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AUTHOR’S NOTE 

			This writing has been submitted to the appropriate authorities prior to publication to avoid any unintentional disclosure of sensitive information. Any resemblances to real persons, dead or alive, or other real-life entities, past or present, is purely coincidental. 

			Finally, as a disclaimer, this novel includes subtle sexual references, violence, kidnapping, and confronts the trials of post-traumatic stress.

			

	

CHAPTER 1 

			It Ends Where It Begins

			BUNKYO CITY

			TOKYO, JAPAN

			Bam! Bam! Bam!

			A fist pounded on the door, punctuated by the repeating jingle of the apartment doorbell.

			The cacophony ripped Dr. “Taka” Hawkins from her computer game–induced trance. She yanked her gaming headset off her head and rubbed her eyes as they readjusted to reality. Her mind, however, had no desire to readjust.

			Most nights, she would be deep in a coding binge, her fingers orchestrating syntax, projecting scores of code like a cyber-Mozart. Instead, the music hall of her mind remained quiet tonight—no symphony, no opera, only the mind-numbing escape of a virtual fantasy world. She had been consuming the digital content of the role-playing game for the past three hours. A Michelin-starred chef at a cheap buffet restaurant. Just the fix she wanted, not the fix she really needed. 

			Bam! Bam! Bam!

			She spun to face the front door.

			“Taka-chan, Ichikawa desu. Hayaku doa akete kudasai!”

			Dr. Hawkins sighed and shook her head. It was her mentor, Dr. Kenzo Ichikawa, the last person she wanted to see. Maybe I can ignore him? A glance at the clock: 1 a.m. What could he possibly want, or be able to say after what happened today?

			She reluctantly traversed her small living space and spied through the peephole to see Dr. Ichikawa outside in a huff. With a click and a creak, she opened the door.

			“Taka-chan, I’m so sorry to barge in on you like this. Has anyone come by tonight or tried to get a hold of you?” He wrung his hands, his eyes wide. Sweat stained his blue dress shirt. His typically well-combed hair was a mess, and he appeared to have lost his rimless glasses.

			“No.” She frowned. She wanted to just slam the door on him, the way she did earlier that day when she stormed out of their lab, but Dr. Kenzo Ichikawa always exhibited consistency and stability. Tonight, nothing about him seemed consistent or stable. “What’s going on? If you’re here to change my mind about quitting—”

			The elderly Dr. Ichikawa waved off her words, stumbled through the entryway, flipped off his black dress loafers, and scurried inside.

			The studio had a compact kitchen, an adjoining bathroom, a living space with a two-cushion couch, and a shelving unit built into the wall that held her futon and a television. A tiny desk hugged the far side where a gaming computer framed the frozen image of the paused game. The small and sparse quarters suited the scientist, who devoted her life to her work.

			She folded her arms, both decorated in tattoo mosaics of birds, crashing waves, and the Anasazi god Kokopelli, and prepared herself for some elaborate attempt at reparation. Dr. Ichikawa indecisively fidgeted then settled on the couch, cradling his bag on his lap. At nearly six feet of height, Dr. Hawkins towered over him, glaring.

			“I…I have something important I need to tell you.” His voice quivered. “I have made a grave mistake, and I fear I have put you at risk.”

			“Put me at risk?”

			“Well…someone. I have been keeping something from you even though the dreams told me this is inevitable.”

			Dr. Hawkins blinked. Nothing is inevitable. 

			“Did you run the algorithm again or—”

			“I ran it again and again. Nothing changes. I can’t… It won’t…” He shook his head, then seemed to plead, “You know, everything we have done has been to help people…but I’ve gone too far.” His eyes drifted across the intricate blue and white oriental rug that overlay the tatami where she lays her futon each night. His countenance carried acceptance and defeat. He took a deep breath and shifted his remorseful eyes to meet hers. “I need you to trust me…as a colleague, as a friend, as a—”

			“Don’t even finish that sentence. After what you—”

			“I know, I know,” he said with his hands raised in surrender. “Just trust me one…last…time, please.” He swallowed. His heavy words clung to the air, pressing down on both of them.

			Dr. Hawkins paused.

			“What…what is it? It’s not who I think it is, is it?” she asked, her brow furrowed. Perhaps he does have a foot in reality… Just one. 

			He reached into his brown messenger bag.

			“I need you to sit and face toward the kitchen. I don’t want you to see what I have in my bag until I’m ready.”

			“You’re not making any sense. What do you have in the bag?”

			“I just need you to trust me…please. Everything will make sense in a moment.”

			“Fine,” she conceded, flinging her folded hands free. She knew deep down Dr. Kenzo Ichikawa held no malice. He was a troubled man after all. She had always known that. He was troubled in the way that peasants and commoners in mythology are troubled by meddling gods—troubled by tragedy, troubled by gifts, troubled by time, of which Dr. Kenzo Ichikawa seemed to have too much, too many, and too little. So, she sat, settled in with her back to her mentor, her knees together, and her hands on her lap. Black yoga pants hugged her legs, and a baggy T-shirt with the print of some heavy metal band’s skeleton mascot holding a gun defended her torso. Her long, dark honey–colored hair folded behind her ears and flowed along her tall, thin frame like water pouring from a pitcher.

			“Ow! What the—” She spun and grabbed her left shoulder. In his right hand, Dr. Ichikawa brandished a spent syringe.

			“I’m sorry. I need to keep anyone from getting it. And this is the only way I knew how to do it.” He scrambled away from her, cowering from her anticipated anger.

			“Kenzo! You sonofa—”

			She rubbed the point of injection on her shoulder.

			He shoved the syringe back into his bag as his phone pinged. He scanned the text message, his face turning pale.

			“I have little time. I must go. Thank you, Taka-chan. When all this is over, let history be kind to me.” A faint smile quickly bent the edge of his lips before dissolving. His seventy years of life passed and vanished in that simple expression. It wasn’t an apology, it was a farewell. He rushed to the door, speared his shoes with his feet, and sprinted off into the rain.

			“What’re you talking about? What did you—”

			In a rush of emotions, her initial confusion shifted to waves of anger.

			Dr. Hawkins, or Taka-chan, as she was known to her Japanese colleagues, suddenly understood. Our lives are in danger… 

			She popped up to run after him and stumbled when the room started spinning. She bobbled at the step before the entryway, one hand holding the door open, the floor pulling at her. She propped her other hand on the wall to catch herself as her eyelids grew heavy. She dropped clumsily on the step; the front door closed…then her eyes.

			

	

CHAPTER 2 

			The Shrine

			
			BUNKYO CITY

			TOKYO, JAPAN

			Father, I had a wonderful dream, the voice of his daughter said in his mind.

			Dr. Kenzo Ichikawa entered the Koishikawa Korakuen Gardens. To the east, the Tokyo Dome loomed overhead. The man-made glow of spotlights illuminated the outline of the white, pleated, egg-like shape of the massive sports complex above while a forest of dense deciduous trees cast the park in darkness below. Tall buildings stood as sentries around the island of life in the concrete jungle of downtown Tokyo.

