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			Author’s Note

			This is a work of fiction. It 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.

 The views expressed in this publication are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the official policy or position of the Department of Defense or the U.S. government. The public release clearance of this publication by the Department of Defense does not imply Department of Defense endorsement or factual accuracy of the material. 

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

		


		
			

			Chapter 1

			Myths and Men

			Kunashir Island

			Just North of Hokkaido, Japan

			One Year Earlier

			“What do you mean you saw a god?” Major Orlov demanded.

			The young soldier in front of Orlov blanched, then stammered, “He… he rose from the ground. By the time he got to his feet, he, or it, was bigger than anything I had ever seen. He wasn’t alone either. There were two others as well.” The soldier pointed to the west. “I know it sounds crazy. But if they weren’t gods, how else do you explain the huge light and the typhoon?”

			Major Igor Orlov, seasoned career officer of Spetsnaz Group Vympel, collapsed his arms into a fold, his head angling slightly to the side. “The other men in the platoon said they were blinded by this light you mention. Why were you not?”

			The young soldier swallowed. “I was still in the back seat of the vehicle, sir. I was dismounting from the right side, looking down toward my boots as I got out, when it seemed like the entire night lit up brighter than the day. The men around me were screaming. I heard gunshots in the distance. Then a woman cried out. Her name, I think.”

			“What was it?”

			“Her name, sir? It sounded American… Hawk, maybe?”

			The major made a gesture for the soldier to keep going.

			“After the initial flash, I heard the hissing of a smoke grenade and the light dimmed enough for me to check around the vehicle. That’s when I saw him… Or them… There were three of them. The one in the middle was the biggest man I had ever seen. Through the smoke he appeared enormous. A giant… I know this sounds crazy. I just don’t think it… or he… was human. That’s how big he was, sir. He bent down, and as he stood again, he appeared to get even bigger. Then he started running and vanished.”

			Major Orlov’s blue eyes narrowed as he considered the soldier’s words.

			“The light went out after that,” the soldier went on, his gestures growing more animated as he reenacted the events. “And a small fire took its place. That’s when the bullets started bouncing off the vehicle. I took cover. My friend Anton got hit in the face and fell beside me. I tried to treat him right away. He wouldn’t stop screaming. I wasn’t helping him long before there were two explosions and another one of those bright lights farther down the beach.”

			“What did you do next?” the major asked.

			“I spent the rest of the fight focusing on Anton, sir. But that massive man was like something from a horror movie. He was so big. Carrying a huge weapon.”

			Major Orlov examined the young soldier. In his eyes, Major Orlov saw no guile. No courage either. But that wasn’t the major’s concern at the moment.

			This wasn’t the first strange recounting of the events that took place here a few days earlier. On the beach of Kunashir Island, a disputed territory managed by the Russian government but claimed by the Japanese, Major Orlov’s men had found themselves in the middle of an international incident involving armed men, a commercial cargo ship, and a freak typhoon.

			As Major Orlov’s men conducted his investigation into the events that unfolded that night, the testimonies of the men grew more and more fantastical. Some claimed they heard Chinese and Korean voices. Some English. Some even went so far as to say the silhouette they saw in the light and smoke was Baba Yaga, a witch, or the more ridiculous zmey goynych, a multiheaded dragon from Russian mythology that could turn into a man. There was one thing they all could agree on: two massive balls of light exploded on the beach that night that were so bright some of his men would never see again. And in the middle of it all, men appeared who then vanished in a cloud of smoke.

			What am I to make of all this nonsense? Major Orlov thought.

			With a tilt of his head, the major let a lieutenant know he was done with the soldier.

			“Russia thanks you for your service,” the junior officer said, dismissing the soldier. The private saluted in response.

			Major Orlov pivoted toward an awaiting entourage of junior officers. “Take me to the ship.”

			The trek from the Russian barracks on Kunashir Island to the western shore took less than five minutes by truck. But since the massive typhoon that struck the island a few days earlier, travel on the ground was no longer an option. The major opted for a Kamov Ka-226 transport helicopter instead, using the opportunity to observe the carnage from the sky before arriving on scene. Once the helicopter was in the air, the transit took less than thirty seconds.

