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The body didn’t weigh much. Featherweight. The barrel, by itself, not so bad either. But James didn’t understand why the old guy had to pack it so full of other stuff. Too damn heavy. Or why he was the one wading in knee-deep mud to launch the overloaded fishing boat. They’d already almost swamped the truck. Buried the trailer to the rails. He wasn’t sure how they’d get out of there.

But a job was a job. He was new here. The old guy? Set in his ways. Some kind of legend. What could you do?

This wasn’t an official ramp. No marina nearby. They had to wait for a full moon so they could operate at night. Headlights would only make them a beacon on the empty desert plain. James understood all that. Even understood having a little extra weight in the barrel. Removing the air. Make sure it didn’t float. But as he sank deeper in silt and watched the old man lounging in the flat-bottom boat, he started to get pissed.

He’d seen the man work. Old or not, he was surprisingly strong. He manifested his will with a cold, flat gaze James couldn’t look dead on. He’d seen guys like that in prison. Some weird aura everybody left alone. They didn’t roll with a gang. Didn’t need to. One look, people understood the danger.

A star-speckled darkness hid those eyes. Made James feel braver. No reason the old man shouldn’t be getting his ass covered in mud too.

“Any chance you could give me a hand?”

The old man’s head turned. Not all the way. James didn’t rate that. Barely shifted. Enough the infernal glow of his cigar eclipsed the back of his head. The moon caught his eye with the glint of a blade.

That was his answer. 

James lowered his head. Partly to get more leverage, partly to hide from that eerie gaze. He cursed under his breath as he plowed forward, the boat sucking against the lakebed, every step a miracle. He’d fought to get this far. He’d keep fighting.

Fresh off a stint in High Desert State Prison, they’d taught James how to pack playing cards to be sold at casinos. That was his job. Day in. Day out. Sorting 52-card packs. Stuffing them in boxes. He never wanted to see another card again.

Other inmates worked in the garage. They saved up. Bought tools. Thought they could get out and be a mechanic one day.

James knew better. He’d get out and be a felon. Attempted murder. That was his resume. Should’ve gotten him more respect, he figured.

The boat slurped free. Started to glide away. The old man didn’t move. Kept staring up at the winking night sky. Cigar smoke plumed a misty veil across the heavens. James grumbled and powered free of the mud, practically swimming to reach the boat. He half-hoped it would tip as he hauled his soaked backside into the chilly night air. But the old man maintained perfect equilibrium, hands gripping either side, expertly applying the necessary counterweight.

“Damn water was warmer,” James muttered, fighting off the chill.

Huddled at the prow, he rubbed his arms trying to dry himself and create friction. He’d moved to Vegas long ago because he hated being cold. Hated the months out East where you had to pile on thermals and sweaters and coats.

The barrel rested between them on an upraised platform. A tarp concealed the load and the mechanism. The old man had devised the contraption specifically for this purpose. It spanned the boat. Two rails. A locking harness. Even in the dim light behind the abandoned gas station where they’d hooked up the trailer, James had just stared mutely at the thing not quite comprehending. When they reached the lake, they’d loaded the barrel in the dark, the old man plenty helpful on dry land. His movements to lock the barrel in place had been obscured. 

One edge of the tarp had come loose from the cleat. The fluttering corners burbled into the silence. Whipped across James’ view. 

He caught glimpses of the old man and his cigar as they cruised the glassy surface, an errant meteor in the reflected starry vault. In that infernal light, the older man seemed every bit the legend. Shadows smoothed his features, erasing the years, spackling over scars. 

“We gotta go far?” James called above the buzz of the motor. The rippling of the tarp.

He stared into the flapping corner and waited for an answer. It came when the breeze shifted and he saw that unnerving stare. Silence. Like before.

“Fine,” James muttered. “Just cold, that’s all.”

They motored out of the protected cove and along a remote stretch of Lake Mead. Far from the main National Park entrance, they rode in the crooked shadow of Jumbo Springs Wilderness. James had never seen this side of the park. Only the area around the main gate and marina. Boat parties, that sort of thing. The depth of the darkness out here made his skin crawl. Or was it just the cold? Maybe the ferryman at the helm.

The motor finally cut and the boat glided for a bit. The old man sat there, drifting with the current and taking in the night air like he was on a pleasure cruise. Stargazing. Night fishing. His Panama hat a wedge of bone under the moon. 

He wasn’t the one soaked to the core, James thought.

“Ready to drop it?”

Again, no answer.

James had had it with Mister Mysterious. When he walked into the casino for his first day on the job, they asked if he wouldn’t mind doing some irregular work. He knew what that meant. His suspicions confirmed when they introduced him to none other than Cal Rossulli. What James had attempted, the man at the tiller had committed untold times.

He’d thought the aging mob enforcer was dead. So many enemies, you couldn’t hope to live long. Instead, Cal had apparently relocated to the fringes of Sin City. A casino north of the strip.

Watching the master work had left James in a muted, stunned silence. The old guy still had it. Or so he’d thought at the time. Out here on the boat, as the shivering started to set in, James wondered if maybe he wouldn’t need to take charge. Inject some new blood into the operation.

“You sure this is a good idea?” James asked. “What with them washing up.”

The old man sat still for a long moment. Sighed, like he’d been interrupted. Suddenly reminded he wasn’t alone. He raised a finger to his lips.

James shrugged. “What for? Ain’t nobody out here.”

The old man had spoken more words to the guy in the barrel than he had to James. That had made his skin crawl. Dementia, maybe. Maybe he’d already forgotten bodies in barrels were washing up on the shore as the lake continued to drain like some giant bathtub. Only a matter of time before this one did too.

