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Chapter One
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Tina Clarke woke up dizzy, confused, and with a pain radiating up from her leg that made her reach down and pull off the sheet covering it. She looked at the massive bandages around it. The leg felt stiff, thick, and unreal.

A sullen man in a white coat came through the door and, seeing her moving around, walked to the bed to hover over her, staring down at her through watery blue eyes. 

“Ah, you are awake,” he said. 

“If you say so,” she said.

“What do you remember?”

“About what?”

For an instant, the man in the white coat looked as confused as she felt.

“About the explosion,” he said. “About what happened.”

The question triggered an avalanche of emotion. Memories of the events flooded over her, coming to her more as sensations than anything visual. Each remembered face came with a stab of pain worse than anything she felt from her leg.

Her squad, Squad Four, had been making an assault on a building in a desert. 
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Sammy paused in the doorway and turned to look back. She stopped beside him. The others moved ahead of them, silent figures slipping into the building in a single file. She waited, turning to check the area behind them. Sammy scanned the area to their left. She looked right.

Nothing moved. Without looking at him, she called out: “Clear!”

Sammy turned toward her. 

“Let’s move.” 

He turned and ducked inside, the door closing behind him. 

She took one last glance, a final check, then turned to follow him. As she reached for the door, it flew open. It came off its metal hinges and blew right past her. A shock wave of heat and pressure tore at her, burning her skin. A roar deafened her and a hammer-like blow knocked her backward, end over end. Something ripped her leg, and she was aware of soft things hitting her. 

The building dissolved into a cloud of smoke and fire, and she lay there, stunned, wiping blood and soft tissue from her face. It came to her that the soft things were pieces of her squad. But that was impossible. 

Then everything went black.
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“What do you recall?” the doctor asked again.

She shook her head. “I’m afraid I can’t say,” she said. “Our mission was highly classified. I need to speak to Colonel Raven immediately. Colonel James Raven. Can you arrange that?”

He stepped closer, looking into her eyes. “You were in an explosion and seriously concussed. You also took some shrapnel in that leg.”

It took her a moment to realize that by ‘that leg’ he meant her leg, the bandaged, throbbing leg.

“We kept you in a coma until the swelling in your brain went down. We performed two surgeries on that leg... we had to leave some of the shrapnel behind.” His face wrinkled into a scowl as if she’d done something to thwart him. “Still, you should have a full recovery.”

“Where am I?”

“In the hospital.”

“I got that!” she snapped, hoping he caught her tone. “Where? What hospital?”

The doctor shook his head. “You need to get some sleep,” he said. He tapped the bag holding a liquid that slowly dripped into her veins. “This will help you rest.”

It not only helped her rest, it knocked her out. 

Over the next few days, she constantly drifted in and out of sleep. She got a lot of rest. During the times she was awake, she saw a lot of concerned faces and shaking heads, but she learned nothing. 

Her repeated requests to talk to Birdie, Colonel Raven, were met with blank stares, even when she mentioned it was urgent. No one would answer direct questions about anything, much less what had happened, where her squad was, or where she was. 

Curiously, no one wore a nametag or would give her a name. Not only was that unusual, it made conversations awkward, and possibly by design, made it hard to connect with anyone.

After a few days, she finally got some news.

“We are starting you on a rehab program,” Watery Eyes told her. “The muscles in your leg need work.”

That was easy to agree with, but the leg was weak and ached enough that she made the early trips to and from rehab in a wheelchair. They were also made with an escort—military police. An ominous sign.

As the days unfolded, it became clear that the escorts were not there for her protection. She was not just a patient; she was a prisoner. Not that anyone said even that much, but no one would talk to her beyond telling what was absolutely necessary. That made her situation quite clear. 

Her movements were strictly controlled, and she was refused access to a phone or television or any other contact with the outside world. 

As she got better, she found that although no one wanted her to tell her a damn thing, people besides the doctor wanted to get her to talk. Information in this place flowed along a one-way street that led away from her. 

The first person to engage her in what passed for a conversation under that house rule was a tiny little captain. Like the others, he didn’t give his name, but he claimed to be an investigator.

“Investigating what?”

“Your case. I need you to tell me the details of the accident,” he said. “For my report.”

“What accident?” she asked.

“The explosion at the motor pool. The one that injured you.”

That explanation for the explosion sounded intriguing. “What do you need to know?”

“I want you to tell me what happened.”

She stared at him a while, waiting for the punch line. But he was serious. The two words ‘motor pool’ were enough to tell her that this investigator had the wrong bit in his teeth. Without clearance from Birdie, she found herself sitting in front of the man parroting the canned story that she’d memorized, embellishing it to fit his view of the events.

“We were refueling a vehicle,” she said. “Next thing I know, boom!”

The captain listened stoically.

“Why were you there?” he asked.

It was Tina’s turn to scowl. All she had was that flimsy cover story, constructed to brush off the casually curious, not stand up to an interrogation.

She took a breath and let it out with the story. “I was on assignment with the 53rd Transportation Battalion. I carried out routine duties. You know, like refueling the vehicles.”

“Where was the motor pool located?” he asked.

That surprised her. “You don’t know?”

“I do. I don’t think you do,” he said.

“I had just got there,” she said. “I was in Germany and put on a plane at the last minute, at night. I got there and was sent to the refueling. I honestly wasn’t paying attention. Middle East somewhere.”

“That’s bullshit,” he said.

Tina tried not to show her concern. Of course the story was bullshit—any official she told it to was supposed to create a paper trail that supported it. But this captain waited to hear more.

“Bullshit, sir? My team was refueling a vehicle at the motor pool when an explosion occurred.”

“What kind of vehicle?” he asked.