			Through his window, an ocean-whipped and battle-weary mini-bulker cargo ship nestled into the beach where it had run aground. The concrete remnants of what was once a dock were carved into the ship’s skin on the north. To the south, soldiers and civilians coordinated a salvaging effort. Toyotomi Industries, the owners of the ship, had reached out to the Russian government first to gain access to the vessel. Once they stepped on board, however, it quickly became evident this was not a ship run aground in a storm.

			It was a crime scene.

			One passageway housed over a dozen bodies, some missing limbs, all awash in pools of dried, coagulated blood. The stench, according to the investigative crews, was beyond bearable.

			Major Orlov knew this, of course. The garrison stationed on Kunashir Island responded to calls from locals regarding a ship that appeared to have run aground and accompanying gunfire. The ensuing firefight with the crew aboard the grounded vessel, which included explosions and large balls of light, ultimately resulted in seven Russian casualties and the bodies of over twenty men of unknown origin. The Russian military investigators speculated the bodies to be Chinese, but the lack of any documentation meant the Russians would need more time to determine countries of origin.

			They only had a couple of hours to remove the bodies on the beach before Typhoon Nabi hit and wiped out all the evidence. The major had been at headquarters in Vladivostok at the time of this event and was unable to fly back to Kunashir until the forces had conducted their initial investigation.

			“Sir,” the pilot called out over a radio connected to his headphones. “We’re getting a report of a discovery just south of this location. Based on what they’ve found, you may want to look.”

			

			“Take me there.”

			Less than a few kilometers south of the dead industrial cargo ship, the helicopter set down on an expansive beach. Even for June, the air seemed particularly cool. Locals warned you could still get sunburned through the overcast sky. Major Orlov had his doubts.

			On the beach ahead of him, a local Ainu fisherman held a leash attached to a hefty Akita. The dog reared to its hind legs and barked as the owner yanked, struggling to control the animal. Two soldiers inspected a dark item in the sand as the major approached.

			A soldier popped to attention and saluted. “Major, this man’s dog found this earlier.” The soldier gestured to an object half-submerged in the sand.

			Major Orlov, in his working boots, green operational camouflage uniform, and light blue beret, carefully stepped forward. The soldier reached down and revealed a large black bag. It yawned as the soldier released the metal teeth of the zipper.

			Major Orlov took in the sight. “Is that what I think it is?”

			The gentle waves of the Sea of Okhosk brushed the shore behind him.

			“Yes, sir,” the soldier said softly. “It’s a laptop… and a human head.”

		


		
			

			Chapter 2

			 Snake in the Henhouse

			Mongolküre, East Turkistan

			Kobra Siddik expected remorse or guilt to overwhelm her. Instead, a delayed dump of adrenaline filled her with hope as blood dripped from the rusty weapon in her hand.

			Before her lay a body face down in a lump of chicken droppings. The “poultry man,” as Kobra had come to call him, oversaw operations at the chicken-breeding facility in the town of Mongolküre. The man also managed the employees, employees that were conveniently provided by the Chinese government, employees who all seemed to be women, women the poultry man groomed over their tenure at the vocational training center.

			He promised them better amenities, better food, even cell phones to talk to their families, if they would just do him a favor or two. These favors always took place inside the facility, late at night, when the guards he paid off were willing to turn a blind eye.

			Kobra had always known killing the poultry man would be the easiest part of her escape. It was the other half of her mission, the part that actually mattered, where she had the most concern. Now, she just needed to get away with espionage and murder—crimes the Chinese government would inevitably label as acts of terrorism at the hands of a Uyghur Muslim, adding fuel to the cultural inferno consuming her homeland.

			It was just past midnight in Zhaosu County, an isolated farming community on a prairie nestled between the Tian Shan, or Heaven’s Mountains, in far western China. Until eighty years earlier, when the Chinese annexed the region with the help of the Soviet Union, it had been the ancestral home of the Uyghur, who drew their lineage from the Turkic empires and nomad kingdoms.

			The land had been called many names over the centuries—Xiyu, Moghulistan, Altishahr, Kashgaria. To China it was just Xinjiang, a Mandarin Chinese word that translated to “new territory.” Now, instead of the tribes who had tamed the region for generations, the Han Chinese and the Communist Party dictated resources, land, and people to feed an insatiable desire to assimilate all minority nationalities.