“The sound,” the old man said. “Travels over calm water. Hundreds of yards. Mile maybe. Maybe more.”

“Can’t be anybody around for five miles,” James said. “Who’s gonna hear?”

A grin split the darkness. Perfect pearly whites. The old man knocked on the steel drum.

James would’ve scoffed at that. Anybody would’ve scoffed at that. But he’d watched the man work.

“Let’s just get it over with,” James hissed.

The old man sat unmoving, the empty shadow across his face fixed eerily on James. His muscles tensed. Like the guy had reached across the boat with an invisible hand and seized his arm. Gripped his scalp and pushed him deep into the well of shadow inside the boat, down, down below.

“Get the tarp.”

James didn’t question. Finally time to work. He reached out and unhooked the cords securing the tarp. He reeled it toward him, crumpling it into a ball around his shins.

“Sit on it.”

James rolled his eyes. He didn’t argue, just dragged a section under his ass and splayed his hands in frustration. “That good?”

A pause. “Little more.”

Now the geezer was fucking with him. Just straight fucking with him. James gave the tarp a tug and threw up his hands. “Better be enough.”

The old man considered something. He leaned forward. Unhooked a heavy metal latch. James realized the clicking did seem to carry for miles across the open void. He looked up at the peaks, searching for light, movement, any sign they were being watched. Nothing.

“Get ready to lean to port when she kicks,” the old man said.

James finally breathed again. Whatever danger passed. “Just say right or left.”

The old man gave his weary sigh and demonstrated by leaning to one side. James didn’t care. He was over this whole thing. Maybe the boss would assign him to the pits. He could finally earn the respect he’d been seeking when he tried to put a bullet in that judge. When that happened, and it would, he’d do a better job than this.

Digging a hole in the desert would be easier. Not too far into that creepy emptiness though. Throw lime on it, like they do. Fuck what this guy did. 

Cal explained his process back at the warehouse while he worked. Told James all the imperfections he’d weeded out. The trial and error. Crazy shit now that James reflected. Twisted. Unnecessarily messy. 

Clearly, the old guy lost his mind somewhere on his fall from greatness. Ended up at a backwater casino far from the bling and dazzle. James would take over this operation then work his way back onto the Strip. Make his own empire while these geriatric mobsters grew old and stale and useless.

With no warning, the old man flicked a switch. The barrel launched from the cradle, the boat rolling wildly. James grabbed the port side with both hands. He watched the heavy, sealed barrel hit the water and sink with a tremendous swell, waves rippling in all directions. Yards. Miles. The rings kept spreading in a silvery shock wave.

The old man’s teeth shone again as he held leisurely on with one hand. Cigar flared.

“Some kind of signal or count would’ve been nice.”

“Would’ve,” the old man agreed. 

James leaned to the side where the barrel had disappeared. Only a black hole in the reflected night. No trace. Not even a bubble. 

“How many you put down there?”

“Enough.”

“Ever think about them?” James asked, peering into the abyss.

“I sure don’t drink the tap water,” the old man said. He throttled up the outboard. “Now turn around. I don’t need you eyeballing me all the way back.”

James shuffled around on the tarp. He was happy to leave the man to his little nighttime cruise. He fixed on the shore where they’d launched. Counted each second of travel. He wanted a shower. Maybe he’d call a girl over. Hadn’t gotten his pay yet but he could spare the money. The escort service had sent him a beauty last time. He’d told her where he worked. Who he’d met. That he was about to be in the big leagues so she knew she had a sugar daddy on the hook. Starla was her name. He would ask for more of Starla. Thoughts of her warmed him up right fast.

When they reached the bank, James hopped out to tow in the boat. Already soaked, he just wanted to get home. Be done. The old man waited to get out until only the soles of his shoes sank into the muck. 

And for whatever reason, Cal was suddenly chatty.

“You know, James, there’s an art to all this. I’m not sure you see that.”

James kept his mouth shut and nodded. He was busy winching the boat up onto the trailer. Hoping the truck would get enough traction to drag it out so they weren’t fucking around here all night. He let the old guy drone on.

“Every audience reacts to the process differently. What’s good for one man isn’t good for another.”

“Uh, huh,” James said, securing the straps, redirecting his frustration to cinching them nice and tight.

“If you were a little older, you’d understand.”

“Sure thing,” James said, bending hurriedly to tuck one of the straps away.

He’d just secured the clasp when the old man put a .22 slug into the base of his skull. 

Not a clean kill. But this was by design. The round clipped the spine, the bullet careening around inside James’ skull for several passes. A target on the human anatomy Cal could hit blindfolded. 

That’s why he was certain James could still hear him.

“Nothing personal. You aren’t going to work out,” he said as he hooked his hands under James’ armpits and dragged him toward the truck bed. “Just you hang in there.” He gave James’ limp body a mighty heave up onto the side. Fed the torso over first then swung the legs around. “Stay with me until we get back to the shop.” He let James’ feet clunk into the bed and rapped on the side with his knuckles before strolling toward the driver’s door. “Let me help you understand.”
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Kade couldn’t remember how he’d made it to Lake Mead. He left the lakeside park outside Eugene, Oregon in a hurry. Local PD coming to roust the homeless. Saanvi hot on his tail. He’d driven the nine hundred miles with what little blood he had left devoted to ferrying caffeine and ibuprofen through his veins. Conscious thought a secondary concern.

His adrenaline was spent. Thoughts fuzzy. Incomplete. His wounds patched with needle, thread, and actual super glue. Not the surgical grade stuff. The kind you buy at a hardware store. 