			He rushed along the path of tiny stones. Water mixed with the gravel and muted his steps in the rainfall. It was late, and the hour meant he should be alone. The rain should reinforce it. And yet the dream…

			Kenzo slowed to a stop beside a koi pond in the middle of the park. Raindrops disturbed the water and amplified the sparkle of the city lights encapsulating the garden under the overcast skies.

			An island sat quiet in the pond. On the south side of the island, a trail of round, gray, water-worn river rocks meandered through ginkgo trees and bushes. The gray stones were in stark contrast to the greenery of the fauna and the stagnant brown water. In the center sat a tiny, red, boxlike Shinto shrine.

			Shinto shrines pay homage to the many gods of Japan as part of the traditional religion of the Japanese. According to Shintoism, Izanagi and Izanami were the first gods to come to this earth. They dipped their spears, swirled them around in the oceans, and thus created the islands of Japan, the lands farthest to the east. Their daughter, Amaterasu, the goddess of the sun, the greatest of all the gods, brought light to the islands. Thus, Japan became known as the land that first greets the sun, or Nihon, the “origin of the sun.” At night, however, the island and the shrine appeared as shadows as Amaterasu slept.

			I knew the end from the beginning, Dr. Ichikawa thought. And now the end begins.

			Kenzo Ichikawa held his umbrella over his head and clutched his bag. He prayed that his foolhardy effort to involve Dr. Hawkins would somehow absolve his mistakes and save their work. He also hoped to keep his other colleague, Dr. Naomi Shimoda, out of the fray.

			“Honto ni kuru to omawanakatta ze,” a throaty voice said to him. Like an arctic wind, the air around Dr. Ichikawa blew frigid. He shivered. 

			“I didn’t think I would come either. I also knew I didn’t have much choice,” Dr. Ichikawa replied in Japanese. He turned to address the voice, but nothing greeted him except shadows under the tree near an unlit rock lantern. He thought of the dream that told him of tonight and this very moment. I’m not ready. Fear pumped through his veins. He knew what needed to happen. 

			Can anyone ever truly be ready for their own death? Especially when they know it’s coming. His knees trembled. 

			“Do you have it?” the voice asked.

			“I…I don’t.” The rain hitting his umbrella now pounded like rocks on a roof, the erratic drumbeat stoking his desire to run. But he held fast. 

			“Where is the algorithm?”

			“I was hoping we could find another solution to our problem.” There wasn’t hope in trying to reason with this man. There was less hope in trying to hide from him.

			“Without the compound or the algorithm, there is no arrangement,” the voice warned.

			“I know that I said I’d give them to you, but I just can’t let you have it yet. I still don’t know how it works, and I don’t know what you’ll do with—”

			Icy steel slid across his right shoulder, slicing his jacket, filleting his skin beneath. A sharp, splitting pain filled his arm. He spun around to see the silhouette of a man in a trench coat. A long, bloodied blade extended from his right arm.

			Thunder crashed from the growing storm overhead.

			I’m not ready!

			Dr. Ichikawa’s legs gave out and he collapsed at the sight of the hulking figure, scrambling backward like a crab before rotating to his feet.

			Outside of a scuffle with a neighbor when he was eight, Kenzo Ichikawa had never raised his fist at a soul. His was a life dedicated to science and helping others. But it was also a life of loss: many footsteps down a lonely path where he eventually lost his way. He had known the risk of dealing with men like this, but his desperation and zeal had led him here. To a mistake. And tonight would not be the moment mistakes found forgiveness.

			He pivoted to escape along the trail. The silhouette cut him off. Dr. Ichikawa’s thoughts filled with panic. With no other choice, he leaped into the pond, flailing as the water and terror deepened. 

			Dr. Ichikawa kicked his legs and slapped his arms frantically until his hands contacted the algae-covered rocks in the shallow water on the opposing bank. He scrambled onto the island, up the pathway, and into the small forest around the shrine. Blood poured down his shoulder from the horizontal slash deep in his muscle. He ditched his bag as he treaded up to the little red Shinto monument. His foot caught a rock, and he fell to his knees in a heap.

			A blade pierced through his left shoulder from behind. He winced, then wailed. Rain trickled through the leaves above his head. A heavy wind shoved the branches, and the trees groaned. Above them in the night sky, the Japanese god of thunder, Raijin, pounded on his taiko drum. Tumultuous crashes of thunder echoed through the clouds. 

			Before him, the wooden shrine, as the eyes of the past gods, stood in observation, in judgment, saying nothing, as gods always do.

			The chilled blade twisted inside Ichikawa’s shoulder. He cried out. A bolt of lightning lit up the skyline.

			“You are the first of three then.”

			“Leave them out of this! They don’t know the truth about the compound,” he lied. “They don’t know what it can do!” His body froze as the blade continued to tear through muscle and tendons.

			“Even if you die, they’ll tell me what you refuse. A debt will be paid.”

			“I’ll find your money if that’s what you want. I’ll sell everything I own!”

			“You think this has anything to do with the money? You do not understand who you borrowed from…who you have taken from. And not just you…all of Japan!” The blade ripped out of his shoulder. The man grabbed Dr. Ichikawa by the hair and pulled him up to his knees then released. Ichikawa arched his spine, arms widespread. The rocks dug into his knees.

			Kenzo had told Taka-chan that tonight was inevitable. The dream. The algorithm. 

			And now it comes…

			The light from the Tokyo Dome peeked through the shadows, exposing the pond’s clay mud as it mixed with the bright red blood pouring from his shoulders.

			“Dr. Kenzo Ichikawa, before the shrine of your ancestors, you receive the judgment of the ancient gods…for defying the gods of the future.”

			The assassin reached around him from behind and slid the blade into Kenzo’s stomach like an assassin’s Heimlich, puncturing his diaphragm. Kenzo stopped breathing. The killer extended the evisceration. 

			Unable to scream, unable to cry out, unable to pray, Dr. Ichikawa lifted his head and closed his eyes tightly in a final repentant gesture. Images from his dream filled his mind with the face of his daughter. A thousand cranes circled the sky, and the torrent of a raging river flooded his thoughts.

			Father, I had a wonderful dream.

			

	

CHAPTER 3 

			The Hunt 

			
			Voodoo squinted through the green glow of his night vision goggles as he compulsively thumbed the safety of his rifle. To his right, a soldier manned the crew-served machine gun mounted to the riverine craft. Its barrel tracked the shoreline. The boat’s motor throttled, cutting a wake in the river that was still as glass.

			Voodoo’s armored craft crept away from the Basra Palace Complex and headed north on the Euphrates. The Iraq invasion left the elegant building intact but structurally unstable—a shadow of its former opulent glory. Like the palace, the city of Basra, Iraq, still fought to maintain appearances. The orange glow of streetlights reflected off the water of the river. It contrasted with the empty desert on the opposing bank where Iran lurked in the distance. A blinking Ferris wheel gave the impression that, for some, normalcy endured.

			But it didn’t.

			Buildings were sheared in half, bullet holes peppered crumbled walls, and black waste-filled water pooled between homes. The smell of burning feces in fiery earthen pits hovered in a haze. Oil processing facilities burned off excess gas and lit the horizon with fifty-foot flames.

			The riverine craft trolled through the murky waters of the Mesopotamian river and delivered its cargo. Voodoo jumped onto the beach and bounded up a small embankment toward the remains of Basra.

