t know what kind, were monitored. 

She’d searched on a couple of names that were of interest but, cautious by training, in between, she’d searched even more thoroughly on a few unrelated names. While the trick was too simple to fool anyone, especially if she kept trying, she thought she’d probably get away with it for a couple of searches. 

Besides, she didn’t have many names to work with.

The results for one name showed promise. There were a lot of entries for General Paul Lisbon. All she knew about him was that Birdie reported to him. Several times he’d been called away from briefings to take a phone call from the general. She’d never met him. He kept his distance from them. 

Now, courtesy of the Gods of the Internet, she also had the useless information that he was a West Point graduate whose career had him hopping around heading up various special groups and briefing congressional committees on aspects of national security. Beyond that, there wasn’t much beyond a couple of news stories — one told of his promotion, the general being awarded his second star. 

Otherwise, he, someone, did a good job of keeping his personal information off the net. From what she understood, that was an impressive feat all by itself. Was he hiding?

The only other name she had was Major Christopher Frey. She had a face to go with that name, as Major Frey had been the one to give her the news, with zero actual information, that she had become unwelcome in the army and was being given a medical discharge.

The Internet revealed a Christopher Frey who was exactly what she would have guessed, a West Pointer, with no particular accomplishments, but no obvious blemishes on his record. A rule follower. After being promoted to captain, Chris Frey had married an Emma Evans, who had posted their wedding photos and later photos of them with their daughter. 

They looked happy. But then, everyone looked happy in their wedding photos and in pictures with babies. From Tina’s perspective, the happiness looked shallow, like family gatherings in old movies. But she knew nothing.

Without digging deep, she learned little more. Chris and Emma Frey were not socialites.

Tina could see trails that might be worth following, but with no experience in online research of any kind she didn’t know how to follow them. She had been trained to operate in jungles and deserts, not cyberspace. Learning to follow these new trails could take forever. 

Besides, if Bobby was right that the government was deliberately burying information, it would make sense that they’d also replace it with false information. How would she know?

Tina didn’t have a clue if replacing things on that scale was possible or how it worked, but she was certain that disinformation campaigns were a thing. She’d never thought she’d be part of one, even in the minor role of a tidbit to be erased. 

Her ignorance frustrated her. How the fuck did you look up information when teams of people with infinite government resources and superhuman IT skills were working full time to hide it? 

If you could unearth the truth, how did you do it without setting off alarms? What the hell set off alarms, anyway? Was it like a bank vault where opening the door at the wrong time would do it? And what level of information would be protected? Would anyone, anywhere, know or care if she printed out Frey’s wedding photo? They might, if they were aware of the tenuous connection from Beryl to Tina, to the man who had given her a discharge that no longer existed.

For a moment, she considered calling Bobby and asking his advice. 

Bad idea. She had to assume they were monitoring Beryl’s phone calls. Even if they didn’t listen to every word, a discussion about hacking government databases might catch an automated ear. That would unleash the furies from hell, or wherever the government stored furies in this modern era (an abandoned shopping mall, perhaps?). 

Besides, Bobby wasn’t a real computer guy. He certainly knew more about online shit than she did, he clearly didn’t know that much more about being sneaky online than she did. His efforts to look up the accident that had gotten her a medical discharge, and an ill-advised attempt to access public records had done exactly what she wanted to avoid — it earned him a visit from Captain Lowell Thomas, who claimed to be from Army Intelligence. His research had proven to be the first domino falling in a chain that ended with the captain getting killed. 

She’d met the captain. She’d held the man at gunpoint. He didn’t deserve to be shot to death by bikers, and he especially didn’t deserve the government turning that into him getting killed in a bar fight in Las Vegas.

Staring at the screen, aware that doing anything at all could give her away, made one thing clear — she needed professional help. 

Bobby had sent her to consult with a lawyer to create a cover story, and supposedly the woman was a pro at that. She needed a pro for this too.

Tina had no intention of staying invisible. There was an enemy out there and she intended to identify them and strike. But an effective strike required intel. Her training, her personal experience, suggested that for a mission of that scale she would need help. She needed a team. 

Even a sniper relied on other people. At a minimum, she had used the support of those gathering intelligence and identifying the target. When the mission proceeded, she’d had transport people, logistics support, and, critically, a spotter to act as eyes and ears, and to cover her back.

As a civilian, she lacked the resources to build a close-knit group like Squad Four. For the intelligence phase, however, all she needed was a computer pro... a disgruntled computer jock, a hacker, some kind of stealth researcher. From the news reports, there were plenty. The trick would be finding one she could trust. 

Bringing people on board would raise her profile and increase the risk of Tina Clarke appearing on the radar of whoever was paying attention. But she needed a team. Trying to take on this mission alone would be downright foolish. 

She put herself in Birdie’s shoes back when General Lisbon, or someone higher, had told him to put together a unit for covert assassinations. He’d immediately built a team of specialists, to ensure that every step of the mission was executed efficiently. 

So she was putting her life in the hands of the lawyer Bobby recommended. Ideally this company would provide cover for her to operate. If she was going to trust this lawyer, this Stella Meyers, then why not find out if she had a clue how to find her a hacker?

She wouldn’t need to explain the long-term research goal. She could tell the lawyer another truth, a partial truth. After all, doing the kind of work Bobby asked her to do, providing help to people the law didn’t or wouldn’t help, would require doing due diligence on clients and targets. 

Clients sometimes lied, Bobby said. Knowing what she was getting into before taking a case was important, and in her line of work, potentially a matter of life or death. 

Hiring a good researcher would give her that information. And the researcher could investigate other things. Ultimately, she could focus on doing what she did best. 

With that thought to stiffen her resolve, she overcame the nagging feeling that if she only did one more search.... she shut Beryl’s laptop. 

It was time to be professional, to stop her half-assed research that could be leaving digital breadcrumbs that would lead whoever cared right to her motel door without her knowing it.

A better and wiser use of her time would be to get out of this oppressive motel room. She could go for a walk, maybe drop into a bar where she could enjoy a stiff drink and remind herself of what normal people looked like.

As it happened, she had spotted a bar just a few doors down the street from the motel. The Rowdy Cowboy wasn’t a promising name, but the fact that it was a short walk from where she was appealed to her. After a few drinks, a walk home would do her good. Then, maybe she’d be able to sleep.

Not that she had trouble sleeping, but she had to wonder how long it would be before she could get through a night without seeing Beryl Markham’s lifeless eyes staring up at her.

Was it weird that she was able to kill a dozen people and sleep like a baby, and then be haunted by a person that she allowed to get killed? 

Perhaps it wasn’t death that unsettled her, but the knowledge that she’d failed her friend. Not that Beryl had asked for her protection. Beryl had resented and resisted all of Tina’s efforts to help, but she still felt responsible for not keeping the girl alive. 

How stupid was that? 

She wasn’t a bodyguard. She had no training in protecting anyone, much less someone with the disregard for her own safety Beryl had shown. It had been a hopeless task that did nothing but cause grief. 

In retrospect, taking on Beryl’s problems had muddied the waters of her own situation. Her futile attempt to save her had set back her search for the truth if not compromised it entirely. 

Bobby Black had said she needed to ensure clients were what they seemed to be, and the reality was that if Beryl had been a prospective client and she’d had a researcher checking her out ahead of time, she would never have taken her on.

Instead, she jumped in because Beryl was a friend. 
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