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      Grant Casey dove behind the nearest statue, a huge sandstone lion with wings and curly hair surrounding a wise human face—at least, until the shots blasted its face into gravel.  Bullets and bits of stone pinged off the display cases and the concrete walls, leaving gouges and sending ricochets that stung his exposed hands and cheeks.  Grant scowled into his goggles.  He'd seen someone come this way, someone who should have been to-hell-and-gone before the shooting started, but now he didn't dare to call out.

      Along the corridor, ahead, he glimpsed a tall soldier—Nick—herding a small group of civilians out of the museum—a woman in full burka, with children, a pair of older men, looking flustered.  At the sound of gunfire, Nick placed himself between the civilians and the shots and hustled them all out of sight.  Good.

      The latest barrage ended with a settling of dust, and shattered glass from museum cases glittered on the floor.  He held back a sneeze.  The statue's head wore a mask of pock-marks .  A few other, smaller figures lay dismembered and rocking on the ground.  If they had stronger fire-power, even the stone lion couldn't protect him.

      "Chief, do you copy?"  D. A.'s voice buzzed in his ear.  Grant dare not answer

      "He took off west,"  Nick replied. "Shots fired in that direction."

      "Don't tell me the Indian's gone cowboy on us."  Commander Wilson, the putative leader of this supposedly joint operation.

      "It's not his first rodeo, sir.  He's got a reason,"  D. A. answered.  "Chief, the building's clear—team's clear, do you copy?"

      "Y'all are intel, not ops—Casey, you get your people out of here,"  Wilson barked.  "You are in defiance of orders, Lieutenant Casey, and—"

      "Saving twenty-eight lives and counting, sir."  D. A. cut in, begging to be charged with insubordination. "Chief called in the threat, you didn't respond.  Did you expect us to sit tight while the place went up in smoke?"

      "I expected you to follow orders—"

      Grant snapped off his set, the argument dropping into silence.  Cautiously, he adjusted his position, settling his back to the solid stone, breathing carefully, listening.  This room sat only a corridor and a lattice-trimmed courtyard short of the entrance, where the rest of the team would be wondering, despite orders to the contrary, if they should come and get him now that they'd cleared the place of civilians.  Only, they hadn't.

      He caught a flicker of movement and a flash of a red heat signature in his left-hand lens, furtive, somebody slipping from the bulk of that leafy-looking column to the base of a nearby display of jewelry and tablets.  Grant tracked the movement with his rifle.

      "Allahu Akbar!"  shouted a gruff voice to his right.  The shooter, seeking his compatriots.  No answer.  So the third party wasn't his, and wasn't Grant's.  Civilian.

      Grant jumped back to the tail of the lion, caught the flash of red, the shooter's position.  He fired three shots and ducked away again as the shooter returned fire.

      Glancing over, Grant silently urged the civilian to get the hell out while the shooter was looking for him.  Instead, the civ lunged along the display and stuck his hand over the top, snatching a jeweled diadem and pulling back, stuffing the piece into his dark tunic.  A looter, in the middle of a firefight.  Could be someone taking advantage, trying to fund a ticket out of the chaos that was Afghanistan, or maybe a museum staffer hoping to save something from the destruction.

      Boots pounded up the hallway from the heart of the museum, accompanied by shouts of "Allahu Akbar!"  and a hundred other things.  Shit.  His shooter called out in reply, then the air in the room sucked dry, something boomed, and the lion exploded.  Grant dove away, toward the civ.  He ran hard, gunfire spitting in pursuit.  The civ dodged behind a wooden doorway that wouldn't stand up to automatics, never mind the rocket they just fired.  He scooped up the civ with one arm and launched them both into the courtyard, rolling so he landed on top behind some kind of tomb. Ironic, if he bought it right then.

      "Stay down!" he barked, first in English, then in Dari, the local dialect.

      "Get the fuck off," the civ growled back in accented English, shoving at him.  A woman?  Yeah, he could tell now, despite her genderless tunic and trousers.  The wrap slipped back from her face, revealing sharp green eyes, dusky skin, parted lips.

      Women had every reason to need the cash to fund a getaway. He couldn't blame her for taking advantage.  "Get out of here, lady. I'll cover you."

      For a moment, their eyes locked, and those lips gave a slight quirk, then she gave a nod, and he rolled aside, taking a knee behind the low tomb, weapon in hand.  When he popped up, peppering the stone lattice with shots, she checked her stolen diadem, tossed it aside, and ran:  straight back into the chamber.

      Grant ducked down again, the shooters taking pot-shots at his head, while the crazy woman flanked them, making for the same case she'd robbed moments before.

      Leaning left, aiming upward, Grant fired again and heard a shriek as a bullet struck home, then he pulled back, yanking out the magazine and slamming in another.  His last.  On the other side of the lattice, the shooters snapped at each other, loud enough to hear, too soft to make out the words.  Draw their fire, or make for home?  One last civ, and she was nuts.

      When the rocket roared, Grant plunged left, rolled, and pounded down the side hall to come up next to their hide-out, already shooting, turning them away from the civ.  Three heat signatures, one of them meeting his eye as he fired into the man's chest.  The next one brought up his automatic, then he fell forward, blood spilling from his lips.

      The crazy woman pivoted out of her stance, the gun still in her hand.  Okay, not the usual civilian, not at all.

      Between them, the last shooter froze, glanced behind him, then shouted a stream of fury at a woman in pants and swung his weapon toward her.

      Two shots, chest and head, one from each direction, and the shooter went down.

      She shoved the gun into her waistband and swung around the corner of the lattice.

      "Hey!"  Grant held up his off-hand to stop her.

      Too late. She slipped her hands and feet into the diamonds of the lattice surrounding the courtyard and scrambled up, climbing fast to the roof and disappearing, even the patter of her steps fading in a heartbeat.

      "Chief! We should be out of here—what're you doing?"  Nick led with his gun around the entrance at the far end of the hall.

      "Finishing the job."  Grant released his gun and stepped back, the tether keeping it handy.  Four insurgents lay in the wreckage of the museum, bleeding onto the remnants of what should've been their heritage.  Maybe the crazy lady had it right, taking something away, rescuing what she could from the chaos.  "I spotted a civilian, but she took off across the rooftop."  He gestured up.