			Keep your head down, Voodoo thought.

			Kitted with the latest military duds, he crept forward, ignoring the sweat saturating his hair from the humid summer air. Voices crackled from the radio connected to his headset as he carried his rifle at the ready.

			He reached the top of the riverbank and caught movement in the corner of his eye. He emerged from the darkness of the Euphrates twenty meters from two men. They held hands in off-white cultural garb known as dishdasha, which soldiers called “man-jams” as they resembled pajamas for men.

			Harmless, he thought.

			Voodoo let out a sigh of relief and headed to the rally point. The ground shook, then he saw them. Three matte tan armored personnel carriers called RG-33s pulled up. The vehicles looked like the Frankenstein love child of an SUV and a tank. Built to withstand the blast of land mines and IEDs, the V-shaped hull and reinforced armor transformed the vehicles into mobile fortresses. The back door of the lead RG-33 flew open, and a massive block of muscle that masqueraded as a human being with a gun jumped out to check the perimeter.

			Stu stared down the two men as he scanned the area. Voodoo chuckled to himself as they darted off, seeking refuge in a nearby alley. At six-seven, Stu had traps that bulged from his shoulders to his ears. The XL plates for his body armor barely covered the center of his chest and exaggerated his exposed midsection. Though a horrifying sight to the enemy, his size made his body armor and weapons seem like they were made for a child, the proportions comical. He would have looked more appropriate lugging around chain mail with a Crusaders’ cross tunic and a bastard sword.

			Stu glanced over and gave Voodoo a nod. Voodoo jumped into the RG-33.

			“The air asset was diverted. We’re gonna need to use the ground box if we’re gonna get the target,” Stu said as he climbed in behind Voodoo and slammed the door shut.

			“Roger that,” Voodoo said. He settled into the back of the crowded vehicle and opened his Toughbook CF-19 laptop. The regional task force was notorious for stealing reconnaissance air support.

			Every damn time, Voodoo thought. How’re we supposed to fight a war if they keep stealing our resources?

			Voodoo revived his computer. Even through his gloves, the familiar plastic feedback of the keyboard brought Voodoo comfort—it grounded his focus on the task at hand. The Toughbook displayed the graphical user interface to the system everyone called the “PFM box.” Voodoo used specialized technical equipment to hunt targets. Any time someone asked him about it, he would inundate them with radio frequency theory and computer science jargon. He told them just to call it the PFM box, and no one questioned what it meant. Voodoo always laughed to himself knowing that it stood for “Pure Frickin’ Magic.”

			“Voodoo, this is Frisco. I have the last grid coordinates. Let us know when you’re ready, buddy,” Frisco called out over radio comms from his position riding shotgun in the lead vehicle.

			“Hit it!” Voodoo replied. The RG-33 rumbled down the road. The size limited movement, but Frisco navigated their vehicle, Vick One, with ease. Ten minutes later, the hunt began.

			A familiar chime pinged on Voodoo’s laptop. Like Pavlov’s dogs, shooters in the vehicle adjusted their weapons, leaned forward, and salivated in anticipation.

			“Got ’em!” Voodoo called out. His heartbeat intensified.

			“All stop,” Frisco ordered. The convoy came to an abrupt halt in the middle of the city.

			“First Base. Dismount,” the platoon chief pushed out over the radio. The platoon of eighteen shooters and Voodoo exited the RG-33s. Another set of vehicles arrived, and twenty Iraqi military personnel dismounted as well. Despite their lack of discipline, indigenous partner forces filled a critical role in operations as US forces coordinated a transition of power. Drivers remained in the vehicles along with the Common Remotely Operated Weapons Station, or CROWS, operators. Fifty-caliber machine guns were mounted on top of the RG-33s connected to video cameras inside the vehicle where the CROWS operator controlled the gun turret via a joystick.

			Dust billowed as the point element broke away from the group and stood ready. Voodoo positioned himself in the front, identifying Stu, Frisco, Heath, and Bobby by their silhouettes and the unique ways they configured their body armor—the monochromatic green night vision making it hard to differentiate them otherwise.

			“Everyone up?” the ground force commander asked. After several radio check-ins, the platoon chief patted his helmet and gave the thumbs-up, signifying a positive headcount. “Do your thing, Voodoo.”

			Voodoo punched in some numbers on a small black box connected to a camouflaged antenna strapped to his chest. Under his helmet, he wore Peltor electronic earmuffs.

			A unique screeching sound dumped into Voodoo’s ears, sending a warm wave rippling through his body. I love that sound.

			He tilted his head toward Frisco, nodded, and gave a knife-hand gesture with his gloved hand to move out. They broke into a dead sprint with the rest of the assault force following behind.

			Move, Voodoo thought. Speed is safety.

			As the point element, they would be the first to face an ambush, first to find an IED. After four combat deployments, hundreds of combat operations, God knows how many enemies captured or killed in action, yet another awaited. But there was always a chance. There was always something waiting. And, once again, Voodoo rushed headlong into the fray, chasing the tone in his ear, and the tingling sensation in his fingertips that made him feel alive.

			Voodoo stopped at an intersection in the shadows beside a wall at the end of the street. Frisco took point, presented his M4 assault rifle, and gave Voodoo cover. Voodoo moved his body left to right, tracking the tone in his ears as it changed. The rest of the element fixed their barrels at the buildings in the periphery and waited. They knew not to rush him.

			• • •

			SAN DIEGO, CALIFORNIA, USA

			 

			 

			3:43 a.m. Voodoo lay in his bed, salt crusted on his forehead from another late workout, still in his running shorts. He could have showered before bed, he could have changed into something different, he could have gone to sleep before 2 a.m., but he never did. At least tonight he made it to the bed. The couch was the usual place. Sometimes he slept at work.

			A picture sat on the nightstand. A happy couple smiled as a gray C-5 Galaxy—a “big daddy plane,” as his niece called it—loomed behind them. It was just before his first deployment.

			In the kitchen, a disassembled microwave, soldering irons, wires, Raspberry Pis, circuit boards, and lithium polymer batteries littered the kitchen table he had painted by hand in the garage. She wanted it white.

			She’s the reason he never slept in the bedroom. It smelled like her. Heavenly Eau de Parfum. Everything in that bedroom was hers. Her comforter. Her Shanghai Tang dress in the closet. Her set of keys. Her Ray-Bans. Her long, amber-colored hairs that still turned up. Her spiral notebooks for her scribbling. Her wedding band.

			Everything except the nightmares.

			Those were all his.

			He ground his teeth, arched his back as he tossed and turned. He knew what was coming.

			• • •

			Voodoo patted Frisco on the shoulder and pointed left. They headed past a pool of brackish water full of trash. Animated silhouettes rustled along the edges as enormous rats scurried, and feral dogs skulked in the shadows. The first dog let out a quick bark.

			Thomp! Thomp!

			The dog yelped and went silent. The bullets from the compact MP5 with a silencer sounded like little more than compressed air blown through a tube. Another feral dog, swollen with a disease from wading in the excrement-filled water to keep cool, stood and prowled toward them.

			Thomp!

			Through the binocular night vision goggles, Stu smiled as he dropped another dog. The MP5 looked like a toy cap gun in Stu’s freakishly large hands.