“I don’t remember.”

“Bullshit.”

“Hey, when I woke, the doctors told me I had been concussed. Part of my memory is a blank. What do you want me to say? You must have records of it all.”

The officer tapped his index finger on his tablet computer as if that would make something happen. 

“Records? Yes, I have rather detailed records, but none of them mentions you or any fucking explosion at all.”

“Yet here I am.”

He gave her a thin smile. “How do you explain that?”

Something was wrong. If no one had read an official investigating in on the script, then everything was wrong. 

“I’m not a clerk, Captain,” she said. “I don’t create or maintain the records.”

“What company were you in? Who was your commanding officer?”

The rubber had hit the road, and she was in trouble. Although she had memorized the story, it was just a story. Tina couldn’t even guess at what companies were in that battalion. Trying to lie made her head hurt. 

She fixed her eyes on his, staring him down. “I’ve given you my statement. The doctors said that I might experience some short-term memory loss. But even if I remembered everything, I have no idea in hell why your records are wrong.” 

“Then perhaps you can explain who you really are,” he said. 

“Corporal Tina Clarke.”

“The only records that exist for you show you graduating from Basic Training six years ago. There are no records of you attending the schools that would give you the ratings and job classifications your file claims you have.”

The game was falling apart entirely. “That’s not my department.”

The captain gave her a wicked smile. “And what is your department, Corporal?”

His satisfied smile suggested that he knew something or sensed he was on to something. She hated it, never thought she’d have to, but it was time to play power games.

“I’m afraid I can’t answer any more questions without authorization from higher authority,” she said.

“A higher authority?”

“I’ll need to speak to Colonel James A. Raven,” she said. 

“What?”

“In the time I’ve been here, I’ve made repeated requests to speak to him, but they’ve been ignored. I am under special orders not to speak about my work without his authorization.”

“Who is he?”

“If you run that name up the chain of command, you will find out.”

“I’m giving you a direct order to tell me what you know,” the man said.

Again, she shook her head. “Sorry sir. I don’t think you have the clearance for me to say another word. However, if you contact Colonel Raven, he will either answer your questions or instruct me to fill you in,” she said.

Or he will shove your investigation up your ass. That was a pleasant thought.

The captain sat there, staring, and Tina kept her promise, refusing to say anything more.

After an unproductive time of staring, the upset captain finally stood and left.

The next day, she began mandatory counseling sessions, ostensibly for the trauma of surviving the explosion. But the ‘counselors’ were transparently digging for information as well. They urged her to recall what she could and describe it. 

She described the blast, the heat, the pain and left out all the details. 

Even if she wanted to, there wasn’t a damn thing Tina could tell them. The mission had been thrown together at the last minute. Colonel Raven had been called away to DC, and the squad had been stuck on a plane. 

She hadn’t lied about flying in at night—the team had jumped out over a designated target location. When they regrouped, they closed in on a building where they were told their target was holding meetings. 

Riley, the squad leader, led them into the building with Sammy and Tina as rear guard, and then... boom!

Birdie, Colonel Raven, had protocols in place for things going wrong. For nearly every contingency. Except maybe this one, because trotting out her cute little cover story wasn’t producing the magic it was supposed to. 

Not that they hadn’t considered one of them being wounded and ending up in a hospital or even as a prisoner. The orders were to stay put until someone from Squad Four, probably Birdie himself, showed up. That person would check on your status, see that you got the proper treatment, they would debrief you and then ensure you returned to the squad ASAP.

And they would make sure that all the paperwork disappeared.

But the people at this hospital didn’t seem to have a clue about those protocols or about Birdie. And no one had reached out to her. 

She was on her own, and the only thing to do now, the only thing an unarmed invalid under heavy guard could do, was to stay silent and wait to hear from Birdie. 

Birdie would make things right. He always did—unless! 

Her mind had been churning one possibility that she didn’t want to consider but needed to. Given the way the mission had gone sideways, she had to consider the unthinkable: betrayal. The only thing that made sense was that somehow the squad had been set up, ambushed. 

If that was true, Birdie might have been compromised as well. 

So she had to consider betrayal as a real possibility. If so, she was a threat.

To someone. 

And if Birdie was out of the picture, she was toast.

She needed to bide her time. She would wait and focus on her physical therapy. Her immediate tasks, according to her standing orders, Birdie’s orders, were to get healthy and prepare for the next mission. If there was one. 

The hospital routine was rigid—a prisoner’s routine. A rotating posse of stoic, unsmiling MPs escorted her to and from her daily rehab, where she rebuilt her leg muscles. They escorted her to the interminable counseling and interrogation sessions. They walked her to the library and let her check out books. 

The library kept her sane. She checked out several books that Birdie had told them all they should read and devoured them. Some were wondrous, others confusing. She couldn’t believe that anyone could capture the reality of war the way Celine did in Journey to the End of the Night. Hemingway’s short-story collection, The Snows of Kilimanjaro, was a joy to read, and his perspective made her think about the world more clearly.

As she regained the strength in her leg, she considered a new possibility—a hope, really. If she behaved, her inquisitors might get bored with her and reassign her to some unit where she could at least be a soldier while she waited to rejoin the squad. 

Then, one day, the MPs took her from rehab, but instead of returning her to her room, ushered her down a green hallway she’d never seen before. They walked her through the door of a utilitarian office she’d never visited. 

There, behind a cheap metal desk, a major sat stiffly erect in his dress uniform. About forty, with black hair and an olive tint to his complexion that suggested he might have some Arab blood, he cut a striking figure. In a crowd of people, this was the person you'd notice first. But even in a social setting, you wouldn't approach him to start a conversation. Something about him, the hard glint in his cold, gray eyes, perhaps, or the hard line of his jaw, would discourage that. 