      "Up there?  Fuck. You sure about that?"  Nick came up beside him, half a head taller, maybe seventy pounds heavier, a running back compared with Grant's track-and-field physique.  "Commander's raising Hell on the radio—you heard?"  Behind his helmet and goggles, Nick's dark face looked grim.  "Could be bad news back on base."

      "Twenty-nine lives and this place still standing?  I'll take it."  Grant swept the room, listening, watching:  no more sounds, no heat signatures he could see.

      "They all down?"  Nick leaned a little closer.

      Grant scanned the insurgents.  The first one to fall shifted a little, moaning, his breath hitching.  A living insurgent meant a chance to get some intel and get back to doing their job.  Would it appease the commander?  Unlikely.

      "Trauma kit,"  Grant ordered as he stepped over the bodies, pausing to roll a body from the wounded man's legs.  "Lie still.  We can help."  The words rang a bit hollow, given he was the guy who'd shot him, but it wasn't personal.  Nick held out the trauma kit, edging into the space on the other side. The wounded man moved again, muttering, his arm underneath him as if he were trying to sit up.  Nick's eyes flared, then he shouted, "Chief!" and launched himself over the downed man, knocking Grant aside as the insurgent's hidden explosive went off in a shower of blood and bone.  Grant flew backwards from the thrust of Nick's tackle.  He tumbled past the bulk of that wise, ruined lion, the stone wings fluttering in a breeze of fire, shielding him from the worst of the blast, and the even worse anointing of Nick's blood.
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      Minister of Antiquities Jin Wang-lo mopped his brow lightly with a kerchief as he gazed down on the gates to a tomb fit for an emperor. It contained instead, a criminal—one of the greatest ever known, but Jin did not begrudge him this final resting place. Indeed, it was the culmination of Jin's archaeological career.

      In the narrow valley below, his Assistant Minister, a pudgy academic by the name of Li labored up the slope as the tomb doors shut behind him. "Minister," he panted, "it is done. I have confirmed the inventory." He stumbled to Jin's side and nearly slipped back again, waving a hand as if he expected the Minister himself to offer aid. Jin helped those who helped themselves. He smiled thinly. Indeed, when the rewards for this project came to fruition, perhaps in a decade or more. It would be Jin who then helped himself and his family.

      "Seventy-eight crowns?"

      "Seventy-eight crowns, Minister," Li confirmed, then tried a smile, though he was still panting from his exertions. "They are magnificent. What shall I tell the workers?" He gestured back at the thousand or so men in workmen's garb who labored in the defile with shovels and picks.

      "No need, Li. Sub-minister Yang will take care of them." He gave a flick of his hand. Yang stood stiff as a terra cotta warrior in the shade of a cluster of trees, sunglasses shielding his eyes, his square jaw suggesting foreign ancestry. Still, Yang could be trusted utterly. Without glancing toward the Minister, Yang nodded and stepped up to the edge of the ravine. A line of men in loose beige clothing joined him, and another, similar line of men matched them across the other side. The mountains around echoed with a growl of engines as the tanker trucks finally arrived.

      Li flicked his eyes over the arriving trucks. "So much water? Is it even necessary to re-supply the camp now that our work here is complete?"

      "I do not suggest you drink what those trucks contain." They carried the last ingredient he needed to complete his life's work.

      "Now?" Yang asked.

      Jin watched the trucks maneuver into place, their pipes ready to dispense their contents into the valley below. "Now." He turned on his heel. "Come, Li, the cars will bring us back to Beijing to deliver our final report."

      "Ah, yes." Li's head bobbed, then his glasses slid from his sweat-streaked face and he turned back, bowing to search for the spectacles as Jin walked down the trail. His foot hesitated over the ancient stone pathway. The first twang and whisper of bowshot reached his ears, then the screaming began, echoing in the walls of stone.

      "Minister!" Li bleated, staggering toward him, then back toward the edge of the ravine. "What are they doing? Stop! You must—Minister!" He waved his hands, but Yang and his men continued to fire, launching volleys of arrows down into the valley below until there were no more screams.

      Li's slippery hands clung to Jin's arm. "Minister." His eyes looked too big and altogether too round, like his flapping mouth. "What have they done? Why?"

      "Because none must ever know about this tomb." Jin stared down at him. "You knew that when the project began, that our work, if successful, must be eternally kept secret. Have you suddenly forgotten?"

      "No, of course not, but this—" he gave a helpless gasp, his hands translating his tremors down Jin's arm, his sweat marking the Minister's suit.

      "Is in keeping with the requirements of the Party." Jin gave a twist of his arm to free himself from the other man's grip. "You did sign the pledge, did you not?"

      "Yes, of course, Minister." His head swiveled back to the line of men in beige, still holding their bows, more like the terra cotta warriors of the First Emperor than ever. The archers froze, listening and watching below, then Yang approached the Minister's position.

      "It is done."

      "Tell the trucks they may proceed."

      "But they're already dead," Li said. "What good can it do to drown them?"

      "They were enemies of the Han people, Li, just like the man in the tomb. Persons without worth or status."

      Li's round gaze rose from his view of the ravine, but he looked pale as a dumpling, swimming in sweat, owl-eyed without his glasses. At Li's back, Yang lifted that chin, his shining black lenses reflecting the Minister's face, the high sun, the rough terrain, revealing nothing. Jin tipped his head, and Li's flapping mouth gaped open, then filled with blood as his knees buckled and he bent backward over Yang's knife. Yang stepped aside in a fluid motion, like the finest masters of wu shu, away from the path of the blood.

      "I will strip him," Yang said, "and add him to the others."

      Liquid flowed from the tankers, splashing down the walls into the ravine and the smell already drifted toward them. Jin pressed his kerchief over his nose once more. "The knife wound may be conspicuous."

      Yang held up the blade, its old metal dull. "I took the precaution of arming myself appropriately, Minister."

      Jin gave a short bow of acknowledgment. They should recruit sub-ministers from the army more often, if all of them could be as efficient as Sub-Minister Yang. "It appears that I am in need of a new assistant. I should be pleased to recommend your advancement."