			Several weeks earlier, when Kobra had arrived at the “vocational training center” after her arrest near the city of Urumqi, the bony and long-limbed chicken wrangler had eyed her from the get-go. He wasn’t subtle with his interest, constantly commenting on how she had a “feminine yet sturdy frame” and how the veins protruding from her forearms after years of heavy labor meant she would make a “great asset for the Party.” It seemed Kobra, who was not a Chinese citizen, only half Uyghur on her mother’s side, and partially scarred on her face from an acid attack when she was a child, was the perfect match for the lovelorn animal husbandry specialist. She possessed the most important trait in his eyes: Kobra was trapped.

			But the man acting as a fox in the henhouse would soon be beguiled by a serpent, a snake who feigned weakness to draw her enemies close, even allowing them to partially consume her before she struck. A pit viper in the form of a woman named Kobra.

			She did it while he fiddled with his pants, expecting her to linger meekly while he prepared for a romantic romp amidst the sawdust, feathers, and bird scat.

			Instead, he got the business end of half a pair of scissors severing his vocal cord and a second thrust in his left ear, scrambling his brain like the eggs he supplied to town.

			He gurgled and convulsed for only a moment, then became still, the sawdust absorbing his blood before it could pool beneath his skinny body. Aside from the occasional murmur, the chickens remained surprisingly silent, perched in their coops for the night, unaware the dictator of their fate had succumbed to his own.

			Kobra knelt and took several deep breaths to calm her nerves. She had been in combat before. She had seen war. But killing someone like this was more personal than any of that had ever been. Before her eyes, the spark of life left the man’s body. And it took part of her with it. But Kobra didn’t need that part of herself anymore—the part that still felt there was a line she wouldn’t cross to make her captors pay.

			Kobra exhaled her doubt, drew a breath of conviction, and set to the next phase of her mission. Pulling at the shirt of the now dead agriculturalist, she wiped his blood off her hands, unclipped the ring of keys attached to his pants, and slid them into her pocket. She searched his pants and found a phone with a Kazakhstan SIM card. It was the reward the poultry man had promised in exchange for a midnight encounter. She then rolled his body on its side to relieve him of his jacket and slipped it on to cover the Communist Party–issued gray attire that made her look like an inmate. Because that’s exactly what she was.

			But not for long.

			

			Using his keys, she accessed the northern gate and crept out into the brisk open air. She blinked hard to adjust to the dim lights illuminating the outer compound and the moonless night beyond. The poultry man’s truck was parked only a couple dozen meters away, just where he always put it.

			The gate groaned as she guided it shut. The final click seemed to echo louder than any sound she had ever heard. She took her first step, attempting to walk naturally toward the truck, fighting the urge to sprint, to get to freedom as fast as possible. She needed to avoid the suspicion of any potential sentry roaming the grounds.

			Within moments, she entered the vehicle and years of the poultry man’s scent wafted from the seat cushions as she sat. She gagged once at his memory. She gagged again at the thought of how the blade had grated across the cartilage in his throat. She swallowed hard before she had the chance to lose her stomach, composing herself enough to turn over the engine to the Tata Super Ace mini stake truck, awakening it from its nap. The tiny two-seater cabin felt tight even for a 5'1" woman like Kobra, and the stake bed behind her was conveniently loaded with boxes, creating the façade of a delivery. She checked the fuel and gauged the likelihood of this vehicle accomplishing the trek ahead.

			“Half a tank. More than enough,” she said to herself between heavy breaths, barely hearing her own voice over her heartbeat thumping in her ears.

			She put the vehicle in gear and lightly applied the gas, pulling away from the compound housing the other incarcerated Uyghur, their Han captors, and the corpse on the floor with a chunk of defecated cereal grains and coagulated blood corking the hole in his neck. After a few turns, she placed herself southbound on the Yizhao (S237) Highway toward town.

			

			There were no streetlights, and considering the hour, she wouldn’t have to worry about anyone else on the road. That made her more concerned. After the many late nights he spent with his “employees,” she could only hope the authorities were used to seeing the poultry man driving his truck through town after hours. There was only one way to find out. She kept her assassin’s tool at the ready just in case and pressed on.

			The little white truck puttered along the highway and into the more densely populated area, passing the dimly lit blue and green homes of the Uyghur, homes that were now inhabited by at least one Han Chinese, each in concurrence with a government policy called the “Three Togethers.”