In an instant, in a single glance across this green room, she sized him up as bureaucratic and humorless. 

“Sit,” he said, indicating a straight-backed chair.

She sat.

He lifted his unsmiling face and stared at her. 

“This morning, Corporal, we are going to process your discharge,” he said.

The words jolted her. They came from so far out of the blue to shock her entire being. “What discharge? Sir?”

He nodded. “The US Army has determined to give you a medical discharge,” he said. “You will receive a small disability pension.” He had a folder in his hand and held it up. “The details are in the paperwork.”

“But, sir, I don’t want a discharge. I wasn’t that badly hurt. Other than some metal in my leg, the doctor said I’ve fully recovered,” she said. “Sir.”

The major lifted his face. His dark eyes were cold. 

“You are not considered fit for active duty, soldier.”

“But I am, sir.”

His eyebrows arched. “That’s not your decision, Corporal.”

“Can I appeal the decision, sir? Is there a form I can fill out to get this reconsidered?”

He wrinkled his nose. “At your peril, Clarke.”

“My peril?”

She had no idea why this anonymous major wanted her gone, or what he thought she’d done, but she could taste the disgust in his tone.

“This is the best you can hope for. One way or another, you are being discharged,” he said. “In my opinion, you should be given an administrative discharge. But given your long service and the manner of your injury, the brass has decided to offer you a medical. Contest it, and you will probably be discharged without any benefits.”

It was a done deal. 

The major dropped the folder on the desk and gave it a shove toward her. It spun across the surface in a lazy fashion, turning forty-five degrees and then stopping to sit there as a cockeyed challenge to common sense.

“This packet contains a plane ticket home.”

“Home? The army is my home.”

“No longer. Kingman, Arizona, was the place of your enlistment, and that is where we will return you. You will fly to Bullhead City on a commuter flight tomorrow morning.”

“What will I do?” she asked. 

She had been prepared to face any number of fates. Birdie had warned them that if things went wrong, they could be court-martialed and do time. She was ready for that, but not getting booted out. 

The major leveled his cold eyes at her. “You will return to civilian life without a fuss. You will continue to recite the story you gave the simple-minded investigators here about the circumstances of your... accident.”

There was a strange comfort in hearing that he knew more than that superficial story. 

“The problem is that even that simple-minded captain realized that motor pool work is something I don’t know shit about, sir. That story sucks, begging your pardon, Major.”

He smiled. It was the smile that usually was followed by the words, “Tough shit, soldier,” but he had a different take.

“If people ask, give them vague answers and keep a low profile. Most people won’t give a shit about what you did in the military and will soon forget you are a vet altogether.” He held up a document. “Keep in mind that the unit you actually served in does not, and never has, officially existed. You acknowledged that in this document, you signed when you volunteered for that duty. If you speak publicly about the unit, or about any aspect of your time in the military that goes beyond your extensive logistics work in the motor pool, you will be subject to prosecution for violations of national security.”

“I really don’t understand what is going on,” she said.

He nodded. “Consider that a good thing. If you did, instead of a discharge you would be transferred to a secure, off-the-books facility somewhere.”

“Can you at least tell me... what about the rest of my squad? Are they getting out too? Can I see them?”

The major scowled, and then slowly shook his head. “I’m afraid that they were all in the building when it exploded. You were the only one who survived.”

His sympathy sounded sincere. That struck her as odd.

“Every one of them?”

He nodded.

“And Colonel Raven?”

The major sat up straight. Rigid. 

“I have no idea who that person is. I doubt he exists. However, if you make any attempt to contact anyone with that name, or someone you think might have gone by that name, Homeland Security will abduct you in the night. Do not even look that name up online. Is that clear?”

It was clear that Birdie, or even knowledge of him, had them scared. Things were not as they seemed, and as confusing as they seemed, that said a lot.

For now, her future was contained in that manila folder sitting on the desk. Her army career, life as she knew it, was over. She’d mourn that later, but this was combat, and there was no time for regrets.

Nodding, she took the folder from the desk and hefted it, feeling its weight all the way to her gut. The burning of reality sank in—she was the sole survivor of the explosion... the last member of Squad Four left alive. Sammy was dead. They were all fucking dead. Even that asshole, Reilly.

And she, the lone survivor, the last member of Squad Four, was being sent away. Tossed out like the garbage from a meal that had gone bad.

This was wrong. 

Tina Clarke was not in any way a philosopher, but she believed in right and wrong—her sense of it. And now, on her own, she would have to find a way to make this right. 

Or at least make some sense.
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Chapter Two
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Three police cars sat at odd angles on the patch of dirt and weeds that passed for a lawn in front of Beryl’s house. Intense red and blue lights flashed and shrill radios blared undecipherable information. 

A horde of plainclothes officers and techs in white suits milled about the place, making perfunctory searches of the property, or drifting in and out. 

One uniformed officer stood at the door at parade rest, looking like a bouncer at a club.

Bobby Black parked a few feet down the road and walked to the door.

“Hey, Chuck,” he called to the officer.

“Bobby Black! I take it this lady is your client?”

“Seems so,” he said. 

“You will find her in the living room entertaining the delightful Detective George.”

“I better join the party,” Bobby said, walking through to find Beryl sitting on the couch, her face red and tear streaked. Her eyes seemed slightly glazed. 

He went to her. “Hey, Beryl, are you okay?”

“Bobby! Thank God you are here. I didn’t know what else to do, who else to call. They showed up and told me Sal was dead and said they were going to search the house. I managed to find the card you gave me when I got busted that time.”