      Yang placed his hands formally over the hilt of his weapon and bowed more deeply. His blade dripped blood onto the stones. The ravine behind reeked of death, and it sizzled. Minister Jin strode carefully down the slope to his air-conditioned limousine. He had achieved greatness. Now all he need do was wait.
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      Liz Kirschner yanked the earbuds from her head and tried to catch her breath. Music, just music, like all the other files, discs and records she had listened to. Or not. But this wasn't the kind of thing the music department cared about, not even Ethnomusicology. Mongolian was pretty obscure anyway, the most obscure concentration in a major already mired in obscurity. Asian Studies, then. Had to be. The last file uploaded to her iPod, and Liz pulled the disc out of the archive’s antiquated machine, leaning back, her mind still racing. The Asian Studies department head, Professor Chan, hadn’t taken kindly to Liz being appointed to organize the upcoming conference on the Arts of the Steppes, or maybe he just resented the entire topic of the conference  She figured she had a couple of years to bring him around on that, but this discovery—this was too important.

      The sound still echoed inside of her head, a deep, full-throated voice with the layered buzz unique to khoomei throat singing. It sang of mountains and rivers, the kind of landscape where horses roamed beneath a broad blue sky. The music stirred her—she blamed all those summers in Colorado—but more than that, it could just be the capstone to the coolest master's project in the history of the department. Maybe even more.

      She stuffed the iPod in her pocket, slid her laptop into its case, and returned the precious discs to their archival storage unit before signing herself out of the archive, sharing a nod with the senior at the gate. "Not taking anything out, are you?" he grinned up at her. "I really should search you, just to make sure."

      "Yeah, Marko, nothing." She opened her laptop case to display the machine, keeping it between her and Marko's desk. Her pulse quickened as he took a peek inside, rifling her notes.

      He plucked out the ratty paperback and eyed the cover. "Secret History of the Mongols? Seriously? Hey, if you're into horses, my mom keeps a polo string—"

      "Sorry, I've got a boyfriend, not to mention a thesis to work on." She flashed a smile, and took back the book. "Did you know the Mongols play a variation of polo using a dead goat? That's probably where the game came from."

      Marko winced. "You should come over to the modernists. Phillip Glass is where it's at."

      "Didn't he once hold a concert that consisted of sitting still at a piano in Harvard Square for half an hour?"

      "No, see, people always misunderstand—"

      Big mistake, picking on his project. Liz backed away. "Seriously, thesis. Gotta go." She marched resolutely away from his downcast expression. Outside, the autumn chill blew between the tall brick buildings, tossing her hair as she hustled toward the Liberal Arts admin building. After five already—would anyone still be in their offices? Worth a try. She didn't think she could settle down until she shared her discovery with someone who might actually get it. Liz bounded up the steps inside, clinging to the rail for balance. Breathless, she arrived on the top floor and scanned the faculty directory. There—Professor Chan, head of the Asian Studies department, on the right of Archaeology. The mutter of voices emerged from Archaeology, then from Asian Studies as well, the broad wooden door framed by posters about winter session in China, a local dance troupe, and a lecture on the history of the Hong Kong conflict. That event was happening tonight: she wouldn't have much time.

      Still, Liz hesitated to interrupt until she noticed the door was slightly open. "Professor Chan?  It’s Liz Kirschner." She tapped, and nudged the door a little further.

      "I appreciate your enthusiasm for the conference, Ms. Kirschner, but it has only just been scheduled, surely you can send a memo to the committee if there is more to discuss before our next meeting.” His voice had a twangy quality that put her off. The professor pushed off from the desk where he was perched on an edge, folding his arms. Behind the desk sat a man in a gray suit with the sheen of silk, a purple pocket square drawing her eye. The suit about matched the silver threading his black hair.

      "I'm so sorry to bother you, but this isn’t about the conference, Professor.  I’d like to consult with you on something else, something related to my thesis."

      Professor Chan gave a nod, and tipped his head expectantly.

      Liz glanced at the other man, the one who had taken the professor's chair. "I hope I'm not interrupting."

      "Clearly, circumstances dictated you not wait. I, on the other hand, can afford patience." The man in silver chuckled. "And a good many other things as well." Despite his Oriental features, he spoke with a trace of a British accent, and lovely enunciation in a soft tenor. He had taken elocution lessons at least, and she wondered if he had ever been a singer. "I am Huang Li-Wen, tonight's speaker, by the invitation of Professor Chan."

      Professor Chan's throat worked, his lips thinning. "How can I help you, Ms. Kirschner?"

      "I found something in the archives, some recordings of Mongolian throat-singing. According to the researcher's notes, the songs can be traced back at least to the sixteenth century. I think they're older than that. A lot older." Their eyes on her made her feel foolish, self-conscious, and she took a breath to steady herself.

      "Go on," said the man in silver. "I have a great interest in antiquities."

      Professor Chan bristled, squaring his shoulders. "Sixteenth century music seems a difficult thing to trace, Ms. Kirschner. Even for the Han culture, which has records inscribed on turtle shells, never mind for the Mongols who remained illiterate until they subjugated China. And yet you think these songs are older? How old?"

      "I suspect they date from the thirteenth century." She swallowed. "From the time of Genghis Khan."
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      "Look, Mr.—” The prof tore her stare from Grant's neck long enough to glance down at the card he'd given her. “—Casey. This interview simply confirms that you are not an ideal candidate for the position.  Security for a conference like this is a delicate matter, one of balancing academic goals, the material display, including valuable artifacts on loan from a variety of institutions, not to mention working with distinguished professors and researchers.  I am not sure that your... particular style, would be complimentary to those ends."

      "I speak a variety of languages, and am familiar with cross-cultural relations," Grant replied, still a little hesitant to specify which languages and cultures.

      "Yes, well, the armed forces do have a perspective on such things," she said drily.  "Nonetheless, it is not a perspective widely admired among academics of standing.  An unfinished degree in history hardly prepares you to work with such individuals.  We anticipate that the Chinese Minister of Antiquities himself will be present, among many others.  These are not the sort of people who..."  She trailed off, her eyes rising again to his neck, then offering the card back to him.  "I do appreciate your taking the time to apply, but we shall be looking elsewhere for our conference security coordinator."

      Someone had used the contact link on his website to send him the job posting, saying it sounded perfect for him, but apparently he wasn't perfect for it.  Just like the other twenty-six jobs he'd applied for since he got out of Walter Reed.  Still, the idea that anyone had found his website seemed like a positive development. "Keep the card, ma'am.  It may be that you'll need someone like me in the future.  Free-lance, on site security, that kind of thing."

      That drew a quirk of her dry lips that might have been a smile.  "We at the University are not in the habit of hiring mercenaries for virtually any purpose whatsoever, much less to serve as, how can I put this delicately, muscle? while we are engaged in the pursuit of our academic goals."