			Since the war started, thousands of abandoned dogs settled in the streets. Most haunted alleys and scavenged trash heaps for food. Their hair, matted and disgusting, hid infections, and some dogs had missing limbs. Others had littered so many puppies their nipples dragged on the ground from their spent udders.

			In neighborhoods like this one, they were early warning networks for anyone living nearby. The moment they started barking, Iraqi families sleeping on their roofs would wake up. For a platoon hunting murderers and insurgents, that wouldn’t do. The best solution was a silent, 35 cent 9mm bullet.

			A switch flipped in Voodoo’s mind. A switch that had no time for the abandoned dogs waiting for starvation to kill them, a switch that had no time for emotions or being subjective. He needed to be decisive, especially when they had a terrorist who tortured children in their crosshairs.

			They pressed on until Voodoo slowed in front of a small compound. Three-meter-high walls surrounded an expansive one-story home with a wide gate that faced the street. Another pool of black water blocked the right side of the building. Voodoo focused on the tone in his ears; he changed position several times before making the call. He pointed his infrared laser mounted on his rifle and lassoed the gate. Done. Target acquired. Mild relief washed over him. Now came the assault.

			“Batter up,” Frisco called out on the radio. Stu transitioned from the short MP5 to his long-barreled M4 and stood on the opposite side of the gate from Frisco. Voodoo fell back across the street with Heath and Bobby to hold security. Within seconds, the rest of the platoon set assault positions, covering all sides of the compound, being careful to avoid the risk of fratricide. Frisco and Stu focused on the gate while Voodoo watched their six, facing the opposite direction toward the buildings adjacent to the target compound so no one could sneak up from the rooftops nearby.

			Pop! Pop!

			Subsonic 9mm rounds from a handgun broke the silence.

			Dap! Dap! Dap!

			The supersonic hollow point 5.56 bullets of an M4 fired in response. Voodoo turned back as a man in a white dishdasha appeared holding a handgun at the gate. Frisco and Stu lit him up with rounds from their rifle.

			Dap! Dap! Dap! … Dap! Dap! Dap! Dap! Dap!

			Voodoo moved to take cover behind a parked car on the opposite side of the street. He took a controlled breath. Years of training calmed his nerves and sharpened his resolve as his adrenaline spiked. He tightened the grip on his rifle.

			A pregnant pause swelled before the real gunfire erupted. From behind the platoon, the Iraqi forces, in their hand-me-down blue camouflage and AK-47s, fired recklessly in all directions. Their rounds ricocheted off the surrounding buildings. Iraqi families sleeping on the roofs of the neighboring homes scurried away from the gunfire.

			Shooters focused on the entryway where a man had emerged. Voodoo crouched deeper beside the car and traced the roof across the building behind him with the crosshairs of his weapon. The Iraqi soldiers continued spraying and praying. Voodoo couldn’t find the threat.

			Dap! Dap! Dap! Dap! Dap!

			Multiple weapons fired. None of them belonged to Voodoo or his platoon.

			• • •

			Voodoo twitched. His eyes moved rapidly behind his eyelids. Sweat droplets beaded and fell. Quiet whispers and hollow grunts slipped from his lips.

			Voodoo never really dreamt, he just closed his eyes and waited for the nightmares—nightmares disguised as memories. Sometimes they were joyful. Those hurt the most.

			Occasionally, there was a voice—a voice from his past, a visitor, a prophecy in the form of poetry. And tonight, that familiar visitor sat waiting, and it would change his life forever.

			

	

CHAPTER 4 

			The Little Hawk

			
			BUNKYO CITY

			TOKYO, JAPAN

			It was still dark outside when Taka-chan awoke. The dizziness had subsided. The memory of Dr. Ichikawa and his delirium remained. But now, a cryptic message, delivered by a familiar voice in a dream she just had, repeated in her mind.

			A flurry of emotions blew through her—frustration, anger, disappointment, excitement. Endorphins pumped into her supercharged brain.

			She wiped the drool from her chin and checked the clock. It had been only an hour since Dr. Ichikawa left. Perhaps she still had time to find answers or find Dr. Ichikawa before something terrible happened.

			Not that he doesn’t deserve it, Dr. Hawkins thought before an immediate pang of guilt struck her chest. Dr. Ichikawa had been like a father to her. Regardless of his mistakes, he didn’t deserve to have something bad happen to him. And she wasn’t perfectly innocent herself. I should have known… 

			Her mouth smacked chalky and dry. She went to the kitchen for water and checked her equilibrium as she stood. She cupped the water, splashed her face, and slurped straight out of the faucet before shutting it off with a squeak.

			She retrieved her phone, but calls went straight to her mentor’s voice mail. Text messages floated in the ethereal realm of zeroes and ones with no response. He must be at the lab. Where else would he go at this hour? Taka-chan crammed her laptop in a bag and rushed out the front door.

			Fifteen minutes later, Dr. Hawkins rummaged through her colleague’s office at RCAST, the Research Center for Advanced Science and Technology at the University of Tokyo, hoping for any indicator as to what happened to him. Nothing topped his desk but a sleeping computer and two photos, one of himself, Dr. Hawkins, and their other team member, Dr. Naomi Shimoda. Dr. Hawkins replayed that moment in her head. The other picture was of two little girls and a boy playing at a park. She remembered that day too.

			Doctors had diagnosed her with hyperthymesia—the ability to recall events with perfect clarity. Anything she experienced presented in her mind like a digital video library. As a result, some called her a savant, though she didn’t use the term. Yet she was a genius. She graduated high school at fourteen, double-major undergrad at seventeen. She studied computer science at Caltech for grad school, then moved on to Carnegie Mellon for postgraduate work.

			Upon graduation, every major tech company approached her with lucrative job opportunities. But an invitation to work on a project with Dr. Kenzo Ichikawa, a renowned optogeneticist at the University of Tokyo, piqued her interest. The use of light to control genetically modified neurons had far-reaching implications. Also, she knew his work well. They had a history. Besides, it was the least she could do for him.

			“Go-en ga aru n desu ne.” That’s what Dr. Ichikawa said when she first arrived. It seems we have fate, does it not?

			Go-en ga aru. Though it was a common Japanese expression, Taka-chan didn’t believe in fate. Neither did Dr. Ichikawa, as she later learned. The hypocrisy of his statement was scintillating. He speculated that if we opened enough of the human mind to access our intuitive prediction of the world, we would grasp our future reality, something others considered to be an unknowable fate. He needed her to help identify the link between human intuition, natural human instincts, and machine learning.

			Capitalizing on Dr. Hawkins’s expertise in artificial intelligence, they pioneered new frontiers in scientific development. While Dr. Naomi Shimoda and Dr. Ichikawa focused on accessing and manipulating the human brain, Dr. Hawkins developed algorithms that would mimic the brain’s activity and enhance it.

			Being the youngest PhD in the lab who would spend most of her time off playing video games, her colleagues translated her family name, Hawkins, to “taka,” Japanese for “hawk.” From then on, everyone called her Taka-chan—“Little Hawk.”

			Now I’m even more lost, she thought as she sat at her desk, revisiting the many decisions that led her there. She surveyed memories through her mind like a Google image search, hoping to find any evidence as to what happened to him.