He didn’t stop. Didn’t sleep. Didn’t eat. Didn’t piss. He just hunched over the wheel in some kind of a trance. One he didn’t wake from at the Lake Mead Recreation area gate and one he didn’t wake from until the fuel gauge chimed on dead empty.

He’d always wondered about Hindy’s range.

He didn’t think he’d even blinked those nine hundred miles. He was on autopilot. Headlights cutting a lonely path into the desert. 

The National Park Service kept a vigilant watch on who came and went into the sprawling recreation area. They checked passes. Even asked for IDs. At least during business hours. Roll in at four AM and the gates were always open, unattended.

He’d driven past the registered campgrounds and toward the boondocking areas around a section known as Government Wash. No need to register. No park employees collecting tags or checking receipts. No utilities either, but Kade didn’t need those. He knew where the showers were. Coin operated out near Calville Bay. All he needed right now was sleep.

And he did. Fitfully. Strange visions of fire. Sergei’s corpse in a dugout canoe. Mia’s soft touch. It all bled so well into the last few weeks he couldn’t separate reality from dream. When he woke up, everything was sore.

It wasn’t like the pain he’d experienced the morning after Oregon. This one was deeper. His body telling him everything was wrong. Stuff he couldn’t, or at least shouldn’t ever see, out of place.

He kept his eyes shut tight. The sun through Hindy’s battered windshield scoured the interior. The fiberglass shell absorbed every ounce of heat like a kiln. Christ, it was late fall, wasn’t it? Kade risked a peek.

He was on the kitchen linoleum. Didn’t recall that. Sunlight streamed through both the cracked windshield and a vicious gash in the bunk over the driver’s seat. Must’ve been past noon. How many days? He struggled upright and cradled his head.

He needed to move. Not that he wanted to, he needed to. Lie still any longer and his muscles would freeze up. Stiffen like so much jerky. The pain only getting somehow worse.

He hoisted himself up by the edge of the rickety dinette. First sign of a wobble and he shifted a hand to the bench. Sharp pain. Terrible pain. He grunted his way upright until he leaned heavily on the kitchen counter. 

He staggered to the fridge. No beer. No...anything. Most of it had been ejected onto the floor. That’s right. Griff. That crazy bastard had tried to PIT maneuver Hindy. Tried to run him off a cliff.

Might’ve hurt less than he did now.

Kade left a swath of destruction behind on the Oregon coast. The log cabin mansion of the corrupt timber magnate, Friedman, burned to the ground. Evidence of Friedman’s direct participation in the murders forwarded to Agent Harper. And Kade was still a wanted man.

Kade stumbled out the side door and down the motorhome’s automatic steps, his feet woefully out of synch with their mechanical rhythm. Another step and he backpedaled as loose dirt cascaded under his boot.

Hindy sat on the edge of a bluff. One of those gargantuan wrinkles of hard-packed sand and minerals tapering down toward the lake. Willowy brush splayed out from a clump of wetlands far below. Dry reeds rattled on the exposed fringes but grew green and damp closer to the retreating water. A strange little oasis unlike the moonscape everywhere else.

He shielded his eyes and leveled his gaze with the ragged mountains. Molehills really, by Montana standards. Dirt mounds skirted with pumice and caliche. The work of some subterranean pack rat, its colorful collection on display. Tan, burnt mustard, olive, and rust-red patches. An earthen quilt. Further out, an obsidian mesa rose from the horizon like a distant tumor.

Kade closed his eyes and breathed in the dry air.

Nothing like the perpetual damp he’d left behind in Oregon. A brutal drive. Took the better part of fifteen hours. He’d then slept for...he checked his watch. Two days. 

He’d already been here too long. He needed to start his search twenty four hours ago. Find the next piece of this damn puzzle.

One thing he was sure of: No way in hell Sergei made that same drive during his last twenty four hours on Earth. San Fran to Yachats to Lake Mead and back? Wasn’t happening. Even if he’d been behind the wheel of a supercar. Helicopter? Plane? Maybe.

Kade groaned his way back up the steps. He dragged out Sergei’s decoded message along with his map then sat in Hindy’s open doorway.

He programmed the dead drop’s GPS coordinates into his trail running watch. The first set, a dying Sergei had whispered into his ear. The coordinates he recovered in Oregon the old bastard had somehow communicated from beyond the grave.

Yeah, a trip from here to Oregon made no sense. Sergei was out of pocket less than twenty four hours before he died. The only explanation that made sense was he’d sent Kade to a predesignated location. A drop maintained in the event of what the fatalistic Russian would’ve seen as his inevitable death. Oregon, the same.

So where the hell was Sergei when he’d slipped away in San Francisco? One last cipher. One last game.

Could Kade afford to keep playing?

He’d nearly been collared in Yachats. Agent Saanvi right on his six. But she didn’t have the full force of the Bureau behind her. Working under the radar. His entire case must be compartmentalized. A need-to-know black hole he would disappear into once caught.

The shift took place as soon as Kade got recalled to DC after Sergei’s death. A decision made up the chain to pin the whole mess on him. Loss of an asset. Loss of the millions of dollars in diamonds the government planned to pay for Sergei’s secrets.

Nobody had wanted Kade to be Sergei’s handler. The CIA brought in a guy. Somebody Kade wasn’t ever supposed to meet. Didn’t work out. Sergei set clear conditions for his cooperation. Kade was one of those conditions.