			Eat together. Live together. Labor together.

			To accomplish this, authorities in the Chinese government implemented the “home stay” policy. Loyal Han Chinese members of the Communist Party would be assigned to live with Uyghur families as “relatives” to affirm sufficient assimilation into Chinese society. Many times, these government-appointed relatives worked at the same factories as the Uyghur men. Reverence toward Islam or the use of any language other than Mandarin Chinese was forbidden. Any impression to the contrary resulted in a free trip to a vocational training center. Even the refusal to drink alcohol or the scruff of a beard would be a violation of the Three Togethers. In some cases, Uyghur were forced to marry their Han Chinese relatives. Modern day prima nocta. Those they couldn’t marry off suffered mandatory sterilization campaigns and perfunctory abortions that had also become the norm.

			Kobra had just discovered at the training center days earlier that things were about to get worse, but not just for her people or Xinjiang. Global power was about to teeter off-balance and she had the evidence to prove it. She just needed to get out.

			They’ll pay, Mother, Kobra thought. I’ll make sure the world knows what they did to you.

		


		
			

			Chapter 3

			Nomad

			San Diego, California, USA

			Nomad: @Vudu Trigger met. Need you to remote in.

			Vudu: Rgr. Connecting now. ETA?

			Nomad: Two hours. How’s the heartbeat?

			Vudu: No response. Stand by.

			Nomad: We gotta get these radios working. I have a good connection to mine. But we’ll need all three to do the job.

			Vudu: Give us a sec.

			Damn, comms.

			“Sparks, you gettin’ anything?”

			Sparks’s fiery-red hair suffered a terminal case of bedhead. When he got the call from Voodoo hours earlier to get to work, he didn’t hesitate to clean himself up. Kinda like a dog being roused from sleep with the word “walk.”

			He shook his head in frustration. “Nothing.”

			Sitting within the warehouse of the Directorate—a secretive research branch within US Naval Special Warfare, Voodoo and Sparks manned computers against a large concrete wall.

			Behind them, what could have been a crime scene of robotics projects lay strewn across metal tables. Carbon fiber arms for drones littered the corner. On the shelves lining the walls, coffin-sized Pelican cases contained unmanned aircraft. And beside them, caged in smaller enclosures, lurked Voodoo’s newest pet. Something he liked to refer to as “Rainmaker.” Voodoo, a go-to subject matter expert and tech savant, had spent the past two decades with Naval Special Warfare. He led a crack team of hackers and wrench-turners, always ready to solve the world’s problems at the drop of a hat.

			Voodoo stared at the prompt on the black screen and took a sip from a Red Bull. The cursor on the command terminal ticked like an impatient finger.

			“I hate these last-minute ops, Voodoo.”

			“No, you don’t.”

			“You’re right. This is awesome. I just hope we don’t jack things up.”

			“That’s the spirit. Now get me a heartbeat, Sparks.”

			The mission, like all the other ops initiated by Lieutenant Eric “Frisco” Francisco, began with a call late in the night. Or early in the morning depending on who’s telling the story.

			—

			Ten hours earlier Voodoo’s phone had vibrated. He reached out, his eyes struggling to make sense of the text on the screen.

			Voodoo’s voice croaked as he answered the call. “What did you step in this time?”

			“Why do I always have to be stepping in something, bro-chacho?”

			“Because that’s what you do. You never call me early in the morning unless it’s serious. Or you wanna cuddle.”

			

			Frisco chuckled. “Hey, I was drunk and it was just that once.”

			“Does that mean you didn’t step in something?”

			“I’m not sure yet.”

			“If you’re calling in the middle of the night, you better be pretty dang sure.” Voodoo rubbed his eyes with one hand before reaching out to make contact with the back cushion of a couch. The one in the warehouse. Voodoo was at the Directorate.

			“How far away are you from work?” Frisco asked.

			Apparently not far. “This can’t wait a few hours?”

			“I need your eyes on this. It’s time sensitive.”

			“You calling from VA Beach?” Voodoo asked.

			“Yeah. Plan to be wheels up later on today. Flying commercial.”

			“What’s going on?”

			“I need you to check high side. Then call me from a secure line. I’ll text you the number. How long will it take you to get to your computer at work?” Frisco asked, referring to the secure network required for sharing classified information.