      Grant stared straight back at her, hands clasping his folio behind him. "When was the last time you went out on a dig? Or even on a research exchange with an overseas institution? It's a crazy world out there, ma'am, and it's getting crazier all the time. The destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas and the Mosul museum—that stuff is happening all the time. People are getting hurt and history is getting destroyed, and someone's got to step up and stop it."

      "Primarily because you people haven't been doing the job so far." She dropped the card onto the only patch on her desk not covered by papers, journals and bits of pottery. "I do applaud your entrepreneurial spirit, Mr. Casey, and I do, of course, support the concept of veterans finding useful employment, but having found you unsuitable for the position at hand, I do not see how we can make use of your services."

      Grant swallowed his irritation. It wasn't the job of the Armed Forces to defend other people's culture—that was exactly why he thought his business idea would work. The trouble was, how to get paid for it. The U had money, plenty of it, they just preferred to spend it on wine receptions and big-name commencement speakers, and some suave retired county sheriff to glad-hand the big-wigs at their conference. "Thank you for your time, ma'am." He tipped his head toward her, restraining himself from offering a salute. His neck remained stiff, but it wasn't the kind of thing you let bother you.

      She ran her thumb over the logo on his card, a skull over a crossed shovel and rifle. "In terms of your free-lance prospects, I do think you might reconsider the name, 'Bone Guard.' It sounds rather lurid."

      "I'll take that under advisement." He turned on his heel and let himself out of the office. Grant paused by the faculty directory to see if he should drop off cards with any other departments while he was here. Asian Studies? Middle-eastern Studies? Could be a winner. Grant pivoted and stalked down the hall. The squirrely woman from Archaeology let herself out of her office, dodging his gaze as she locked the door. Maybe he should've covered his ink; tattoos seemed to disturb academic types.  If he got another interview like this, he'd have to keep that in mind.  Grant smiled and gave a nod. She swallowed hard and hurried away.

      Scanning the doors, automatically counting them in the back of his mind, Grant went to the Middle-eastern Studies office and knocked. Waited. Voices across the hall in Asian Studies, two men and a woman, the woman over-eager, the men cautious, then the woman frustrated.

      Grant knocked again. Still nothing.

      Across the hall, the door popped open, and a Chinese man in a rumpled suit ushered a young woman out. "Thank you for stopping by, Ms. Kirschner. It is an interesting line of inquiry, but tenuous at best." He bowed slightly. "Please keep me informed if you are able to find any...evidence of these claims."

      She tossed back her red-blonde hair and leaned in, maybe hoping her feminine charms would persuade where her claims had not. "Professor Chan, if you'd just—"

      "We have heard the songs, and your interpretation of them, Ms. Kirschner. At the moment, I have a lecture to prepare for. Perhaps before you continue to pursue such claims, you should partake of a few more of our course offerings. Contemporary Inner Asian History, for example, or Professor Warren's Tribal Influences seminar." He glanced over, noticing Grant and dismissing him in the same moment.  "If you are able to complete your thesis in time for the conference, I shall look forward to hearing your presentation."

      The other guy, by contrast, stood four-square in the door in his snappy suit, a smartphone in his hand, and his dark gaze sweeping Grant from head to toe, as if he were another operator sizing him up.

      Balancing her armload of papers and books, the woman glanced at the second guy and paused, as if she didn't know what to say, then simply shrugged and walked away, starting to stuff her things into her bag.

      "If you'll excuse me just a moment, Mr. Huang, I have a call to make, then I shall escort you to the lecture hall," the professor said before he disappeared back inside.

      For a moment, the rich guy and Grant met eyes, then the rich guy tapped on his phone and turned profile, taking advantage of the better light from the prof's office.

      Grant headed back for the stairs. Asian Studies didn't seem up for a pitch. The woman flew back around the corner, looking up at the last minute. Grant side-stepped, but she stepped the same way and crashed into him. He braced, dropping the folio and reaching toward his hip for—nothing. He turned the gesture into a supportive hand on her arm as she stumbled.

      "Sorry, sorry. Oh, crap, are those your papers?" The woman freed herself and took a few steps, circumscribing the contents of his folio, now spilled all over the floor: lists of services and proposed costs; photos of himself and some of his buddies in uniform, making the whole thing look professional; resume showing his background and special skills; a scatter of Bone Guard business cards. She was pretty, and under other circumstances, he might have...no, who was he kidding?  He'd had more first dates than he'd had job interviews, and they were turning out just as well:  half the women were eager to save him, turning his scars into some kind of pornography, the other half couldn't understand why he wasn't up on the latest reality shows.  They lived in a whole different reality.

      Grant dropped to a knee and started scooping up his things. She bobbed a little, as if about to join him in the effort, then glanced toward the office she'd left earlier. "Sorry," she said again, and hurried that direction. "Professor—Oh. Excuse me."

      "I presume you returned for your device? I was just now attempting to reach you to return it." The rich guy held out a sleek phone in his palm. His teeth gleamed a little too white.

      Grant tucked his papers back into his folio and departed, already calculating his next angle of approach.
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      Clutching her phone, Liz took a moment to secure her shoulder bag before she headed out again. It gave her the time to recover her composure after realizing she'd left her phone, then running into the stranger. Her shoulder still ached a little from the impact—he didn't look that formidable, but he was clearly all muscle under that polo shirt. Definitely not a student, not here. He had an even, low voice, carefully controlled and intriguing, the kind of voice that made you want to listen. Attractive, in a dangerous way, with his dusky skin and chiseled features. She couldn't quite place his ethnicity, but his hair barely hid the tattoo on his neck and she wondered if he were an ex-con. Under a bench in the corridor where she'd run into him a business card remained, white against the scuffed hardwood. Liz paused to pick it up, examining it as Professor Chan and his guest breezed by her.

      "Grant Casey, the Bone Guard. Archaeological and Cultural tactical services. Defender of History." Seriously? It included a phone number, a website, and a QR code for direct dial. Liz snapped a photo. She had to share this with her study group. She snickered at the idea of having a tattooed body guard stand at her shoulder in a research library, or maybe asking him to rattle an archivist to get her what she wanted.

      Professor Chan didn't believe her, though his guest had been politely curious. Whatever. She was onto something, something worthy of a book, not just a thesis; the kind of discovery that launched a career. She would track this all the way to Mongolia. It was about time she paid a visit, and Byambaa would welcome her—not that he'd appreciate her eyeing the Bone Guard.