All Kade did was befriend the wily old Russian. Kept him off balance as they slowly unraveled the spy’s network. And that network had been vast. Caches of secrets traded all around the continental U.S. Anywhere with a military base, you’d find Sergei at work. Recruiting. Teaching his fun little game of geocaching state secrets.

The more he thought about it, the more Kade wondered who had recruited whom.

Kade should’ve known that day in the backwoods of Montana that the old Soviet veteran would draw him out. Sergei chose the location of their first meeting. Offered a home field advantage to lure Kade into a false sense of security. 

And here he was, still playing the Russian’s game.

Kade stared off to the west, away from Lake Mead. Hard to believe a neon oasis burned beyond the craggy horizon. Vegas wasn’t his scene. He’d been there once as a tourist and decided he’d had enough of the lights and solicitations. Watered-down drinks. Overrated buffets. And gambling? He did that daily with much higher stakes. He’d taken in the sights and checked it off his bucket list. Never considered going back.

Turned out though, spies and their targets loved Sin City. So he’d been called back on TDY too many times to count.

Casinos were filled with desperate people. Some of those even had security clearances. Big money problems they hoped selling a few secrets might solve. 

But all those trips Kade never had enough time to explore Lake Mead. On rare days with downtime, he’d make the drive. Look out at the endless landscape and dream of getting lost. Then the pager would sound, the radio would squelch, the phone would ring, and he’d race back to what passed for civilization in the Nevada wastes.

Kade tossed the road map over his shoulder and wandered to the other side of Hindy. He examined the giant scar down its side as he went. Collision with that tree. Rear bumper banged up pretty good too.

Other RVs dotted the ridges. Most of the big Class A motorhomes clustered toward the main road. One intrepid diesel pusher had wound down a steep embankment with only the suggestion of a trail just to park near the shore. Aside from that, the rigs got rougher the deeper into the desert they went. C classes, conversion vans, schoolies, all in varying states of repair and habitation.

Hindy? She fit right in. One of the few places the battered old beast could be said to have cover.

Inside, the Hindenburg sweltered. But outside the sun tickled Kade’s skin with a soothing warmth. Probably the best time of year to be here. Plenty of open spaces to explore. Maybe he’d just hunker down. Pull up a chair. Watch the waters change colors as the sun set.

But he didn’t even own a lawn chair. Wasn’t used to sitting on his ass. He wanted to find that peace someday. Wouldn’t find it now.

Kade sighed. His ribs pinched as he did. He eyed the hole gouged in Hindy’s attic bunk. More wounds to heal. They made a hell of a pair. Battle scarred but not beaten. 

Yeah, today wasn’t the day to rest. He needed to move. 

He knew where the showers were. Eleven miles down the road. His legs still worked. He debated his trail runners. He wasn’t in any shape to make that run but he knew from experience somewhere out there was a point where pain disappeared. You just had to push hard enough to find it. He laced up and grabbed his pack.

Two and a half hours later, Kade watched blood and dirt swirl down the shower drain. Head propped on his forearm. One hand feeding quarters into the shower stall. By the time he was clean and dressed, he realized he’d made a mistake.

The shower did its job. Washed away the grime and loosened up his muscles. The high from his run masked the pain. But Kade had no intentions of running back. He shouldered his pack and started toward the main park road, thumb out.

Close to public lands and trails hitchhiking wasn’t such a strange sight. Lots of trails and backcountry campers. Most people maintained a healthy dose of stranger danger, but eventually he’d find somebody who’d give him a lift. 

Dusk settled in before he spotted the truck.

Kade read the headlights. A Dodge. Older model. Brown. Late-eighties with that blocky grill and square headlights. All the park ranger vehicles he’d seen were newer Tahoes and Explorers. The kind of ride he didn’t want after the commotion on federal lands only a few days ago. He walked backward, thumb held high. The truck slowed as it passed, 440 V8 growling. No official insignia on the doors. One occupant. Towing a flat-bottom fishing boat maybe twenty feet long, a tarp secured over the middle seat. Kade watched the truck glide to the shoulder.

He jogged up to the open passenger window.

“Can I get a lift? Just a few miles up the road.”

The driver had his visor down to block the sunset, a volcanic flow of clouds against the rugged horizon. Between that and the Panama hat, Kade couldn’t make out much of the stranger’s face. But he could clearly see his hands. One lightly on the wheel the other patting the open bench seat.

“Hop in. I’ll get you where you need to be.”

Kade popped the door and climbed inside.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​2

[image: ]




Kade had prepared answers for all the typical chit chat. Where you from? Where you headed? My, isn’t that a pretty sunset? Had to admit, it was. But the old man stayed silent.

He kept flicking the side eye from under the Panama hat. Kade couldn’t see much in the shadowy cab, but he could feel the gaze. Sharp. Incisive.

An unease had been building since he closed the truck door. An intuition. Trapped. Like being stuffed in a box with a rattlesnake. Kade gazed out the window but never let the man leave his periphery. The driver made no sudden movements. Had no visible weapons. Yet, every time he reached for the dash or adjusted his grip on the wheel, Kade tensed, ready to react.

He was exhausted. That was all. They only had eight miles to go before the turn to Government Wash. Kade decided to maintain silence until a mile out then tell him to pull over. He’d walk the rest of the way.

They passed the dusty turn for Boxcar Cove. Six miles left. An eternity at the old timer’s leisurely pace. At least, he thought, he’d make it to Hindy without having to say much. But the driver tilted his chin, ready to break the silence. 

Anticipating the question, Kade started to interrupt. Tell him the turn was close. What the driver said threw him.

“You a fighter?”

Kade didn’t reply.