Two years ago. An open-and-shut possession charge. Bobby talked the prosecutors down from imposing the wrath of God to letting Beryl do six months of community service. 

Beryl had been grateful, and although she exhibited a self-destructive streak, Bobby Black had found her charming. 

“I’m glad to help,” he said. “You just relax and let me find out what is going on here.”

She nodded weakly, and he turned to the man in charge.

“What’s happening here, Detective George?” he asked the pudgy detective.

“Mr. Black. You are representing Beryl Markham?”

“That’s right.” 

The detective handed him a warrant. “We are executing a search of the premises.”

“Based on what? Are you suggesting my client committed a crime? Or are you doing a little recreational fishing?”

“Neither. I came by to break the bad news that her boyfriend, Sal, got killed last night.”

“Killed?”

“And he was only one victim of a multiple homicide. We have reason to believe that the killings involved drugs, and because Sal was living here, I took the precaution of getting a warrant to hunt for anything that might shed light on who he might have been dealing with.”

“You have evidence that drugs were involved?”

The detective grinned. “Just suspicions.”

“Have you questioned my client about those suspicions?”

He gave the lawyer a fake guilty smile. “Me, Bobby? Of course not. We chatted a bit. I told her that her boyfriend had been killed and Ms. Markham volunteered the statement that—” He flipped through a notebook and pointed to a page. “Her exact words are, ‘I have no idea what the fuck Sal was up to last night.’ According to her, he went out riding with a biker friend and didn’t come back. I told her he was dead, and that the friend was dead too. Then I explained that we were going to search the place, and the lady said she wanted her lawyer present. Naturally, I let her call you.” 

"Naturally."

He smiled. “I don’t have anything else to ask her at the moment, so you wasted a trip.”

“Showing up for a client is never a waste, Archie. Can you tell where this killing happened?”

The detective waved a hand toward the south. “Out in the desert, near the reservation. Some Indians came across the scene early this morning.”

“Can you tell me anything else about it?”

The detective made a face. “Two of the dead were the bikers—Sal and his friend, a guy they called Dragon. A third is unknown. They were all shot dead. It was quite a firefight.”

“And you found drugs?”

“No. But the scene has all the markings of a buy that went bad.”

“If they were all killed, then the drugs should be there.”

“Yeah, well, they weren’t, and we found traces that suggest another person was on the scene. We currently assume he or she took the goodies. We are following that thought to see where it leads."

"And it led here?"

"No. I was hoping your client might be able to shed some light on who that might have been, but it doesn’t seem that she knows jack shit.”

“You’ll need to give my client an official inventory of anything you take from the house,” Bobby said.

“Of course.”

Bobby went over to sit with Beryl, who had listened to the exchange. 

“Is what he said right?”

She nodded. “Yeah. Dragon came by and said they needed to discuss some club business in private. Sal grabbed a couple of beers and they left. That’s the last time I saw him. Then he showed up.” She meant the cop.

“And you have no idea what sort of business they were talking about?”

A sigh and a tight-lipped smile said it all. “I’m just the girlfriend. The cops think it was drugs. I’d guess they are probably right, but I don’t know.”

“Then don’t let them”—he nodded over at Archie—“trick you into making any guesses. Stick to what you’ve said.”

Archie made a face. “Thanks, counselor.” Then he grinned. “Just so you know, for the time being, young lady, we are going to have you under surveillance.”

“What?” 

“We believe that a possible associate of Sal’s is still missing. He might show up here.”

“That makes no sense,” she said.

“Not much about this case does,” he said, smiling again until wrinkles formed around his eyes. “So we watch and see if we can learn something that does make sense.”

“Shit!” she said as the detective walked away.

“I don’t think they are after you, or he’d have you down at the station already.”

“Good. That’s something. It would be a bitch to lose Sal and then have to convince these assholes I wasn’t the one who killed him.”

Bobby sifted through the information, lining things up in his head. 

“Maybe having cops around is a good thing,” he said.

She snorted. “Really? You want to tell me how having cops hanging around, looking over my shoulder, is a good thing?”

“I’m thinking of Jimmy Borders.” Jimmy ran the biker gang Sal ran with. “What do you think? Any chance he’ll be a problem?” 

She shrugged. “He’s an arrogant asshole and probably involved in this if Dragon was there. He was the enforcer.”

“So, maybe he was expecting a different outcome from that meeting.”

“Why do you think he could be a problem?”

“If these people got killed when a drug deal went sideways, unless the killer was working for Jimmy, which doesn’t seem likely, he’s out some money. He’ll be looking for people to blame or someone he can get information from.”

“Shit.”

“So, it’s best for everyone if he blames Sal and Dragon and he keeps looking for this fourth guy.”

Her face told him she knew what he meant. She snapped her fingers. “So they might think the same as the cops, that I might know who this missing asshole is?”

“Maybe. Do you?”

“Not a clue. My social circle doesn’t include a lot of major drug dealers.”

“You think it was a major dealer?”

She screwed up her face. “From what the detective said, there are a lot of bodies lying around for this to have been a squabble over a nickel bag of pot.”

“You should be good, then.” Bobby said.

Beryl put a hand on his arm. “Thanks, Bobby.”

“I doubt the cops are done with you. If they ask to question you, remind them that you have a lawyer who needs to be present. Don’t give them as much as a recipe for peanut butter cookies until I get there.”

“I’m a shitty cook. Any recipe I gave them would do more harm than good.”

“That could be grounds for a charge of assault,” he said.

“Are you really worried that Jimmy might come after me?”

“A little. Call me concerned. It’s bad timing.”

“Why?”

“Jimmy was already under some pressure before this. His girlfriend, Cathy, got busted for dealing.”

“I heard. Word is she’s in deep shit. Second offense and a hard-assed DA.”