			Male Japanese voices derailed her train of thought. Instinctively, she disconnected the computer monitor to kill the feed. She grabbed her laptop from her bag, pulled an Ethernet cable from another computer, and connected it to her desktop tower before hiding inside a closet.

			“It happened less than an hour ago, so we need to get as much information as we can now before anyone starts looking. Some of the guys are taking care of the body,” a man’s voice said. “Dragon told us to grab hard drives from the computers and anything in the lab that looks important.”

			Taka-chan’s hands went to her mouth. Body? She envisioned the weathered face of Dr. Ichikawa, heard his final words to her. She blinked back tears; she couldn’t let his sacrifice—all their efforts—be for nothing. She quietly slipped the other RJ-45 adaptor of the Ethernet cable into her laptop, bridging the two computers. She logged into a cloud storage location and began extracting files.

			Inside the closet, Taka-chan could see only the glow of her computer screen, her palms sweating as she relegated her life’s work to a progress bar and dumped all her data onto the cloud. At the same time, she couldn’t help but fixate on the sounds of strange hands tearing through her office.

			Taka-chan cracked the closet door. She could barely make out black figures wearing hoods, faces distorted, eyes dark. They carried a bag with something round in it.

			They rummaged through the lab like meth fiends jonesing for a fix.

			“It’s not here. Did we find the other two members of his team yet?”

			“Doesn’t look like it. They’ll show up, though. If they file a missing person’s report, the police will let us know. Let’s grab all the hard drives.”

			Dr. Hawkins’s laptop pushed years of data and algorithms to the cloud at an excruciatingly slow pace. Her fingers drummed erratically as she considered her options.

			They said the police would let them know if we go to them. Are they the police?

			She had to warn Naomi. She crouched into a fetal position facing the door with her feet on the ground. Making as little noise as possible, she pecked at her phone while the thieves invaded her workspace and tore apart her team’s work.

			A shadow stepped in front of the closet. She stopped breathing. Her heart jumped into her throat. Without finishing her thought, she sent her text message. The figure paused, bent over, grabbed the Ethernet cable running under the door, and pulled.

			The data transfer progress bar pegged 100 percent right as the closet door was flung open.

			“Yatta!” one of the men said.

			Taka-chan slammed the laptop shut and leaped up. She smashed the computer into the flesh of the man’s face with a sickening crunch. His head snapped back as he fell onto her desk. She used the momentum to bulldoze the man and sprinted for the main exit her would-be assailant left open.

			The second man pursued. Dr. Hawkins had an advantage: Junior Olympic track and years of marathon running. She tucked her laptop under her arm and sprinted down the hall to the stairwell and bounded three flights to the ground floor. Taka-chan punched out the doors of the Experimental Research building onto the courtyard of the University of Tokyo.

			As long as she was out in the open, she stood a chance. She just needed to move. No time to breathe, she ran, her hair whipping behind her in the rain. Raijin pounded his taiko drum, and the skies thundered.

			She approached the main road, cut left, and headed down the thoroughfare. As she turned, her foot caught a slick piece of concrete, and she lost her footing.

			She glided, then she crashed.

			Her elbow cracked against the concrete as it took the brunt of her body weight.

			Pain, incapacitating pain, shot from her elbow through her entire body.

			Get up!

			Nausea sent burning acid to the back of her throat. She gulped it down in defiance.

			Get up!

			She rolled to her knees and attempted to stand. Her rain-soaked hair tangled and obscured her vision, but there was no denying what she saw next. The tip of a long sword flashed beyond the hair over her face; a shadowy figure emerged behind the blade.

			Her body went rigid.

			Before she had time to respond, an electric shock bit her between the shoulders. Her body locked and jolted. A hand reached around her and smothered her mouth and nose with a cloth.

			Her vision blurred.

			In her mind, the familiar voice from her recent dream spoke again:

			The crane’s blood flows in your veins. Dark eyes are watching. Fast feet will fail a midnight flight. A steady mind in the darkness will find the light. When the blind warriors emerge, lie down and say your name.

			Images flashed across her mind—of faceless men and rain, then isolation and darkness, and finally, angelic light. She knew what would happen next. More importantly, she knew someone else would come.

			

	

CHAPTER 5 

			The Witch Doctor

			
			“It’s an Iraqi Death Blossom!” Heath yelled. A body lay in the entryway. Heath motioned to the platoon chief on the left side of the building to focus on the Iraqis. The chief gave the cease-fire signal to the Iraqi commander. The intermittent fire continued until the fervor wore itself out. A dog yelped.

			At least they’re consistent, Voodoo thought.

			In addition to discipline, Iraqi soldiers lacked any semblance of common sense when excited. Death Blossom was a term the chief liked to use, and it caught on. It was in reference to the ’80s movie The Last Starfighter. The main character flew a spaceship with a button called the “Death Blossom,” which caused the ship to spin and fire in every direction recklessly as a last resort. A lot of the younger shooters weren’t even born when the movie came out, but it was the perfect metaphor for their partner force’s behavior in firefights—they were out of control. In this case, the only thing they took out was another disgusting dog.

			The platoon chief motioned for the partner forces to commence the assault. Stu and Frisco stepped back as the Iraqis clumsily stepped over the cadaver in the white man-jams and flooded the house.

			Despite a few random screams, the assault appeared to go smoothly. After several minutes, the Iraqis pushed the “all clear” signal over the net. They started turning on the lights in the house as they commenced battlefield forensics.

			“Voodoo, get in here!” the chief called out. Voodoo stepped around the body. A postmortem erection had already formed, creating a man-jam tent in the body’s midsection. Voodoo had seen worse.

			He jogged through the courtyard and walked into the house entryway. Iraqi soldiers searched the home.

			BAM!

			Everyone crouched as the sound of a flashbang went off somewhere near the rear of the house. The Iraqi commander, dressed like a Middle Eastern G.I. Joe with a bushy mustache, ran out of the back bathroom, waving his hands.

			“No bomb! No bomb! Drop flashbang!”

			A young Jordanian woman, working as an interpreter wearing Army digital camouflage and an oversize gray helmet, stood beside the Iraqi commander. She translated an incoming barrage of Arabic.

			“Apparently, one of his men threw a flashbang into the bathroom to clear it out even though nothing was in there,” she said.

			“After you passed ‘all clear’?” one of the shooters yelled out. “Bunch of damn idiots!” The Iraqi commander bowed his head in apology, then spat at his men in Arabic.

			Voodoo walked through a hallway. Bobby, the EOD guy, had a big smile on his face as he pulled a brand-new 105mm rocket out of a closet; any time an EOD guy found explosives, they got giddy. Other shooters tossed the house, slipping important items into plastic bags.

			Soldiers escorted two veiled Iraqi women outside as a baby slept motionless on a dusty rug. The mother chose to leave it be. It was very apparent these women were seasoned veterans of military raids. They felt no need to disturb the baby’s sleep with such a minor trifle as a platoon of special operators in their living room and a dead man on their doorstep.