“Cage fighter?” The old man looked him dead on and quirked his head. “Naw, you don’t look built for it. Too lean. But you look like you can take a hell of a beating.”

An odd way of asking about his injuries. That’s what the old man had been trying to figure out all this time. Why he’d been stealing glances.

“Car accident,” Kade said.

The old man raised his fingers off the steering wheel like it’d become too hot to touch. “If you say so.”

Kade adjusted his pack on the floorboard. That drew more than a curious reaction from the driver. A simple motion clearly taken as a potential threat. Heightened situational awareness. Cop or criminal. Could go either way.

Kade’s Bowie knife was in that pack. Not that he could get to it fast enough because he’d started to think the man was armed. Concealed. Small caliber. Could be the way he leaned in his seat, Kade didn’t know. More nagging intuition.

“Best dog I ever had I picked up on the side of the road,” the old man said. He sounded sincere, nostalgic. Like this was a normal topic to transition to while sharing your truck with a guy you just picked up off the side of the road. “Rascal was tough as nails. Got run over twice. First one laid him flat. The next car tried to straddle him but still thunked him in the head at speed. Vet who fixed him up told me he had a week. Wrong, I said. He’s a fighter.” The man drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. Slender. The hands of a musician. Smooth, careful movements. Guided by intense focus. “Was pretty tame after that operation.” One hand released the wheel, a slow, calculated motion. A finger extended into the air. “Except. Except when you’d honk a horn. Two beeps of a car horn and that son of a bitch went berserk.” The old man laughed, a weird warble in his throat that escaped the corners of his mouth. Like he’d had to practice laughing his entire life and the best he come up with was a barely passable, unformed thing. “I put an app on my phone so I could play the sound. Car horn. Maybe the only thing he remembered from that day.”

“You can drop me here.”

The old man’s laughter died. He slowed and looked toward the upcoming turn. “Government Wash? You want me to take you to your campsite? The trailer back there’s no trouble.”

“I can walk. Doctor says I need the exercise.”

“After the accident?”

“After the accident.”

The driver nodded and edged off the road. He slid a hand from the wheel and levered the column shifter into park, his other arm draped lazily over the top as he swiveled to stare.

Kade faked a friendly smile. Knew it didn’t come out as such. He hopped to the pavement and closed the door. Waited. He wasn’t about to cross the truck’s path to get to the shoulder.

“You get healthy now, you hear?”

“Uh huh.” 

Kade rapped on the side of the truck. Gave the man a hint. He seemed to take it. His eyes left Kade and the truck crept forward.

Kade examined the full length of the truck and trailer as it passed. Mud-caked wheels sloughed gritty clods into the fenders. He stood in the center of the road and waited until the taillights disappeared over the hill. Shook his head.

“Nevada. Only the aliens live here.”

He crossed to the dirt road and tried to put the man out of mind. Something stuck there. Like he knew him. Not personally. Not like they’d ever met. Kade would remember. Any encounter with that guy would be hard to forget.

***
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Kade slept late. Again. 

Tired beyond anything he’d known, but he drifted in and out all night, hand wandering mindlessly to the MPL50 at his bedside. He swore he heard the high-pitched thrum of propellers mixed in. The sounds blended into a whine in his skull. He saw a burning totem pole, studded with drones. Joseph Greene danced around the base in an outfit like from Hiram’s old John Wayne movies.

The yowling of coyotes tore him from his sleep. The roving packs would get close. Fearless. Right outside the motorhome then they’d surge down into the valleys where their song resonated deep into the badlands. He thought of them down there. Picking apart a hare or a young bighorn.

If anything ever laid down on the hardpan too long, something would eat. The weaker the better. Opportunists lived here. Had to be one to survive.

He woke to a blade of sunlight piercing the blinds on the window beside his bed. Blinked. Covered his face. When his hand didn’t seem like enough, he used a spare pillow.

Smelled like her. Mia. Some sort of herbal shampoo. Nothing he’d ever used. He tossed it away.

Scrubbing his head, he got out of bed. Made a pot of coffee. Poured a cup. Went to sit in the driver’s seat and slung his feet up on the dash.

The wheel looked inviting. Can’t back out? Who says? He took a long sip, scalding his tongue. Set the mug down heavily.

Mid-morning, Kade started up Hindy and drove to the marina at the front of the park. Pulled up to the fuel pumps. He filled the tank and headed into the store.

It wasn’t the kind of store where you could buy a cart full of groceries. Didn’t even have carts. Just a basket that Kade walked right past. He went to the cooler and grabbed a case of whatever beer was on sale. Set it on the counter. 

The young guy at the register, smooth cheeks, not ready to grow more than fuzz, started to ring him up. Silently, Kade walked away. He brought another armload of things and dumped them on the counter. Went for more.

The kid watched, perturbed. But smart enough not to hassle the guy whose face looked like the package of ground beef Kade slapped on the counter next. Hot dogs. Buns. They mostly had camping supplies. If he had to live off smores and tortilla chips, he supposed he would. Salsa. He’d need that.

“You sell propane?”

“You can trade in your tank right outside.”

Kade dropped another case of beer on the counter. “What about onboard tanks. For my motorhome.”

“Fill up over at the RV Village. They got propane by the gallon there.”

Kade planted his palms on the counter and stared. The kid stared back. Looked scared for a second. Kade raised his eyebrows.

“Gonna ring me up?”

“Oh, sure.”

Kade checked the shelves again while the kid scanned and bagged. His eyes landed on a boat repair kit. He walked over and picked it up.

“This for any fiberglass?”

The kid looked up, one arm in a plastic bag the other holding a scanner. “For whatever, I guess.”