Naturally. The girls knew each other.

“She made the sale to an undercover cop. The DA is using her previous conviction as leverage to get her to point the finger at the people above her. He will go for the maximum penalties if she doesn’t cooperate.”

“She’s your client?”

He clucked his tongue. “No. She has a public defender.”

“Is she going to testify against Jimmy?”

“Unlikely. She’s terrified of him.”

“What’s that got to do with me?” she asked. “Why bring up Cathy?”

“Because... with that going on, if anything you might say about this case could tie Jimmy to drugs... that will make him nervous. I suggest you be careful about the optics of dealing with the cops.”

“I can’t exactly get them to fuck off.”

“It’s just that, if he thinks that you might tell the cops that Sal and Jimmy arranged a drug deal that went wrong...”

He could see that Beryl understood.

“Then I need to make sure that Jimmy knows the truth. All I’ve told the cops is that Sal and Dragon rode off last night and didn’t tell me why or where they were going.”

“That’s why it’s so important that I be there if the detective wants to question you again. Jimmy might not entirely trust anyone, but if he knows you lawyer up when the cops show up, he won’t think you are cooperating. That might keep him cool.”

She sighed. “I sure as shit hope that works.” 

Bobby leaned back. He doubted that Beryl was telling him everything, but that wasn’t unusual and, ultimately, it probably didn’t matter. Not now, anyway. 

He understood why she held back. Sometimes when people knew something but felt they were in over their head, it made them believe they gained a better position by keeping it locked away. She might think it would turn out to be useful to her later. A bargaining chip. 

In the meantime, it made his job harder. 

“Jimmy will probably keep an eye on you, just to be careful,” he said.

“An eye on me?”

“Like the cops... watching to see who pops by.”

“I hope he sticks to watching,” she said. “There won’t be a damn thing to see.”

Bobby agreed, but she didn’t appear as calm about the prospect as she claimed. 

They both knew that the problem with that group of bikers was that they often went off half-cocked. Even when they weren’t drunk or stoned, their judgment wasn’t at the peak the species was capable of.

Bobby liked helping people like Beryl, but his clients often didn’t make it easy for him. They didn’t trust the system and, though he did his best for them, they saw him as part of it. That he didn’t trust it any more than they did made no difference. 

No one knew better than Bobby Black that the deck was definitely stacked against the poor and those who chose to live in the margins of society. They had no leverage. 

They screwed up, but the fact that they didn’t feel obligated to play by other people’s rules, even resented the existence of rules, was human. It wasn’t their exclusive playground either. The rich did it too. But the rich had resources and connections that meant they got away with it a lot more often. With friends in high places, you could bend and break a lot more rules with impunity. 

When the rich got caught, their treatment wasn’t the same as it was for someone like Cathy. The girl didn’t have the money to make bail or even the money to get a bondsman to do it. So she sat in jail, vulnerable to whatever was thrown at her. 

The current district attorney, a self-anointed crusader named Doug Presly—the hard-ass Beryl had mentioned—claimed he wanted to bring down the drug dealers in the area. He had repeatedly said that he and his department would do whatever it took to convict anyone involved in that business. But ‘whatever it took’ often meant grinding people under his heel. 

If he suspected Beryl could offer him evidence against Jimmy Borders, he’d treat her like a criminal. He’d squeeze her dry—regardless of what it cost her.

It galled Bobby that being poor made it harder to get justice. That was a major reason he ran his practice the way he did. Not that he wanted to right the wrongs of the world. He was no do-gooder, but he’d made a bundle working for a major law firm, being a shark. Now he enjoyed working for people who normally didn’t have access to their own shark. People like Beryl. 

Call it leveling the playing field.

Unfortunately, often his legal skills simply weren’t enough. Money bought other resources. Sometimes it bought prosecutors and judges. 

In his experience, anyway.

He gave Beryl a reassuring look. “I’ll get you through that part. With Sal gone... are you going to stay here? Alone?”

She gave him an odd smile. “Strangely enough, no. This morning, before the boys in blue showed up to protect and serve me with that warrant, I got a call from an old friend. Seems she suddenly got kicked out of the army on a medical discharge. I told her she could stay with me while she sorts out what she will do next. I have to pick her up later today.”

Bobby nodded. “That’s good,” he said. 

“Is it?”

“Having someone else here will complicate things for your... friends.”

“It might not be so good for my friend, though,” Beryl said. “I thought I was offering a safe haven, but now I’m not so sure.”

There was great wisdom in that observation. Street wisdom.

“I guess that depends on how things go,” Bobby said.

“It always does.”

“It sure as hell does. Meantime, keep your nose clean.”

Beryl chuckled. “I’ll do my best.”

He knew what she meant. Beryl flirted with trouble all the time. He didn’t doubt that she’d try to stay clean, but they both knew that ‘trying’ was not ‘doing.’

Looking around at the police, Bobby decided that this new case, the idea that some big drug deal had gone wrong, would have District Attorney Presly dipping his fingers into it. 

Presumably, a large quantity of drugs was out there, somewhere. If Beryl did know anything, that information could be a useful lever in getting her protection. A deal.

The cops began picking up their gear and filing out the front door. A patrolman gave Beryl a sad look and handed her a piece of paper.

She glanced at the list and made a face. “They are pretty much taking all of Sal’s shit.” She waved the paper. “What the hell. I don’t think he’ll need it.”

He touched Beryl’s arm. “Then there isn’t much more for me to do here. They are wrapping things up, but call me if anything changes.” 