			“About five minutes.”

			“Did you fall asleep on the couch again?”

			Voodoo sat up and flipped a lamp on. “I was in the middle of a project.”

			“Perfect. I really need a fresh set of eyes on this.”

			“If you want fresh eyes you should let me go back to sleep.”

			“Sorry. This can’t wait.”

			Voodoo groaned. “I better get a good cuddle out of this.”

			“Buy me a drink first and we’ll see where things go.”

			“You’re such a tease.”

			Frisco ended the call.

			Still in a pair of black Marine Corps–style shorts referred to as “silkies” and a tan shirt, Voodoo searched the floor with his feet for his NOBULL cross-trainers. His foot hit a bottle of prescription meds.

			It had only been a couple hours since Voodoo had taken his nightly cocktail of medication. The side effects of the drugs made his commitment to check his computer that much more of a trial.

			A text arrived from Frisco. Voodoo memorized the phone number in the message, then made his way upstairs. He scanned his badge, typed in his PIN, and waited for the click signifying the door to the SCIF had been unlocked. The Secure Compartmentalized Information Facility stored computers for accessing the most sensitive information at the Directorate.

			Links forwarded from intelligence personnel at Frisco’s parent command floated to the top of Voodoo’s inbox.

			They ranged from publicly available information to highly classified reports. Caveats assigned to weapons of mass destruction lined the top of some. But a logistics report in the last document caused Voodoo’s temperature to rise. A storage container of equipment Voodoo had given to Frisco somehow found its way to Central Asia.

			What the hell?

			Voodoo snagged the phone and whipped it back to his ear. He dialed the number Frisco sent him earlier.

			Within seconds, Frisco answered. “So, are you in?”

			“When exactly were you gonna tell me the gear I lent you is on the other side of the planet?”

			“Slow down, bro-nado. We’ll get to that. Do you still have the master ground control station there at the warehouse?”

			“Of course I do. But I can’t imagine Buck would be excited about tasking me to—”

			“This isn’t coming from my CO. It’s coming from much higher than that. Do you remember someone named Miles Johnson?”

			Voodoo thought for a moment. “Isn’t that the CIA Chief of Station from Japan?”

			“Exactly.”

			“You’re getting tasking from him?”

			Frisco said, “No… and yes. So, you never met Miles, right?”

			“In Japan? No. I was running around looking for a kidnap victim, remember?” Half Japanese himself, Voodoo had been able to infiltrate areas more easily than other team members on that mission.

			“And hiding in love hotels. Let’s not forget that little nugget,” Frisco replied.

			“How could I not?”

			“You still haven’t told me exactly what you did there,” Frisco said.

			“I built a thermite bomb out of a battery. What else do you do in a Hello Kitty–themed love den?”

			“That is by far the most Voodoo thing you have ever said. Anyway, Miles has an agent named Nomad that needs remote support on your gear. Gear that I lent them a month back.”

			“Gear that I lent you two months back. Not cool, Frisco.”

			“You’ll forgive me in a minute. From what Miles has said to me, this Nomad guy is working on something related to AI. Miles also wants the people involved in the op in Japan last year to help with this as well.”

			“I thought most of what happened in Japan was swept under the rug? SAP’d or something like that.”

			“If it’s not SAP’d now, I definitely see a Special Access Program classification in our near future,” Frisco replied.

			A year earlier, Voodoo, Frisco, and several other members of their team found themselves in a high-stakes battle over a powerful form of artificial intelligence referred to as the God Algorithm. A scientist named Dr. Taka Hawkins had been kidnapped, and her mentor, Dr. Kenzo Ichikawa, murdered. It had been up to Voodoo and Frisco to track down the culprits and recover Dr. Hawkins. If Miles wanted their team specifically on this new mission, then this Nomad agent had likely aggravated an AI hornet’s nest.

			“Back to the point, Miles has been promoted and is now running a larger task force and we’re being pulled in. You’re my ride-or-die, so I’m not getting into any of this unless I know you’ve got my back. Miles has already de-conflicted with leadership. Your boss should have a Request for Support and an approved CONOP in his inbox.”

			“Are you saying I’m cleared hot to chase this thing down?” Voodoo asked.

			“Hotter than Stu Slater covered in baby oil.”