Good enough. Kade added it to the counter. “Where can I rent scuba gear?

Another confused look. “We don’t have that.”

“Okay, but who does?”

“A couple dive operations keep boats here, but you gotta call their shops in Boulder City to schedule.” He paused on the bag of pork rinds and eyed them like he never suspected they had such a thing on the shelves.

“They got small boats? I get sick on small boats.” Kade didn’t. But he needed to keep the kid talking.

“The Dolphin is medium sized, I guess.” There, that’s what he needed. Name of the charter boat. “You gonna dive on the bomber?”

“Yeah. Sure,” Kade replied.

The kid continued working his way through the pile. “Probably not long before you can walk to it. Colorado River’s drying up.”

An exaggeration, but the kid wasn’t wrong to be concerned. Kade had heard plenty about the conditions at the lake. The giant bathtub ring a clear reminder of where the high water mark had once been. A hundred forty feet of whitewashed stone. Bleached where minerals had clung to the rock then baked into the gritty surface. Hundred forty foot loss in a two hundred and fifty square mile lake. Lots of water. Definitely a thing to be concerned about.

Kade considered that depth. Where, exactly, had Sergei’s drop been? Was it exposed now? Sitting on a layer of mud out in the open? Was he going to have another problem tracking down somebody who’d walked off with the damn thing?

The kid was staring again. That look of fear. Uncertainty.

“What?” Kade glowered.

“I said, that’ll be ninety-five eighty.”

“Oh, right.” He handed the kid a hundred. “You can keep the change. If you help me carry all this to my ride.”

The kid stared at the bill. Doing mental math to see if it was worth the extra effort. Five bucks didn’t go near as far as it had last time Kade worked a minimum wage job. He dug around in his pocket and added another twenty. “Deal?”

“I guess.”

They loaded up, the kid throwing glances at the motorhome as he passed off bags to Kade.

“We got more of this,” he said as he handed Kade the fiberglass repair kit.

Kade swiped it and grumbled a reply. He thanked the kid and headed off toward the RV Village where he waited in a short line to top off his propane.

Days had been warm but the nights, chilly. And he needed some way to power the fridge. Cook the hamburgers. Next, he stopped by the dump station at the park-sponsored campground. He emptied his waste tanks. Filled up with fresh water. Boring little chores. Everyday stuff. 

Almost normal.

He spent the rest of the day tidying up Hindy. He couldn’t walk around the cabin without stepping in one mess or another. Time to put the shelves back together. The fridge. Get all his stuff from the bathroom back inside the bathroom. After that, he set about patching the outside.

He’d bought the mobile wreck with no permanent plans. He’d needed to cross the country and find Sergei’s drop. As a place to stay, to cook meals, the motorhome would keep him off the radar. For one, short trip.

All that got burned up in Oregon. He had no idea how much longer he’d be stuck at the helm of his little disaster. Sure, she’d grown on him. Gotten him from one hell into the next with little complaint. Maybe, just maybe, if he patched her up, she’d consider keeping the mechanical breakdowns to a minimum.

Strange, he knew. Thinking of the motorhome as a friend. He was sounding like that crazy old man who’d given him a lift. 

But she might just be all he had left.

The way he saw things, he’d need to leave the park during daylight hours to sign up for a dive tour. That wouldn’t do. Instead, he’d locate the Dolphin at the docks. Borrow their dive gear. Probably kept a backup set locked up on board.

In which case, he had a few more hours to wait. A few more hours to pretend all was right with the world.

Truth was his world had been turned upside down the moment he met Sergei Zelenkov.
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Two years ago, Colonel Sergei Gregorovich Zelenkov landed in Montana and derailed Kade’s life. 

Kade knew his fall would happen sooner or later. The black sheep of the Bureau, his involuntary extremist roots, and a name tied to one of the FBI’s darkest days never won many friends around the office. He chose the surveillance squad to avoid the judgmental stares so common at WFO.

Agent McMillan, the man who both raised him and encouraged him to apply had since died in a drug raid gone bad. Out of allies, voluntarily on what most agents considered a punishment detail, Kade finally earned a grudging respect for his fieldwork. And that’s where he liked to stay — far, far out in the field.

He originally requested to work the Sergei assignment alone. Confident the GRU agent stood little chance on his former home turf. But Supervisory Special Agent Caldwell made it clear he needed a partner. 

The full surveillance team Kade led would’ve been overkill. In rural Montana, pre-tourist season, they’d stand out. Elaborate cover stories would only make tailing Sergei more difficult. 

So Kade requested someone SSA Caldwell trusted. And someone who’d be less gung-ho about tagging along if the surveillance went remote. A win-win. Or so he thought.

That agent was Felicity Harper. Former classmates at Quantico, they drifted apart after graduation. When he did see her again, her rotation with the surveillance squad was just another bullet point on her resume. A blue blazer, seeking promotion above all else. During that little stint, she’d dimed Kade out for failing to follow security protocols. That earned her another promotion. Him? An OPR and a few weeks on the beach.

That was then. Kade didn’t hold a grudge. His request to have Harper assigned shocked SSA Caldwell. He was happy to send her along to babysit. But as they sat in their Chevy Tahoe in a lot across from the Glacier Park International terminal, Kade was beginning to think bringing her was a bad idea. 

“Zelenkov grew up the son of a prison guard at Vorkuta Gulag,” Agent Harper lectured from the passenger seat of their government ride. She spoke the proper names with a practiced Russian accent. Of course she spoke the language. “His family stayed on after the Gulag closed. Lots of prisoners did. Tens of thousands of people with nowhere else to go so they just started a city right there, just shy of the Arctic Circle.”