      Liz trotted down the stairs and pushed outside into the chill evening. Sodium lights buzzed overhead, casting patches of yellow light, and carving leafy shadows beneath the hedges. A few windows in the surrounding buildings showed the faint glow of people working late, but only a handful of other souls hurried along the walkways now, faces lit, as her was about to be, by the familiar blue-white of their tiny screens. She scrolled through a few messages, nothing important: Sara suggested dinner—too late for that; Professor Joyeux wanted to know if she could administer his motets practicum on Thursday. Sure. She tapped a response about the class, then brought up the image of the Bone Guard card to send it to Sara. Did she want to activate the QR code, her app wanted to know. As if. She stumbled over a root protruding into the pathway.

      A hot breeze flashed past her and cracked into the tree. Liz spun around. A small round hole marked the trunk, edged with splinters. She turned again, the roots tripping her up. Another soft whistle and a burning sensation as splinters stung her arm.

      Someone was shooting at her. Shooting? Liz clutched her bag and broke into a run, glancing around wildly. There! A blue bulb on top of a post marked a campus security box, but did she dare stop? How long would it take for help to arrive? Another bullet pinged the casing of the call box, and Liz dodged away.

      Did she want to activate the QR code? Oh, yeah.

      "Bone Guard, this is Grant Casey." A masculine voice reverberating in the tiny speaker.

      Someone tackled Liz from behind and she screamed.
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      The woman's scream echoed from his cell phone and Grant sprang back out of his car, tossing the folio on the passenger seat. "Where are you? What's happening?"

      "Shut up—no sound," said another voice, then the connection went dead.

      Grant stood at the open car door, listening. The scream hadn't just been in his phone, it had been out here, somewhere close. Leave the door open, don't risk the sound of closing it. Crouching low, Grant ran in the direction of the scream. Cell phone back in its holster, hand itching for the gun that should have a holster of its own, but not on campus.

      There, at his one o'clock, the sounds of a scuffle, a man's grunt of pain. Another man whispering, "Let me nail her." A sexual command, or a termination order? Grant put on a burst of speed. A darkened intersection between hedge-lined pathways at the back of a brick building. The blue light of a call box shining on a man in profile, standing over two people struggling on the ground. The man held a gun extended. Termination, then. Grant scooped a half-brick from the rough pathway and hurled it sidearm, slamming the gunman in the back of the head. He staggered, cried out, and spun, getting off a round that whispered into the leaves.

      Light at the gunman's back. Stupid mistake. Grant dodged across the path from where he had been, keeping his eye on the gunman, but the guy swiveled and shot out the light, killing Grant's advantage. He dropped low and barreled into the man's legs, toppling him. The gun came up, gleaming and Grant caught his hand, giving a twist. The gunman let out a squeal of pain, then his knee came up into Grant's stomach. They rolled together. Grant slapped for the sheath concealed in his sock. The gun shoved against Grant's throat too late: his knife was already sliding between the man's ribs.

      The other guy shouted in something like Mandarin.

      Grant pushed off, already on his feet, the knife in hand. Somewhere behind him, sirens wailed, growing louder.

      The struggle paused, the man kneeling on the woman's chest, the strap of her shoulder bag in his hands. She grabbed a corner of the bag and gave it a swing, knocking him sideways. Instead of letting go, he yanked on the strap and pulled it free over her arm, then took off running.

      "Are you hurt?" Grant demanded

      The woman gasped, a hand pressed to her chest as she struggled for breath. The woman from the hall, her bright hair a mess of old leaves. She managed to shake her head, and Grant started after her assailant.

      A bright light flared out of the darkness, pinning him. "Drop your weapon! Hands where we can see them!"

      Shit. Grant let the knife fall and kept his hands up. "The mugger is running—he's at your ten thirty, heading toward the student center." He started to gesture in that direction, in case the cop didn't get it, but the unmistakable ratchet of a rifle round being loaded stopped him cold.

      "Still have your cell?" he muttered.

      "Huh?" the woman moved around behind him.

      "Ms. Kirschner. Your cell phone."

      "Uh." A sound of assent, breathy.

      "Snap the dead guy, his face. We'll want it later."

      Another light joined the big one, smaller, moving over his face then toward the ground behind him. "Whoever's with you! Tell them to stand up, get where we can see them!"

      "One of the perps is down," Grant announced. "The victim may need medical attention."

      Feet trooped closer, then one of the cops was in his face. "Who the hell're you? Some kind of vigilante?"

      "Grant Casey" he answered, suppressing a smile. "The Bone Guard."
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      Sitting in the too-bright police station, dazed, Liz answered questions about her missing bag, about the assailants, one missing, one deceased, and about the man who had saved her. She kept her hands wrapped around the cup of coffee they'd given her, barely sipping it, clinging to its warmth. Someone shot at her then stole her laptop, her copy of The Secret History, all her notes for that essay on comparative musical scales she was supposed to finish. Someone shot at her.

      "You were heading for the call box, why did you call Mr. Casey? Why not the police?"

      Liz took a swallow from the dark brew. "As I told the other officer, I had snapped his QR code. All I had to do was tap the screen." The call box had looked so far away.

      The detective questioning her nodded, poking his notepad with a pencil. "How long have you known Mr. Casey?"

      She giggled, then forced herself to calm down. "I don't—I just met him. Well, I didn't even meet him, really."

      The detective made a little sound of disbelief. He leaned back in his chair, pursing his lips. Along with the gravelly tone of a smoker, or perhaps a habitual shouter, he had full lips and a long nose, the kind of face that could go bad quickly if he gained much more weight, but his muscular shoulders strained at his cheap suit. He rubbed his neck, giving a long sigh, and she caught a glimpse of something at the edge of his collar, a dark mark of some kind. A tattoo?

      Liz sat up and pushed away the coffee. "You know him, too."

      With a snort, the detective said, "You think so? Maybe you should join the force." He dropped the pencil he'd been fiddling with. "So your story is, you're walking home from a campus meeting, in the dark, and someone takes a shot at you. You start to run toward the call box, but you have Mr. Casey's number on your screen, so you give it a tap, then the second guy jumps you and starts wrestling you for your bag. The shooter comes over, apparently eager for the shot, but the guy who's got you won't let him. Then Mr. Casey shows up and takes out the shooter. The other guy snatches your bag and takes off. Right so far?"