			Voodoo pictured their massive friend Stu, all six feet, eight inches and three hundred pounds of him, standing on a beach like a hairy, blond 1950s body builder. “Well, when you put it like that—”

			“Aren’t you glad I woke you up?” Frisco asked.

			“Now that you’ve got me picturing Stu all slathered in baby oil, I’m not so sure.”

			Frisco laughed.

			Voodoo continued, “I’ll go through the rest of these reports again, then contact Nomad. What’re you gonna do?”

			“I’m grabbing Stu and some guys from the platoon and prepping for Kyrgyzstan of all places. But not before a quick stop at North Island.”

			“What the heck is in Kyrgyzstan?” Voodoo asked.

			“An easy path to sneak into Kazakhstan. We can’t telegraph our intent, so we’re flying into Bishkek, then crossing over the mountains and around to Almaty. The specifics are still hazy. We’ll know more after your op with Nomad.”

			

			“So, this is another recovery operation?”

			“No. OPE. I think.” Operational Preparation of the Environment, or OPE as it was commonly known, was a means of intelligence collection in preparation for future operations.

			Voodoo asked, “You prepping for anything in particular?”

			“That all depends on whether you can get comms up on your gear. Oh, there’s one more thing. Miles wants to speak with us. Personally.”

			“When are we gonna have time for that?”

			“I need you to crush this mission first. Stakes are high on this one.”

			“I’m on it.” Voodoo took a deep breath. “I’ve got one last question. Probably the most important of all.”

			“Send it.”

			“When do we cuddle?”

				—

			From that moment on, Voodoo and Sparks hadn’t stopped moving. Hours of anticipation were leading to something big. They just weren’t sure what. Nomad was cagey on specifics. Most likely because of where they were operating.

			After connecting with Nomad, they had conducted a low-level comms check and ops test of the equipment, then Nomad packed the gear for transit. Voodoo and Sparks went on standby.

			“I’ve got a ping,” Sparks said. “Thank God.”

			Connections via Starlink satellites and Silvus MANET radios reached across the planet and shook hands. The impatient command prompt on Voodoo’s screen vomited a stream of IP addresses. Then came the lines Voodoo and Sparks had been waiting for.

			Fugitive online…

			

			Vagrant online…

			Outlaw online…

			“The gang’s all here. Time to let ’er rip, tater chip.” Sparks slammed a handful of Licky Chewies into his mouth.

			Voodoo grabbed a wireless Xbox controller, then adjusted a virtual reality headset into place. “Ready?”

			Sparks slipped on his own headset, a goofy grin smeared across his face. “Let’s get weird.”

		


		
			

			Chapter 4

			Flight

			Somewhere Over North America

			The tedious mosey of passengers boarding a commercial airline always frustrated Frisco. It wasn’t the tight quarters or the potential grab bag of idiots that may become his traveling companion for the duration of the flight. It was the pedestrian nature of commercial travel itself. The compact seating, the hairy arm he always ended up rubbing against in the middle seat, the excited group of high school students screaming across the aisles to their friends about some stupid post on TikTok.

			This flight in particular, Frisco found himself on edge. It was the second leg on their flight and still another three hours before they arrived in San Diego. A period wherein anything on the ground could happen. They may lose their lead. Intelligence may be compromised. Someone may die.

			As all this went through his head, a large person squeezed into the window seat and Frisco’s mind wandered.

			What if this flight ditches in water? How is that person supposed to get off the plane?

			It was less a question of judgment, but practicality. Years of training had taught Frisco to prepare for all contingencies. Frisco ran several scenarios through his head, then shook the thoughts from his mind.

			He checked his phone.

			Data rates had dropped to nothing. Voodoo had taught Frisco enough about cell phones for him to understand that all those people jammed into one spot would overwhelm the serving cell tower.

			He fired off a text to Voodoo.

			Message failed.

			He would have to wait until they were in the air when he could attach to the airline’s in-service Wi-Fi, something he both dreaded and hated due to possible security issues.

			He thumbed his phone out of habit. A message from his daughter caught his attention.

			“I hope you win the war you can never tell us about, Daddy,” the message read.

			Frisco imagined his ten-year-old daughter, Camille, and the warm hugs she always had waiting for him when he got home. Then came the inevitable pang of guilt any father feels when they are away from their children and the internal debate as to whether selfless service for his country was more about being selfish than being of service. “Don’t forget,” his wife would tell him, “these missions, whatever they happen to be, may be the most important thing that you do. But they are not the most important thing in your life.”