She sounded impressed.

“Living off-grid is overrated,” Kade said.

Harper eyed him suspiciously as she slurped her large macchiato. “I’ll take your word for it. Did you even read the file?”

“Brought it on the plane for light reading,” Kade said. “Might’ve forgotten it in the seat back.”

Harper wasn’t amused. “Classified material at this level stays in the SCIF, Kade.”

“I’m kidding,” Kade said. “Always by the book.”

“You know it.”

Harper hadn’t changed much. The prim and proper blond with her studious gaze always gave the vibe of somebody itching for the chance to hunch over a desk and a stack of case files. Promotion to the Security Division gave her time to do normal things too. Like schedule nail appointments. Shop for something other than street clothes. He had to admit, she wore it all well.

But fortunately she’d not shown up to their surveillance in her latest pant suit, badge and gun clipped to her belt. She’d walked off the flight from WFO wearing a Patagonia eco-suit complete with the machined creases and folds. Right off the rack. Deep cover tourist.

No matter. She wouldn’t be getting close to the target, Kade figured. Neither would he.

They had a perfect view of the airport’s single terminal from their location. Could see both the main exit and the side door to the rental car lot. No need to get too close. Kade didn’t expect Sergei to get squirrelly while he deplaned.

If the Russian operative did, he had it covered.

Getting access to the tracker on Sergei’s rental was easy enough. Sergei would certainly expect it to be there. Kade had worked enough Russians to know they preferred to operate under surveillance, a normal state of being in the Mother Country. Assumed they were watched at all times. Felt comfortable that way. When on assignment, this meant they could keep tabs on their watchers. They only got spooked if they found themselves completely free of surveillance.

This meant they preferred to operate in the gaps. They wanted to be sure they’d accomplished their mission in that perfect moment when the team assigned to them happened to look away. They wanted to best their opponents in the field. Especially the old hats like Sergei who played a gentleman’s game made obsolete by the War on Terror.

Kade’s personal phone rang. Harper gave him the eye.

“Nice,” he said into the receiver. “Thanks for the assist.” He hung up and continued focusing on the exits. 

Harper’s stare burned into his cheek. Not a thing he could ignore. One bad side effect of training yourself to react to peripheral cues.

“Well?” she asked.

“Saanvi. She put him on the plane in San Francisco. Brought him here.”

“Agent Saanvi is here?”

“Did you think I’d trust TSA to make sure he got on the connecting flight?”

“We had a team on him as soon as his flight from Shanghai touched down in SFO, Kade!”

“And did anybody board with him?”

Harper’s turn to stare out the windshield. They both knew the answer. Foreign Counterintelligence squads had seen serious cuts once Terrorism became the government-wide priority. Neither the budget nor manpower were infinite. Critical resources tasked elsewhere. The result? Kade figured guys like Sergei were having the best runs of their career. He wanted to end it.

“How’d you get approval?” Harper demanded.

“No need. She’s on vacation. Always wanted to see Glacier National Park. Total coincidence.”

Harper leaned against the door and cradled her forehead in her palm. “I knew this was a mistake.”

“A happy reunion, Harper. All three of us.”

“Where’s the rest of your team?”

“On vacation.” Kade turned to her withering gaze. “Actual vacation. I don’t ask what they do with their free time. But if you want, they’re a phone call away, like always.” Harper sighed and Kade continued. “Come on. Don’t tell me you don’t miss surveillance. The cell phone ringing at all hours of the night. The red eye flights to who knows where. The go-bag always in the trunk. Never ending shifts where you can’t report an accurate timesheet because, hell, they aren’t going to approve the OT anyway.”

“Nobody misses that, Kade.”

“Per diem. You gotta miss per diem. Wined and dined by Uncle Sam. You save a lot of money on groceries when you’re on a permanent tour of duty. Skip the hotel and you can save taxpayer dollars too. Damned patriotic.”

“It might surprise you to know most people don’t like to sleep in their agency assigned vehicle.”

“A shame.” Kade raised his binoculars to scan the emerging crowd. “Best sleep of my life was in that Buick. Seats don’t recline like that anymore.”

The tiny Glacier Park airport was a godsend. Kade was accustomed to setting up at giant metro hubs like DFW, ATL, LAX. Places where you had to be in constant motion to cover even the most minor arrival. Dense streams of traffic blocked your view. Thousands deplaned at a time. And the maze-like parking garages connected by their spiraling ramps and hidden exits often led to a park-and-pray situation. Park your ride and pray you got back into the surveillance in time when it went mobile.

Saanvi’s call let him know Sergei had cleared baggage claim. She’d last seen the operative moving along the concourse toward the rental area. They’d arranged with the rental company for Sergei to be placed into a bright yellow Prius, because, why not? 

Kade half-expected an argument at the counter. Some delay. But less than five minutes later, the Russian strode out to the rental lot.

The Colonel walked stiffly, like someone who’d suffered a debilitating injury they’d learned to live with. Could be a ruse. Balding, he kept what little hair he had left cropped close. Nothing stood out about his size save the large backpack he effortlessly carried. He wore jeans. Levi’s, if Kade had to guess the tag. And tennis shoes. Seemed to be some sort of GRU operational uniform when they came stateside. 

Kade often wondered if their most frequently committed crime wasn’t smuggling denim.

“Here we go.” Kade started up the Tahoe as Sergei loaded his pack into the Prius.

“That’s just cruel,” Harper said, lowering her binoculars.