She nodded, and Bobby headed for his car, determined to call Presly. He needed to get a sense of the DA’s thinking. If he intended to go after Beryl, he would announce it. That was his style. Knowing would give Bobby a chance to plan his strategy. If possible, he wanted to plant the idea that Beryl was the girlfriend caught up in her biker boyfriend’s mess. 

Presly might even buy that angle, but Bobby wasn’t entirely sure that would be enough. Presly practiced law for the television cameras, not the scales of justice. If the case dragged out, he’d look around for targets.

Things were in flux, and he would have to evolve his strategy on the fly, but then that was how Bobby liked things. Life was supposed to be more jazz than classical, more improvised than written out. 

It kept you on your toes.
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Chapter Three
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A cold onshore wind touched his face, chilling the tip of his nose, turning it numb. But Colonel James Raven barely noticed. He stared out at the water, at the horizon, not seeing the gray swells of the Pacific Ocean. 

A light fog washed in with the morning tide, blurring the sea with an equally gray sky and leaving no horizon. Only a gradient.

Shades of gray.

To Colonel Raven, also known as Birdie, that gray fog dressed the day in an appropriate uniform for the meeting that lay ahead. 

Birdie was in his fifties, fit, and deeply upset. Troubled. Normally, he prided himself on his ability to face troubles with equanimity. Whatever happened, you could regroup and get on with the mission. 

But this... this shitstorm took all his strength.

He stood, waiting, at the end of the municipal pier in Santa Cruz, California, his attention laser-focused on one issue. In the next few minutes, a vital issue would be resolved. Either things would end here and now, or they would let him walk away alive. 

For the moment.

If he lived, if they left him a tiny bit of space, some daylight to work in, then he would use it. Despite his leverage, he was dealing with desperate people, and realistically the odds of things going his way at all were no better than fifty-fifty. Desperate people didn't always operate in their own best interests. You couldn't count on them being pragmatic.

Footsteps echoed down the pier. The uniform, brisk stride suggested the arrival of another military man, a man who knew no other way to walk.

“Hello, Paul,” he said without taking his eyes off the gray vagueness of the sea.

“Sorry, Colonel. The general couldn’t make it,” the man said. 

Birdie turned and stared at a tall man, taking in his dark hair and swarthy complexion. His suit fit him perfectly. Birdie knew the man was a chameleon and General Paul Lisbon’s right hand. 

“Christopher Frey,” he said.

“Major Frey,” the man said.

Colonel Raven smiled. “Fuck you, Frey.” He took a breath. “I shouldn’t be surprised you are here instead of the general. I’ve always known Paul Lisbon was a coward but I didn’t realize he was afraid to face me. He should be, but he is also a stupid man.”

“His presence isn’t necessary.”

“Isn’t it?”

“The deal was agreed to. I came to tell you that the general has lived up to his end of the bargain.”

“Under the circumstances, seeing that I didn’t make an agreement with you, and you weren’t there when Paul and I talked it through, I need to hear what you think this deal is.”

The man didn't blink. He was prepared. “Corporal Clarke has received her medical discharge and a plane ticket home. I handed them to her myself.” He glanced at his wristwatch. “At this moment, she should be on the plane, headed to her civilian life.”

Birdie let out a breath. “So far, so good.”

“Now it is your turn. You can turn over the documents to me.”

“You see how things get screwed up when you negotiate with someone and they delegate the execution? My agreement was that I would turn them over to General Lisbon.”

“I’m acting on his behalf.”

“Which makes you the flunky of a flunky. Tell me, on whose behalf has Paul been acting?”

“I don’t understand.”

“Never mind.” 

Birdie stared out to sea, wondering, as he had before, whether you heard the bullet a sniper fired before it hit your brain? 

“You promised to hand over the documents and stay clear of Corporal Clarke.”

“Yes. And that's exactly what I will do.”

“Will?”

“You don’t think I am stupid enough to bring them here, do you?” He smiled. “Once you get the documents, I can't enforce the deal. So, you might want to tell your sniper to hold off a bit.”

“Sniper?” Frey asked. Irritation showed on his face.

“Based on General Lisbon’s more recent actions, I doubt you intend to honor the deal we made one second longer than you have to. I’m sure you’ve cobbled together several national security bullshit reasons for taking me out once you have the documents.”

“I don’t know what you are talking about, sir.”

Birdie put up a hand. “Stop that bullshit right there, Frey. I don’t trust a thing you say. You are Lisbon’s lackey and a traitor to the service.” 

Looking at the man turned his stomach, and he turned back to face the comfort of the sea.

“General Lisbon and I represent the good of this country, Colonel. Your rogue missions made you and your team traitors.” 

Birdie studied his face. The man had bought into the story. “That's a lie. Your superiors betrayed your country and my family, Frey. You murdered my only family in cold blood. All but one. And now Paul is upset because I won’t let you kill her.”

“We are not murderers, sir.”

He turned and again smiled at the major. “We both know that if I didn’t have hard proof of what really happened, she and I would be dead already. So excuse me if I won’t take your word for anything.”

Frey nodded. “Then how do we proceed? I expected you to honor your word of turning over the documents.”

“A copy of them.”

“What?”

“I have the originals safely tucked away. Several copies, notarized copies, are in hands that will get them straight to every major news organization within minutes of me calling, or on the word of my death. And if that stirs thoughts of grabbing me and sticking me in a dark site, if they don’t hear from me once a week through a prearranged scheme, they release them.”

“You gave your word to the general. You have a duty...”

“And as soon as I hand them over, we are dead.”

“The general expects you to turn over all the documents.”

“Then he made some unwarranted assumptions. What I promised Paul Lisbon was to show him what evidence I had and then remain silent. I suggest he listen to the recordings I’m sure he made, and he’ll find I never promised more than that. So, as I said, you might want to rethink having your sniper put a bullet in my head and tossing me into the sea. Or are you the kind who prefers putting a bomb in my car? Whatever you put in motion, you might reconsider, Frey.”