      Another officer arrived, laying a sheaf of papers by the detective's elbow, and departed. The detective glanced over them, then back at her.

      "That's right. Does this mean I can go now? I'd really like to go home."

      With a half-smile, the detective said, "Yeah, I can believe that. Here, read this over and sign it, if it's an accurate representation of what happened. Then you can go."

      She drew the papers toward her, reading through her transcribed words before she signed off on the report. "What about Mr. Casey?"

      "The Bone Guard?" The detective sighed again, as if Casey were a repeat offender, but one he couldn't quite nab. "His story matches yours, his use of force seems justified. We're looking into whether charges are warranted. Probably best if neither of you leaves town."

      She pushed the papers back to him. "I just really want to go home." In the morning, she'd need a new laptop, and hopefully her most recent data were in the cloud so she wouldn't be too far behind. The attack left her shaken, and Professor Chan's outright denial of her work dragged at her like an anchor. Maybe she was all wrong about this and it was just a bunch of old songs.

      Both of them rose and the detective stuck out his hand. "Thank you for your time. We'll be in touch if we need anything else or if we need you to identify any of your stolen items."

      He walked her out to the lobby where a tall familiar form waited, giving that military pivot, his brows notching up just a little. "Free to go?" Casey asked.

      "Yes, I guess so. Thanks—I mean, thanks for coming."

      "It's what I do." He flashed a grin that did nothing to dispel the air of danger. He'd killed a man for her last night, and he didn't even have to change his clothes as a result. She couldn't decide if that made him just the guy she wanted on her side—or just another thug out to exploit her. The timbre of his voice still drew her, a voice she wanted to trust. At the same time, she knew he'd been trained to that tone—it was just as finely educated as Chan's visitor's, but with a completely different purpose.

      The detective met Casey's eyes, but he had to draw himself up a little to do it. "Don't leave home, Casey. And stay out of trouble."

      "How likely is that, Gooney?"

      The detective's eyes narrowed. "Don't call me that. I didn't like it then, I certainly don't like it now."

      Casey's grin widened, and he flicked a little salute. "Let me drop you off, Ms. Kirschner. My car is conveniently parked in the impound lot next door."
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      Grant held the door for her, and pointed her the right direction. In the growing light of early morning, she looked wrung out, with a slight bruise on her left cheek. She reached up as if to adjust the bag she expected to find on her shoulder, and frowned when it wasn't there. At the car, she let herself in, shooting him another of those worried glances, blue darts of concern. Did he need a change of image? The prof yesterday seemed to think so. No way the ink was going, and a year out of the service hadn't done much to dissipate its influence in his manner. Sorry, stuck with it.

      Once on the streets, he looked for the nearest bridge, waiting for a bike courier to glide by, then navigating with quick turns, glancing in the mirror. Green Toyota.

      "You'll want to turn here—" She pointed, then aimed the blue darts again. "Where are you taking me?"

      "Someplace safe." He turned again, down into the tunnel, then abruptly changing lanes and popping back out again. No Toyota.

      "Look, I appreciate your help last night, but I need to go home." She had slid to the far side of her seat, turning a little, so she could face him.

      "Negative. You think two Chinese-speakers attack you out of the blue because you're going home in the dark? After a meeting in the Asian Studies department?"

      "The—"she swallowed and turned a little pale—"the one who—"

      "The dead guy," Grant supplied. He swung another turn, into a restaurant drive-thru. "You want anything?"

      "He wasn't Asian."

      "The other guy called out for him in Mandarin. Whether he was Asian or not, they had a clear expectation of mutual understanding. What's your research?" To the speaker outside his window, he said, "Four hash browns and a large vanilla chai. Did you want something? The coffee at the station tastes like wash water. Gooney should do something about that."

      Mutely, she shook her head. He pulled up to the next window and picked up the order, handing it to her. She balanced the steaming cup in its cardboard tray on her lap and they re-entered traffic. A block ahead, green Toyota. Damn, the guy was pretty good. Grant made for the freeway, hoping the food wouldn't get cold before they lost this guy.

      "Who's Gooney?"

      "Corporal Tony Gonsalves. Gooney, to his friends." Or those who thought they could be. "We knew each other in the service."

      "Which branch?"

      "This green Toyota has been following us since we left the station. He's hard to shake. You seen anyone like that around your place?"

      "What?" She swung about, staring out the back window.

      "Figure of speech—he's actually ahead of us now." Grant put on his signal for the next exit, pulling over and slowing. Several cars ahead, the Toyota followed suit. When the concrete barriers loomed ahead, dividing the ramp from the highway, Grant stomped the accelerator and shot back into traffic, racking through the gears and flying between trucks. Not many drivers out at this hour. Good news, bad news. Good for him—bad for his tail. "I think that got him."

      Her wide eyes drank in what was happening. "You're crazy."

      "It works for me." He found the Somerville exit and slid down. "You want me to let you out? Toyota man's probably happy to pick you up."

      She laughed a little. "He's really been following us? God." She sounded better now, more relaxed. "I can't imagine anyone would—steal my research." Then she pulled the tray a little closer to her and the frown returned.

      "Yes, you can. You're imagining it right now. But don't tell me. The car was in the lot all night, chances are, it's not secure any more. Shit." He slapped his palm on the steering wheel and slammed on the brakes. "Get out. Don't forget the goodies." He grabbed the go-bag from his back seat, dumped it on the driver's seat to confirm all the stuff in there was his. Were these guys smart enough to tag his bag, not just his car? Chance he'd have to take—for now. It looked like an old gym bag, complete with smelly clothes on the top, and only the array of electronics and survival gear underneath said otherwise. He stuffed his things back in, along with a few other items from the glove box and side compartments.

      Kirschner's eyes flicked with his movements, watching him bundle up a knife, a spare cell phone, an extra clip of rounds into the gym bag and zip it up. "The goodies?" He pointed to the tray she had set on the roof of the car.

      "Are you sure this is safe?"

      The neighborhood of boarded windows and narrow, heavily barred shops looked about perfect to him—if you wanted your car stolen. "It's good. You have a Charlie card?"

      She shook her head. "In my bag."

      "I'll add it to your bill." He led her down an alley and into a T-station, swiping a commuter pass through the entrance gate and ushering her in before he followed.