			Voodoo made his way to a large open room. It smelled of livestock and Mediterranean spices mixed with sweat. Four Iraqi men knelt on the ground with zip ties around their wrists, hands behind their backs, and hoods on their heads. Three shooters followed behind Voodoo including Frisco and Stu, who had to dip his head to get through the doorway.

			“You know why we call him Voodoo?” Frisco asked the other shooter. The new guy gestured that he didn’t. “You’re about to find out.”

			Voodoo walked the room and concentrated on his equipment. His tingling fingers steadied as he realized which man they were after. He pointed to the second man from the right. Everyone nodded in agreement but stood still.

			Voodoo stepped back and motioned for the shooters to get behind the captives. He pulled a black balaclava up from around his neck. Almost on cue, Frisco and Stu removed the hoods.

			As the four men squinted to adapt to the light, Voodoo stood motionless in front of them. He strategically placed the black cloth of the balaclava to cover his mouth and nose, obscuring most of his face, and the military helmet with the night vision goggles flipped up shadowed his oval, light eyes. He pierced them with his gaze, his eyes naturally angled up a bit and intense. Voodoo reached into his cargo pants pocket and pulled out a purple velvet bag. He loosened the leather band that cinched it shut and crouched down. He wiped the ground on the floor between the Iraqi men and him to make it presentable.

			Voodoo looked each one in the eye. The prisoners ranged in age and size, but the second from the right, a man in his twenties, held up his head to look tough. His trembling body betrayed him.

			Voodoo turned the bag upside down. Chicken bones spilled all over the floor. Voodoo stared at the bones and mumbled incoherent gibberish as he waved his hands in fluid motions. His eyelids fluttered. The Iraqi men leered at Voodoo in confusion and fear.

			Then, Voodoo stopped moving.

			With a damning glance, Voodoo shot his eyes at the bones, then the second man from the right, and pointed at him. Voodoo’s index finger extended like a death sentence. Frisco immediately snapped a bag back over the man’s head and dragged him out of sight. The other Iraqi men screamed in terror at the display of witchcraft. Stu and the other shooters thrust bags over the remaining men’s heads and dragged them out as well. A trail of urine snaked behind.

			The room fell silent.

			As soon as the captives were out of earshot, the room erupted with laughter.

			“That never gets old!” Frisco said as he walked back into the room. The new guy buckled over and shook, completely cracking up.

			The Jordanian translator caught the spectacle from the hallway. “Don’t you think it’s wrong to mess with them like that?”

			As if I care, Voodoo thought.

			Voodoo gave the translator a cold glance. “These men used cordless drills to force drill bits through little boys’ hands to punish their parents.”

			The interpreter swallowed and averted her eyes.

			Voodoo never did his little performances to mock the people they were after, though. He protected his real “voodoo” however possible and pretending to be a witch doctor just happened to be an easy way to do that.

			“Home run,” the chief pushed over the radio. Brevity codes usually followed themes and related to pertinent points in the mission. Everyone now knew they had captured their primary target. Military personnel throughout the house continued their search. AK-47 assault rifles, rocket-propelled grenades, documents, and electronics all worked their way into bags for documentation.

			Just then, a voice broke the silence on the radio.

			“Uh, Chief, we just found a dude chained to a pole in the backyard.” Frisco and Voodoo made their way to the back door, where a huge Iraqi man wildly waved his arms and jumped up and down. He was chained to a stake in the ground next to a stable with a bull in it.

			“Just relax, dude, we’ll set you loose,” the new guy said. One of the Iraqi soldiers mumbled something, but the interpreter wasn’t around to translate. Voodoo and Frisco arrived just as the new guy dislodged the stake from the ground that held the chains in place. The unchained man went crazy, attempting to hug everyone nearby—a frothing mess of overwhelming body odor. Mud and feces stained his man-jams.

			The Iraqi soldier became frantic and tried to restrain him. The unchained man discarded the soldier with a wave. The interpreter emerged, and the soldier released a stream of Arabic.

			“Um, apparently this man has ‘special needs.’ They most likely had him chained because they couldn’t control him.”

			“Like the Iraqi version of Sloth from Goonies!” Frisco called out with a little too much excitement. “He just needs a Baby Ruth and some friends.” One of the new guys didn’t seem to understand the reference.

			The chief came around the corner. “We can’t have this guy running around the compound wildly. Someone is gonna shoot him.”

			“We can’t chain him up again either,” the interpreter said.

			“Let’s do the next best thing,” Frisco offered. “Let’s give him a bump helmet with a chem light and tell everyone not to shoot the guy with the chem light on his head.” He was half joking.

			The chief thought for a moment. “Why the hell not? We’re almost done here anyway. Get Stu and strap the helmet to the guy’s head, so we don’t accidentally kill him.”

			By this time, the vehicles had pulled up to the front of the compound; forensic analysis of the target was nearly complete. Voodoo jumped into an RG-33 and dug around for a bump helmet. Unlike regular military headgear, a bump helmet was similar to headgear worn when riding a bike or rock climbing. It had no ballistic properties yet was perfect for accident prevention. He found one under a seat, along with a zip tie and a green chem light, which he strapped to the helmet. By the time he returned, Stu appeared to be Greco Roman wrestling the unchained man.

			“Retard strength is a thing!” Stu called out, laughing. Voodoo cracked the chem light to activate the illumination and handed the helmet to Frisco.

			“Everybody clear out the yard. The second we get the helmet on, we’re gonna set Happy Pants over here loose,” Frisco advised. Voodoo put the word out over the radio to not shoot the man with the green chem light on his head. Sporadic laughter responded.

			Frisco jumped on the unchained man’s back like a bull rider and struggled to get the helmet on his elongated head. Stu hooked one of his legs with his right arm and drove the unchained man into the wall, pinning Frisco between them. Frisco let out a grunt as the air expelled from his lungs. He was half laughing as the unchained man crushed him. Voodoo ran up to the side and grabbed the strap to the helmet and clipped it shut.

			“Got it!”

			The three men let go. As the unchained man paused to admire the headgear, the shooters made their way into the house and closed the door behind them; the newly liberated man flittered around the yard like a big goofy firefly.

			“What do we do about him now?” one of the new guys asked.

			“What’re we, social workers? Not our problem. He’s not a terrorist, so he’s free, I guess to run around and be…free?” Stu said, himself unsure what to do and not really caring at the same time. This wasn’t the first time they had come across something like this—the last mission they found a man chained to a toilet. Most people never think about what happens to people with disabilities in third world countries, but these men had seen it first-hand.

			A few moments later, the platoon completed forensics collection.

			“Dugout,” the chief pushed out over the radio. The assaulters worked their way back to their vehicles for a final headcount to return to base. The Iraqi soldiers called a local police element to come to handle the body, and some remained for their arrival. Voodoo climbed into the back of the RG-33 and reached into his backpack. He pulled out a long, frozen sock shaped like a cylinder with four cold low-budget brand citrus-flavored soda cans inside. Coolers didn’t fit in the vehicle, and this option guaranteed the drinks stayed cool. He handed one to Frisco, who was sitting in the front seat.

			“Thanks, bro-migo! They always taste the best at the end of an op!” Frisco said with a smile. “Not a bad one tonight. Shwacked a dude, found the objective, freed a disabled guy chained to the ground. You know, the usual.” The two laughed.