The man was even stiffer than before—if possible.

“Don’t fret, Major. In time, I’m sure Paul will find other chances and reasons to eliminate me. Now I’m going home. I hope I never see you again.”

Turning and walking steadily back down the pier, Colonel Raven couldn’t shake the certainty that he was in the crosshairs of a sniper’s scope. Not that he was afraid to die, but if they killed him, that meant he’d miss out on the fun when things really went crazy. 

Only Clarke was left. If the bastards hadn’t already taken her out, they’d try to find a way to eliminate her.

Birdie found it interesting to speculate on exactly how many good soldiers, how many special teams it would cost them when they did go after her. That was the last one standing was accidental, but she’d been the best of the team. The best of a phenomenal team. Squad Four.

For now, he held some powerful card. The release of his documents might bring down the entire government. Once upon a time, that would have horrified him. But the rot was thorough, and he’d let himself and his squad get caught up in it. After over one hundred missions, the team had been manipulated and then betrayed... by their own leaders. Their own government.

He couldn’t and wouldn’t stand for it.

Birdie’s car, an old Mazda, sat alone in the parking lot. 

Cars, houses, fancy clothes, none of that meant anything to James Raven. And yet, that’s what General Lisbon had offered him to go away. 

“You can go anywhere you want,” Paul had told him. “Go live a wild life. A rich man’s life.”

That’s what he’d thought he’d been living. Until the betrayal.

Now they could force him to retire, but he wasn’t going anywhere. 

As he slipped into the driver’s seat, he tried to picture Tina Clarke as a civilian—and failed miserably. 

His thoughts turned to the half bottle of a fine single malt sitting in his liquor cabinet. After a tall drink, he had some calls to make. Calls that had to be made on a secure line.

The first would be to a woman named Mattie down in Juarez. 

He reached for the starter, holding his breath without realizing it. Then the throaty roar of his engine coming to life broke through. 

Where there was life...
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Chapter Four
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Beryl sat still, listening to the roar of car doors slamming, engines starting up, and the crackle of tires on the hard ground as the squad cars pulled away taking the cacophony with them. The blare of the police radios slowly faded into the distance, leaving the air unnaturally still. 

She stayed where she was for a time, not moving until the last echoes of the intrusive sounds died completely. Then, not trusting her hearing and needing to make sure, she got up and walked to the window. 

They had truly left. 

The road out front looked empty, but she spotted a car parked on the far side, with two people in it. 

Not subtle. Yet the detective had warned her. 

She sighed, sinking under the burden of too many unanswered questions, of knowing she was on treacherous ground with too many ways to miss a step. A small mistake could be fatal now.

The previous night, even under the shock of what had happened, all that blood, the dead and dying, what she needed to do had seemed simple, straightforward. Now, however, things were a jumble, and everyone had her under a microscope. It was hard to think.

Even worse, she was out of the coke Sal had given her. And what a joke that was! The little waitress, the biker chick, had a fortune in heroin tucked away and she needed to buy drugs. 

At least now she could afford to buy all the drugs she wanted. As long as she was careful, that is. Not that she worried about the cops watching her. 

Hell, if they saw her buying drugs, it would help convince them that she had no idea what had happened out in the desert. And they wouldn’t bust her. She could tell that they wanted her walking around so they could see who approached her, what happened. 

That was how cops worked.

And Bobby was right that having them keeping tabs on her was pretty cool. If the cops were watching her house, Jimmy and his shithead bikers wouldn’t want to do anything really nasty. 

It gave her time. But how much? How long would the cops keep that watch? 

Even with them watching, how long would Jimmy’s guys be willing to wait? They weren’t exactly a patient bunch, and there was a lot at stake. A hell of a lot. Until she’d loaded it and hauled it all away, Beryl hadn’t known the amount of heroin involved.

In retrospect, the best thing would have been to drive off with Sal’s truck, taking the drugs, the money and the guns, and heading almost anywhere. That would have given her a head start. Now she had to wait until the watching and waiting stopped, and it would drive her crazy.

But it was too late now. That option was done and dusted, as Sal had said. 

It sucked that she couldn’t spend the money she had freely or sell the drugs in Kingman. Jimmy Borders would have every drug dealer in the county watching for anyone trying to move any large quantity of drugs. His people knew every dealer in town, and most were scared of them. The ones that weren’t scared were probably snitches for the cops.

Sooner or later, she had to get away, but if she drove off anywhere, the cops and the bikers would follow. She couldn’t exactly hop a commercial flight—not with the drugs. The damn airports had drug-sniffing dogs all over the place. 

Tina’s call put an interesting spin on things. Having her old girlfriend around struck her as a mixed blessing. Having a friend stay with her, doing something like a normal person, would confuse things for her watchers.

That part was good. 

Her situation was tricky, and she had to solve it alone. Other than Tina, all her friends were in the club. She couldn’t expect help from them, which was sad. They were her kind of people.

Before this stupid deal of Sal’s, the one that cost him his life, things hadn’t been bad at all. Her world had churned along in a nice way. She and Sal rode with the club. They partied. They had fun. Life was okay. 

Whenever the club made a buy, which was often, Sal would bring her weed, coke, or speed. Like most of the biker girls, she used some of it and sold the rest to make a little cash of her own. Sal had her selling some for him, too. For the club, actually. 

It was a sweet setup. Her best customers were the long-haul truckers who came into the diner where she worked—the regulars. That was sweet, because the handoff was easy and there was trust there. The truckers knew she wasn’t an undercover cop, and she knew the same about them. 