      "My bill? I don't think I agreed, that is, I'm not sure—"

      "You didn't plan on a hired gun." He found himself waiting for the train with his hands at his back, parade rest, and forced himself to shake it off. Facing the client, he told her, "If someone's willing to kill for this, there's money in it somewhere."

      "But it's just—" the train arrived, and they stepped into an empty carriage, too early for the weekend shoppers, wrong day for commuters. The doors hissed shut again, and they were on their way. She caught a pole, and laughed again. "Okay, yes there is. Treasure, in fact." Her eyes alight, she said, "I've found the map to Genghis Khan's tomb."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Jin's phone buzzed softly as he stood in the courtyard, hands frozen in a posture of strength. He executed a swift change, one leg swinging up, the other balancing his weight as he kicked, then jabbed his hand after it, felling an imagined opponent. The last of the daylight fled over the ancient walls of his hutong house, leaving the statuary and carvings in shadow, standing in for his enemies.

      His son, Mingbao, froze as well, but could not help glancing down toward the phone, his eyes the only thing moving. Distraction could prove fatal. Jin pivoted to face the boy, who snapped his gaze back again, lips compressing. He sank into his posture, but the buzzing sounded again, and Jin relented, stepping back with a tip of his head.

      Mingbao scooped up the phone. "It's your assistant."

      At such an hour? Yang knew better. Or he had cause. Jin accepted the phone and tapped it on. "Speak."

      "The raven is taking flight."

      The words registered as a blow, sending shocks through his chest. He had expected to wait at least two more years.  His son's eyes flared in the dim light, watching him. "Now?" Jin recovered himself. "Are you certain?"

      Yang answered with silence. If he felt any uncertainty, he would not have called, and Jin had allowed his surprise to overcome his discipline. It would not happen again. "What actions have been taken?"

      "Operatives have pursued the information, the chain of evidence, and the one who discovered it.  Shots have been fired, and one of the operatives was lost, but the discoverer escaped that rather inept approach."

      "Who is the chosen one?"

      "Elizabeth Kirschner, a graduate student in Boston."

      Not even a professor? That was unexpected, as well. Jin stalked away from his son toward the lantern by the corner where a footed bronze vessel from the Shang dynasty caught the growing gloom. "Has she any credibility?"

      "A sufficient amount, at least within the academic community. We have already moved against her primary source, and she has taken on a mercenary, a former soldier. It has been difficult to learn more about her ally. He is the one who eliminated our informant's hireling."

      Was Jin imagining the edge of emotion he detected in Yang's voice? Yang never showed any emotion face-to-face, but the idea of this hired soldier worried or excited him. "I am sure you can deal with an unexpected adversary."

      This, too, was met with silence. Yang waited for his signal.

      Jin stared down into the pot. Similar ones stood outside of every temple in China, full of sand, with incense sticks thrust into them, smoldering in search of a poor man's fortune, or a woman's prayer for a son. This one stood empty. Jin preferred to make his own fortune, but this was sooner than he had anticipated. He expected his secret to rest for a few more years, at least. What would happen if his secret were revealed now? He had prepared for a siege, a lengthy tactical game, and was now facing an assault of a very different kind. He weighed the risk of inaction, the very real possibility that the plans he laid might be fulfilled by someone else. The Han people had not prospered for five thousand years by taking hasty action. But then, the world moved faster today than Sun Tzu might ever have imagined. His son required the best education, and his wife prayed daily for the indulgence of a second child. For a moment, he could feel the weight of an infant in his arms and see the eager young eyes returning his gaze. A sense of anticipation welled up in him, a focus like that he used to feel before a match. When he first began work on Project Raven, he knew the risks he would take, but his family deserved the rewards his audacity could reap.

      Yang's silence hung upon the open line.

      "Let the raven fly." Jin tapped the line closed, and turned back to his son. "Are you ready to spar?"

      Mingbao grinned at him, readying his stance, bare feet braced. "Yes, Father. I will take you down."

      "No," said Jin. "You will not." With quick strides and an almost casual spin, he swept his son's feet out from under him. The boy's head knocked hard against the tiled yard, the breath rushing from him. Jin stared down into his face, suppressing the urge to sympathy. "Never be surprised by an enemy."

      "No," the boy mouthed, still winded, then he whispered, "Again."

      Jin smiled.
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      Casey cocked his head. "Genghis Khan, scourge of the steppes? That guy?"

      Liz gained her balance on the moving train, still carrying the tray from the drive-thru, though Casey made no move to eat or drink anything on it. "That's the one. The Mongols had the largest contiguous land empire in the history of the world. With Chinggis Khan's leadership, they conquered all of inner Asia, half the Middle East, Russia, Eastern Europe, and eventually China, under his successors. According to legend, when the Great Khan died, he was buried along with much of the plunder he took from those places, and all the men who built the tomb were killed so they couldn't reveal its location. He was afraid his enemies would come and desecrate his remains. Not to mention stealing his treasure. People have been looking for the tomb for almost eight hundred years."

      "If everyone who knew the location was killed, then how could anyone make a map?" He stood easily, not hanging on to a strap or a pole, his knees slightly bent as if at a martial arts dojo, waiting for the next attack.

      "Someone had to do the killing, didn't they? Someone Chinggis trusted had to have stayed alive to plan the whole thing and carry out the Great Khan's wishes. His son, Ogodei, oversaw the arrangements—when he wasn't busy conquering China."

      "You keep calling him 'Chinggis.'"

      "That's the Mongolian pronunciation. Are you going to tell me where we're going? If your car was bugged, don't they already know where you live?"

      "We're not going to my place." The train slowed, and he pointed toward the door, a sharp, efficient gesture of command. "This is our stop."

      He led the way out onto an open street lined with shops and restaurants, and starting to get busy with traffic. They followed a tree-lined street up past a little park and turned in at a brick apartment building, a little run-down, but no worse than the dorms back on campus. In the sheltered doorway, Casey leaned on a buzzer, counted to five, and buzzed again, short this time. Another moment passed, then the speaker crackled. "What's your delivery?"

      "Stone lions." Casey gave a soft chuckle at Liz's questioning look.

      "You've got company."

      "A client."

      "Have her check the mailbox."

      The door buzzed, and he pushed inside.

      "A password?" She felt as if she'd moved into a spy movie, but not an upscale classy film like James Bond, something earnest and low-rent. Graffiti marked the mailboxes at the entrance. Casey rapped one with his knuckles and it popped open.