			Radio checks passed over the net until finally, the chief pushed a full headcount to the ground force commander.

			“Home Base.” The vehicles rumbled, and Frisco gave the first navigation order. “All forward. Right turn fifty meters.”

			Voodoo relaxed. As the convoy rolled out, a green chem light happily bobbed around in the darkness. Frantic Iraqi soldiers and a reinforcement of police scampered about chasing the green glow. The bellow of a bull echoed as a crash reverberated through the streets. A silhouette of horns broke free from the yard and chased the bobbing chem light and the flailing police into the black water beside the compound. Voodoo smiled to himself and sipped his soda.

			All at once, the memory imploded with a vacuous hush. The RG-33, Frisco, the citrus soda, everything blinked out of existence. Silence.

			Nothingness.

			The sharp images and emotions of the mission in Iraq had surrendered to something else—an interloper, a hijacker armed with darkness, and magazines filled with words.

			At first, in an empty void, Voodoo heard what he thought to be distant breaths, then the sibilance of whispers marching closer—a phrase repeating. It was soft at first, swishing in his ears.

			With the rhythm of a drum, no, a heartbeat, the words drew closer, thumping into Voodoo’s mind. They rapped away, forming impressions—encouragement, warning—until they articulated with clarity.

			In three days, an old friend will be lost, an old friend regained. When the light of Amaterasu protects you, rise and face the eastern threat.

			Snap! Voodoo returned to the RG-33. The engines rumbled, the magazine locked into his rifle dug into his thigh, and the laces of his boots were tightly cinched around his feet.

			An overwhelming sense of dread poured over him. He wanted to shout, Not again! when—

			BOOM! 

			The blast tossed the RG-33 into the air and shock waves pulsed through them. The V-shaped hull deflected the impact, pitching the vehicle to the left. For an instant Voodoo floated, then—Crack! Voodoo’s helmet slammed against the roof. The flailing body of the shooter across from him plunged into Voodoo as the earth punched back. Crunch! Voodoo’s right arm snapped beneath the shooter’s weight.

			• • •

			Voodoo’s eyes shot open. He inhaled sharply and sat bolt upright. Burning nerve endings lit up his arm. He rolled to pull free.

			He panted.

			Visions of fire blocked his eyes, citrus and gunpowder filled his nose, and electric spiders crawled over his skin. He blinked. He blinked again. Light filtered into the room through the shutters.

			He swallowed.

			A gray West Elm comforter. White organic cotton sheets. A pile of laundry next to a dusty acoustic guitar.

			Like the moment before a car crash, his body and mind activated every fight or flight response only to awaken to nothing. His hand reached out to his left in his king-size bed, to where his wife once slept, to the spot that now remained empty—no comforting hand to squeeze back.

			He slid his hand back and forth across the empty sheets anyway.

			Just think of her. His breaths calmed; his pounding heartbeat slowed.

			Just like every other night, Voodoo didn’t choose his memories or his dreams; they chose him. And he always found the explosion. Always disturbing. Yet tonight something disturbed him even more: the voice.

			Inside his mind, the mechanical arms of a clock engaged. Tick, tick, tick, tick… Voodoo didn’t know what it all meant; he didn’t know where to start searching for answers. The voice mentioned Amaterasu, the Japanese sun goddess, but he was in San Diego. He knew only that he had three days to decipher his dreams, to follow the call of the night’s siren.

			He would soon learn he wasn’t alone.

			

	

CHAPTER 6 

			Skull Rapid

			
			WESTWATER CANYON

			SOUTHERN UTAH, USA

			The townspeople of Westwater once believed the rapids of Hades Canyon, as they called it, were so violent they would smash fish against the walls and dash their brains on the rocks. The infamous Skull Rapid, midway down the canyon, forces the river to the right before careening left. The dramatic detour creates an unforgiving hydraulic churn. It feeds into a violent whirlpool called the Room of Doom and an enormous rock wall upon which water erupts thirty feet into the air called the Rock of Shock.

			Gavin stood beside the river. Ancient rock layers of black Vishnu Schist and red Wingate Sandstone towered above, split in half by the eroding waters of the silty brown Colorado River flowing beside him. It was day two of the trip, the day when every decision mattered as he and his fellow guides prepared to usher fifteen customers on three rafts through the whitewater rush of Hades Canyon. Gavin knew the dangers. Joel and Ally had taught him how to anticipate the flow of the river, how to read the rapids. It was a rite of passage in Gavin’s family, and since the events of 9/11 a few years earlier, this would be his only real chance to prove himself knowing that a very different life waited for him at the end of the summer. Before he went to sleep last night, he was confident everything would go along without a hitch. Until he dreamt…

			Something about today is off, Gavin thought. And it had everything to do with the dream he had the night before.

			He knew the water behind Skull Rapid was eighty feet deep. The river passed over a flat boulder, and the sharp change in elevation created a stationary wave that faced upstream in a formation called a “hole.” Frowning holes held the water in, whereas smiling holes pushed it out. Debris trapped in the rapid would get thrust into the depths.

			Victims of Skull’s frowning hole submerged so quickly the deep water burst their sinuses. Their limbs locked up in the frigid temperatures. Trapped in unexpected, suspended animation, few survive. For this reason, rafting companies only trusted experienced river guides with customers in the canyon. Today would be Gavin’s first shot—with customers that is. At nineteen, his youthful confidence coupled with his training usually held off concerns. Not so much today.

			Don’t worry about it. It’s not like dreams can tell the future.

			Gavin tightened his black Chaco sandals. The early morning light on the edge of the cliffs painted the western canyon in gold, and Gavin adjusted his Vagabond River Expeditions blue hat to shade his eyes. He tossed some dry bags into his raft and headed back to help pack the other rafts.

			After breaking camp, they would push through Dolores Canyon rapids, then Marble Canyon, Staircase, Big Hummer, Funnel Falls, Surprise, then eddy out into an open space called Cocaine Cove to catch a breath and make ready for Skull. From there, they would set a safe distance between the boats. They wouldn’t stay too long, though.

			“If you’re looking long, you’re looking wrong,” the guides would always say. Observe the path of the water, determine the best route through the obstacles, and then make it happen. Guides that spend too long fixating on the rapid would trip up. It’s easy to be overwhelmed by the power of the more severe rapids. This group had no intention of making that mistake.

			“How’re you feelin’, Gavin?” Ally asked as she packed up her gear, her frizzy brown hair mashed underneath her blue Vagabond hat, her lips pursing when she smiled like she was sucking on something sour.

			“Good, I guess. Could be better.”

			“That’s not the answer I was expecting,” Ally said.

			“Sorry. You know how sometimes you have a dream that sorta sticks with you? I mean, most dreams you forget right away while others just—”

			“I once spent an entire day angry at my ex-boyfriend for something he did in my dream. Does that count?” she asked.

			He grinned. “That totally counts. And for the record, if I ever make you angry in your dreams, I apologize.”

			Ally smiled. “You can’t apologize for something you won’t do.”

			“Not even for something your subconscious hasn’t made up yet?”

			The two laughed.

			“How’s your head feeling? Do you have a headache again today?” Ally asked.

			“Come to think of it, no. I feel pretty good.”