Kade shrugged. “He’ll probably get a commendation for frugality upon return to Mother Russia.”

From the start, the Colonel went operational. A lost tourist routine was never routine with an operative of Zelenkov’s caliber. He made several wrong turns in downtown Kalispell before rocketing up Highway Two well above the posted speed limit. Kade hung back as far as he could, keeping the little blazing yellow dot on the mountainous horizon.

“Why did you request me for this?” Harper asked.

“Because people don’t trust me. You can tell them how much I haven’t changed.”

Their target slowed on the outskirts of Columbia Falls. Way down. Kade gave the yellow Prius plenty of space, using a regular stream of logging trucks and over-sized diesels for cover. Their American SUV blended right in with the traffic here, but he didn’t want to get close enough to be exposed to the operative’s habitual plate skimming. No sense in making verification of a tail that easy. But Kade worried he’d been spotted when the Prius made a sudden turn off the highway.

Kade passed the turn up. Watched the blocky tailgate of the Prius disappear around a bend. The old Main Street. Low traffic density. Little cover. He made an immediate left on the next street over, parallel to the Prius’ path of travel.

“Is he stopping for lunch?” Harper asked.

Kade glanced at the in-dash GPS and shook his head. He picked up his phone and hit speed dial. “We’re headed toward the Park,” he said into the receiver. “Camas Creek Entrance.” Saanvi’s cursing erupted in his ear. Harper glared. “Well, get a map. Second thought, stay put. Keep your eyes on his room. Great little diner across the street. Order the huckleberry pancakes.” Kade hung up.

“Is that a secure line?” Harper asked.

“Personal phone. She’s on vacation, remember?” Kade interrupted Harper’s incoming security protocol lecture. “Safer than car to car radio right now. No telling what kind of monitoring gear he brought in his bag. Might not decode bucar signals but could warn him every time I key up the mike. But I know for certain he’s not sifting through a sea of public cell traffic real-time.”

Gunning the engine, Kade raced down the side street until he could see where it intersected with the next east-west artery. A railyard formed a T intersection for several blocks in both directions. He pulled over to wait. 

Seconds later, the yellow Prius zipped past. Kade gave him a lead and pulled out in pursuit.

North Fork Road ran along the far western side of Glacier all the way to Canada. Kade knew it would soon transition to dirt and gravel. Sticking close without overtaking could get tricky in the long stretches of dust.

“Got your passport?” Kade asked.

“I’ve got my creds,” Harper replied. “Should be enough.”

When the pavement ended, Sergei went back to pushing the little hatchback’s limits. No deposit getting refunded there. Even in the SUV, the ride was rough. Harper held one palm against the roof to keep from constantly smashing into the headboard. Kade did his best to maintain enough distance to hide in the Prius’ dusty wake and still catch an occasional glimpse.

“Saanvi was all the way to Hungry Horse where he’d booked a cabin. She’s out of this. Just us.”

Harper didn’t react. She kept her back stiff, her lips clamped. Kade thought she might be getting sick and eased off the gas. The effect was noticeable.

“Thanks.”

“He’s not getting away in that,” he said. “Even if we lose the GPS signal. Only so many places he can go out here, most of them rougher rides than this. Keep an eye on the ditch over there. Might find him in one.”

The forested slopes on their earlier drive had been spectacular. But they had nothing on the distant giants of Glacier proper. To the east, across the Flathead River, lay a marshy valley that exploded upward in towering granite monoliths. Barely a foothill at their base, the level plain made the ten-thousand-foot white-capped peaks seem bigger than the storied Himalayas.

Kade almost didn’t notice when the dust he was driving into began to clear.

“He’s turned off,” Harper said. “Back there.”

Kade found a pull out and parked. He popped open the door. Stood on the baseboard, elbows on the roof, and glassed across the river with his binoculars. On the other side of a bridge, the grime-coated Prius ran along a paved section of park road shedding a nimbus of dirt.

Kade slid back behind the wheel. “Skipping the night at the cabin and straight to the back country, I guess. Ready for that luxurious car sleeping, Harper?”

“Out here?!?”

Kade spun the wheel and whipped the SUV around, back wheels breaking loose on the dirt. He charged down the road and made for the bridge. This entrance was a smart choice on Sergei’s part. The remote gate wasn’t manned. No cameras. Kade leaned precariously into the backseat, pawing at his pack while he drove with one hand.

“I’m guessing you didn’t bring a shelter,” he said.

“That’s all you, Grizzly Adams.”

“About that.” He swerved a bit and corrected as he came up with a cannister of pepper spray the size of a small fire extinguisher.

“Capsicum?” Harper held the bottle like a live grenade. 

Kade settled back into his seat. “Bear spray. For the grizzlies if they try to pry the doors open. The government nine mil is only going to piss them off.”

“And how will this work?”

“Should scare them away. If not, you’ll be pre-seasoned.”

He smiled as Harper squirmed.

Everything was going to plan. Or so he thought.
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Kade was deep in thought as he patched the hole in Hindy’s bunk wall. Not so deep he didn’t notice his audience.

In his short time in the RV, he’d gotten familiar with several quirks about the community of nomads and drifters. They always wanted to chat when you were leaving. Head outside and start emptying your sewer hose or disconnecting shore power and you were guaranteed to be dragged into a conversation. Same went for working on your rig. Only then, you also involuntarily signed up for a type of spectator sport. Like when the bigger Class A’s arrived. Premium entertainment to watch couples shouting at each other through open windows or walkie talkies as they tried to park those behemoths. Don’t offer help or give advice. Just stay clear and enjoy the show.
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