      "Don't tell me there's a secret door, too. Is this whole place a government installation?"

      Casey's eyes sparkled, but he just pointed. "Like the man said, check the mail."

      The spy stuff gave her something to focus on other than being attacked and watching a man get killed on her behalf. Liz leaned down and peered inside the box, a small hole pierced the back, but it was otherwise empty. "Nothing." She shrugged and tapped the mailbox shut.

      The inner door buzzed, and Casey ushered her through, glancing quickly around before letting the door shut after them. They mounted the stairs that formed a squared-off spiral around a central elevator, and arrived on the fourth floor. With a rattle of chains, a door opened to reveal a black man in a wheel chair, one leg propped up on the footrest, the other a stump below the knee, a tablet computer strapped one of his armrests. Liz swallowed hard and gave him a nod as he wheeled back to give her space to enter. As he turned, she saw the scars that ran along the right side of his face, neck, and his arm below his sleeve. Three fingers remained on his right hand.

      "Chief." The man spoke with a deep, resonant voice. "Police band says you had a busy night."

      "What happened to your leg?" Casey asked.

      Liz flinched. She'd assumed that they served together in whatever war had molded the Bone Guard, so Casey's blunt question felt intrusive, but the other man gave a shrug.

      "Conduction issues. D. A.'s re-tooling the cup for a better fit."

      "Hey, chief!" hollered a woman's voice from the back of the apartment, over the low whine of some sort of equipment. "With you in a minute!" A corridor led back past a wall with a cut-out into an adjoining kitchen. The combined living room and dining room held sparse furnishings, carefully spaced, including a large-screen TV with a freeze-frame of Liz's face, her blue eyes wide and ringed with lack of sleep.

      "How—?" she started to ask, then realized the routine with the mailbox had exposed her to the eye of a camera in that tiny hole. Liz stopped moving, her glance flitting between the image, the men, the apartment door, which was already rolling shut at other man's tap of a pad.

      "Need a drink? Coffee?" Casey moved around the partition into the kitchen beyond.

      "How about an explanation?" She pointed to the screen.

      Casey poured himself a steaming mug from the carafe on the counter. "Nick Norton." He tipped his mug toward the other man. "Paranoia's one of the side effects."

      "Of what?" Liz demanded, then regretted it—she had no right to this man's personal problems.

      "The job," Casey said. "Sure you don't want a coffee?"

      "Really, I want to go home." She folded her arms. Her hands felt shaky.

      "Thanks, Chief, now she thinks I'm a contractor. She's already had a rough night. You were the vic, right? The victim?" Nick addressed her, hands spread, face open despite his scars and rippling muscles. "Hey, thanks for the chai—are those hash browns?" He lit up like a child as he took the tray from her. "Anyhow, I heard there was an attack last night at the U, a mugging, and someone was killed. Was that your first time as a victim of violence?"

      "I'm an ethnomusicologist—we don't get much violence." A nervous laugh bubbled up, and she let her knees go soft, sinking her onto the couch across from Nick's chair.

      "An ethno-who?" He sniffed the drink, then took a long swallow, giving a satisfied sigh.

      "I study the relationship of music to culture. I'm specializing in peoples of central Asia—Tuvans, Nepalese, Mongolians."

      Nick shook his head. "That's a new one on me. What got you into that field?"

      "We hosted a Mongolian exchange student when I was in high school. He practiced singing all the time, and I guess I got hooked." In more ways than one, but these people didn't need to know everything.

      Casey emerged from the kitchen and held out a second mug. "Decaf. You'll need some rest."

      "Chief—get lost. We're talking."

      With a slight bow of his head, as if he had been bested in a duel, Casey departed, heading down the hall to the back, finally swinging the gym bag off his shoulder. Liz took a swallow of the warmth, and settled into the sympathy she saw in Nick's dark eyes as she told him all about it.
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      Grant rapped on the last door in the hall, then pushed through, ducking the black curtain that blocked light—and signals. Six monitors glowed among the racks of equipment, one of them showing the front door, one the dark interior of the mailbox, one a view of Liz Kirschner settling back on the couch, sipping and chatting, stifling a yawn.

      D. A. Silverberg pushed back from the desk and studied the monitor with Grant, her short curls bobbing. "Damn, he's good. Who would've thunk it? From sniper to counselor in one explosion. We're lucky he didn't go all Phineas Gage on us."

      Lucky. Right. "You're re-fitting his prosthesis?"

      She gestured toward the humming and whirring machine in the corner, an oversized frame with a printer head pivoting and moving through its space, the pinkish rubber cup already taking shape under the thin stream of material. "On-target. Should be ready in another hour. What've you got? You said a client?"

      "Maybe. Not sure where the compensation will come from, though. She thinks she's found the map to the tomb of Genghis Khan. Someone else believes it enough to steal her laptop and notes, and wouldn't mind leaving her dead." He slipped Liz's phone from the pocket where he'd stowed it when he appropriated it earlier. "Check I.D. on the corpse. I also need some intel on a Professor Chan, head of the Asian Studies Department, and Mr. Huang Li-Wen, some kind of high-powered businessman."

      D. A. tapped a few keys and brought up the image of the perp, then sent it off to her own device and handed back the phone. "I take it you didn't get that security job at the University."

      Since they left the service D. A. had appointed herself their den mother, which sometimes Grant appreciate more than others. He shrugged. "Thanks for sending the listing over though."

      She shook her head.  "Wasn't me.  But that's how you got mixed up with this, right?"  She tipped her head toward the picture of Liz.  "Worth doing?"

      "If she's right, it's high profile, the kind of thing that could set us up.  Genghis Khan's tomb—people have been hunting it for hundreds of years.  If I can get in on finding it, that could make my career, and I can get you out that telecom job you love so much, maybe get Nick on logistics."

      D. A. slid back to her desk. "I'll get on it, then." Keys tapped and fingers slid over the touch screen.

      "How's he been?"

      She glanced at the screen again, where Liz slumped on the couch and Nick gently relieved her of her cup, spreading a blanket over the sleeping woman. "Not bad. Not combat-ready." The computer gave a soft chime, and she brought her attention back to the screen. "Great—I love a quickie. Don't know what to call this guy, though, let's go with 'Jurgen'—he's used that one for at least two of his passports." A few more taps and she populated a second monitor with images of the dead man in life, in the background with a few now-dead Mexican kingpins.
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