			“Good. You’re gonna need to stay focused today runnin’ the canyon for the first time with your own boat.”

			Joel, Gavin, and Ally worked for a company based out of Moab, Utah, called Vagabond River Expeditions. The river companies in Moab were like small high school cliques. Rich, snooty kids, preppy kids, jocks, and outcasts. That’s where Vagabond fit in: the misfits of the hierarchy. The owner, Rob, had an adjacent property where an abandoned steakhouse called The Outpost once operated. Now, the open steak pit and dining room porch served as a makeshift housing area for semihomeless river guides.

			Gavin and some of the other guides slept in tents there between trips to save money. The furniture from the dump, the water they stole from the motel next door through a hose, and semireliable electricity from who-knows-where made for a cozy little home. Adding to the ambiance was an old kegerator full of alcohol and a blow-up adult doll somebody found on the side of the highway. 

			Gavin hadn’t been quite sure how things were going to work out when he first came to work for Vagabond. Two other companies, the preppies and the jocks, turned him down despite him being related to one of the owners.

			None of that mattered now. Gavin was happy to have a job working in the canyon, and even happier to call Vagabond home, at least for the time being. At the end of this summer, though…

			“Be sure to rig for flip, not rig for trip, Gavin,” Joel told him. Gavin knew that mild float days, with no whitewater, didn’t require the boat’s gear to be secured as tightly so customers could access the cooler for snacks.

			This wasn’t one of those days. A recent heatwave in Colorado sent melted water from the remaining snowpack cascading into the canyon in the form of high water, fueling the anger of Hades Canyon.

			“Everyone gather around,” Joel called out. The fifteen guests sat on the ground, ready for their instructions. “We need to go over a few things before we get on the river. First of all, today we are going to hit some pretty big rapids. This is what you all came here for and what we love doing. However, I must remind you of all the risks.

			“We are fifty miles from civilization of any kind. There is no way out of this canyon except through those rapids. The walls of the canyon are too steep to climb, and the water is too fast to try to fight. So, on that note, let’s talk about what to do in case you fall out of the boat.

			“The rocks in this river don’t stick out because the water is shallow, they stick out because they are massive. The water is really deep. So, if you fall out, grab your life jacket and tuck in a ball. The flotation will bring you to the surface. Try to put your feet in front of you and face downstream. If the water pushes you into the rocks, use your feet to bounce off them. Don’t try to stand up if you aren’t extremely sure of your footing. If you try to stand on the rocks and your foot gets stuck, the water may push you over and pin you down.

			“Floating with your feet in front of you in a semitucked position should prevent this ‘foot entrapment.’ If your butt gets stuck in between two rocks, well, that’s called a ‘butt entrapment.’ That’s never happened before, so we’ll be sure to pull out one of those fancy new digital cameras, take your picture, and make you famous.” Joel winked. The guests let out a nervous laugh.

			Joel continued for another ten minutes and reassured the guests they were in good hands. He mentioned the throw ropes near the guides. He helped them rehearse catching the rope, then pulling it over their shoulders and facing downstream; facing upstream meant all the water would be rushing in their face making it difficult to breathe and hold on. He also discussed how to pull someone out by their life jacket with their back to the raft.

			“Don’t ever pull on their arm. The force of the water will dislocate their shoulder.” A few wide eyes and fidgeting followed that statement. “Here’s the plan for today. The river is broken into two sections: everything before Skull and everything after Skull. The rapids will gradually get more intense as we go along.”

			The customers blinked.

			“I don’t need you to remember all the names of the rapids even though they’re cool. The only thing I want you to remember is this: After a rapid called Surprise, there’s a cove on the right side of the river called Cocaine Cove. Before you ask, yes, it was called that because people used to do coke there. No, I don’t have any coke.”

			Nervous laughter relieved a bit of tension. One guy sighed and said, “Bummer.”

			“We’ll most likely stop the boats at Cocaine Cove to regroup before dropping into Skull. Cocaine Cove is something called an ‘eddy.’ Stones in the river divert water behind them and force the current to move upstream. The line where the water moves in two different directions is called an ‘eddy fence.’

			“Eddies can be a safe place but can be dangerous as well. The deep water in the canyon may cause the eddy water to bubble or boil up at random times. These are called ‘explosive eddies.’ Skull is the very next rapid after Surprise, and it’s only a few hundred yards downstream from there. At high water, it comes quickly, so stopping in the cove helps us keep a proper distance. That way, we don’t run into each other yet stay close enough to help each other out. If anything happens, listen to the guide and remember what we just taught you.”

			Ally instructed the customers to submerge their orange flotation devices in the river before putting them on. “This will allow us to strap them down tighter. The river has a nasty habit of ripping people out of loose life jackets,” Ally said rather matter-of-factly. A heavyset man wiped the sweat from his forehead; he looked pale.

			Everyone seemed ready. The customers gave each other fist bumps, jumped up and down, and slapped each other on the back to motivate. The river guides slipped on their slick vest-like kayak life jackets, each adorned with a fixed-blade knife in the event of entanglement.

			“No, I’d rather hold on to it myself,” a male voice said behind Gavin. He turned around to see an older man clutching a dry bag tightly against his chest. A thick coat of SPF 50 zinc sunscreen covered his face. His Columbia shirt and pants, Teva sandals, and wide-brimmed hat appeared fresh off the shelf. He stood next to an attractive middle-aged blonde woman.

			She leaned close to him. “Did you do it last night?”

			The man nodded.

			She patted him on the shoulder. “I’m so sorry. We’re here for you,” she said. “Come on, girls.”

			Two teenagers followed her over to the rafts. One gave Gavin a warm smile, looped her loose hair behind her ear, then turned to get onto Joel’s boat.

			Gavin zipped up his life jacket and helped a customer onto his rig. In the corner of his eye, he caught the older man stealing glances at him, and it wasn’t the first time.

			Gavin stepped back to where Joel and Ally happened to be close together. Gavin leaned in and spoke with a hushed voice.

			“Hey, I think there’s something off with one of the portable bags of water,” Gavin said, using an old nickname guides gave passengers who only offer dead weight in the boat.

			Joel looked over his shoulder.

			“Which one?”

			“The Asian guy in Ally’s raft. He’s…I dunno, gripping his dry bag like his life depends on it. I keep catching him leering at me. It started yesterday.”

			Ally chortled and gave a dismissive hand gesture. “Remember those guys with the dry bag we thought were transporting drugs and they turned out to be carrying their father’s ashes? People are weird. I wouldn’t worry about it. I mean, look at him, he looks like some scientist or something. He’s probably scared out of his mind.”

			Joel and Gavin stole a glance, then chuckled.

			“You’re right. It’s probably nothing,” Gavin said. 

			“Are you good otherwise?” Joel asked one last time before they set out, his signature crooked smile looking especially crooked. “Just follow my lead, and we’ll be fine. The water’s looking a bit higher today, so be ready. It feels like we’re around 17,000 cubic feet per second. Skull’s gonna be rockin’.”

			“How deep is that?” a French man asked with a slight accent as he hopped into the conversation.

			“A cubic foot is about the size of a basketball. Seventeen thousand cubic feet per second means that roughly 17,000 basketballs are floating past us every second.” The French man’s eyes widened.
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