So she sold drugs, but the stuff she’d hauled out of the desert was different. More heavy duty and not at all her speed. Beryl had no interest in sticking a needle in her arm for a thrill and was frightened of heroin, but that shit, her stash, was worth a hell of a lot of money if she could move it. 

Tina showing up meant possibilities and concerns. 

The idea of Tina getting out of the army was a shocker. Actually, her doing well in the army had been a surprise. It amazed Beryl that the girl didn’t get her ass tossed out the first week, but she’d changed. She’d gone from a rebellious kid to an enthusiastic, patriotic soldier. 

“It gives me a purpose, and it’s something I do well,” was all Tina said by way of explanation.

That sounded crazy. Back in school, Tina had been a hellcat. The Tina that came home on leave was a different person. She was more controlled, more disciplined. Less fun.

It remained to be seen what she was like after being kicked out. With them treating her like yesterday’s garbage, maybe she’d have a different opinion about Beryl’s life, including drugs. If Tina was on her side, if she could trust Tina to help her, they’d be a powerful team. Tina knew how to make things happen.

Her hands trembled from nerves and excitement, along with her current lack of coke. She needed some. How could she figure out what to do next when she couldn’t think clearly? How could she face Tina when she picked her up at the airport that afternoon?

That made her think of Renee. Calling Renee might solve two problems at once—she could take a giant step toward shaking off Jimmy’s suspicions and score some coke at the same time. 

She and Renee were friends, or at least they had been before this went down. Normally, today she’d be working at the bike shop. 

And Renee always had drugs.

When she called, the woman answered cheerfully. 

“Wow, Beryl. When I heard the shitty news about Sal, I wondered if you would be in mourning or some shit.”

“Over a biker?” she asked, brushing it off. “You can’t set your future on guys who live on that edge.”

“Guess not,” she said, “but I’d miss Amish if it was him that got killed.”

It was something of a lottery for that crowd. They all had to think about it.

“Yeah, well, I do miss the stupid sonofabitch. Who would’ve thought? And with him being dead... that fucks up my social life.”

“Yeah. With Sal gone, showing up at one of the parties is going to be a bit of a problem.”

“No shit.”

Beryl cringed, thinking about it. The truth was that if a single girl showed up at one of their parties, the guys might decide that she was volunteering to be the entertainment.

“Well, how are you doing?” Renee asked.

“Getting by, but... well, I’d be getting by a lot better if I had some coke.”

Renee chuckled. “And Sal was your source.”

“I’m all out and I was hoping—”

“Hell yeah, girl. If you’ve got the cash, I can fix you up.”

“I’ve got some. Tips have been good lately.”

“Good to know.”

“So what if I meet you downtown?”

“I get off in twenty minutes. Meet me in the bar across the street. Bring the money.”

While she had hidden away most of the cash she’d found on Dragon’s body out in the desert, Beryl had kept a few hundred in her room—for emergencies, just like this one. 

As she got it out, she thought through her plan and decided that it would work fine. That pleased her. Seeing Renee would show the club that she wasn’t hiding from them. They’d see that she had nothing to hide. 

When she walked out to her car, she noticed a biker standing by his machine, watching her from across the street. She waved at him. He gave her an awkward, embarrassed look and weakly waved back.

The guy’s name was Ernie, and she thought he was okay, or at least he had been okay as long as she had Sal around. That was an important reminder. Sal’s existence had given her a certain amount of protection and he’d taken that with him.

She and Renee had gotten kind of close when Sal was alive. The social part of the biker world could be weird, and sometimes it got rough, but it was exciting, and Beryl gravitated toward excitement. All her bad-boy boyfriends had been hot and exciting while they lasted. But they were all doomed. None lasted long. Death, prison, or just life swept them off sooner or later. 

Despite that, or perhaps because of it, the biker world attracted her. Some of the guys were really hot and had crazy ideas. Everyone did drugs and loved to party. They wouldn’t be there otherwise.

She hoped she wasn’t falling out of that world.

She got downtown and breathed a sigh of relief when Renee seemed glad to see her.

“You know... if you wanted to come back...” Renee said.

“How? With Sal dead...”

Renee gave her a twisted smile. “Well, I’ve heard Oly talking about you. I know he’s always thought you were hot. And then there is Ernie.” She nodded through the window of the bar. “Your escort.”

“That’s a thought,” Beryl said, picturing them in turn. Neither was her ideal, but then... “I get the impression that I’d get heat from Jimmy. That wouldn’t be pleasant.”

Renee winked. “I don’t think Jimmy is upset with you at all. The association with Sal sucks, of course. He set up the deal, and losing that money and missing out on the big drug score that was supposed to set them all up made Jimmy look bad.”

“Yeah, well, having people stalking me doesn’t do much to solve the problem.”

“You can blame Duke for that,” Renee said. “Soon as we heard, he told Jimmy that since Sal knew how to contact the cartel, maybe he was double crossing everyone. He told Jimmy you might be working with the cartel guy, helping him somehow.”

“That’s what the cops think, too,” Beryl said. “Too bad I’m not. If I had contacts like that, I wouldn’t need to buy shit from you.”

“So, the club is on edge,” Renee said. “Jimmy feels threatened and has to prove something.” She made a face. “Even Amish is getting ambitious. He is provoking Duke.”

“Why? Does he want him to fight Jimmy?”

“He’d love that. Remember the ride out to California last summer?”

“Sure. It was great.”

“Yeah, well, on that trip, Jimmy fucked me a couple of times and made sure Amish knew about it. Not that Jimmy had a big thing for me, but he has to prove he is the head dog. He wanted to put Amish in his place. Amish pretended to be cool with it, but he wasn’t.”
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