			Before his thoughts could wander any further a familiar face caught his attention. Or rather, a familiar shape. A beast of a human being filled the aisle ahead of him and Frisco couldn’t help but smile.

			Stu.

			The massive blond monster had to turn sideways to wiggle his way down the aisle.

			Frisco chuckled to himself as he thought, Forget that other person, how the hell does Stu get himself off this plane in the event of a water landing?

			Behind Stu, several other shooters boarded the plane. More cogs to support the military machine in motion.

			Frisco and three other shooters filled four aisle seats. They had arranged this intentionally. They needed to be able to use this flight to plan. Farther forward on the plane, at least eight others took their seats.

			“Did they let you buy two tickets for this flight, Stu? Or are you just gonna have to suck it up?” Frisco joked.

			Stu grumbled. Big dudes like Stu hated commercial travel too. He looked like a grown man in a highchair. All Stu needed was a bowl of SpaghettiOs to set the scene.

			Frisco checked his phone again. A spinning icon notified him of an essentially zero-bits-per-second data rate.

			Now I know how Buck feels being in the rear.

			Commander “Buck” Buchanan, Frisco’s commanding officer, had long since promoted himself off the battlefield, as every military officer does eventually. In the special operations community, this happened at the rank of O-4. Frisco wasn’t looking forward to those days for himself. Enlisted guys could stay in the game longer unless their bodies started giving out on them. The “specwar curse” as they called it. Rucking with heavy weight, diving on rocks at land warfare training in the desert of Southern California, skimming across the ocean in a three-feet sea state on a fast-attack craft and smashing your spine. None of these activities led to a life long-lived in the teams. Frisco knew his days were numbered. But that tally still had a lot of figures left.

			Frisco’s thoughts drifted to Voodoo, eventually landing on memories of the events in Japan a little over a year earlier. How Frisco nearly destroyed his career and almost cost the lives of his team members to get the “mission accomplished.” How Buck skillfully twisted the narrative to take all the credit.

			I won’t make that mistake again, Frisco thought. I’ll make sure credit goes to whomever deserves it. I’ll be better at that this time.

			Before he knew it, the flight was airborne. Frisco activated the enterprise security solutions in the form of a VPN, then connected to the dirty internet of the inflight Wi-Fi.

			Frisco: Whatta ya got, Voodoo?

			Vudu: Getting into position now. I’ll give you an update when something happens. Pushing via talk to text.

			Frisco: check.

			Frisco exhaled sharply. He darted a pensive glance at the carpet in the aisle, staring at the LED lights lining the walkway. Voodoo’s got this. We’re good, he reassured himself.

			A massive hand nudged him in the shoulder. Stu had that look on his face he gets when he wants something. That look meant food, or dip, or ammo. You could never really tell with Stu. It was like being friends with an armed Rottweiler.

			“Voodoo’s got it,” Frisco said. “He’ll update us if something happens.”

			Stu nodded in response. Frisco guessed right, apparently. Good thing Stu didn’t want ammo…

			Across the aisle, Frisco heard, “No, dude, if you’re running with the JPC, you gotta be more intentional with your second-line gear. That’s why I don’t understand why you’re obsessed with suspenders,” Mason said to Kenny Mitchell, one of the platoon shooters sitting next to him.

			They had been going at it for a while. Given the time, shooters have the unique ability to gab about their kit forever. The topic is like watching a group of millennial housewives dish about an episode of The Bachelor. Body armor, pouch orientation, magazine load out, cable management. All fair game.

			“No way. I can’t stand having crap hanging from my pants. Suspenders all day long.”

			The conversation went on for a while longer before it drifted onto sea stories of past platoons, to previous deployments. Mason recounted being dragged into the Hobbit House in the Philippines when they were new guys.

			“And that’s where I met Sherry. Love of my life for at least four hours. All three feet of her.” The big Hispanic operator grinned.

			Kenny burst out laughing.

			Mason Gallegos. His name was synonymous with a number of legacies in the teams. His father was a frogman, just like him. They became famous when, shortly after Mason got assigned to his first platoon, his father and he decided to get drunk at the Gaslamp District in downtown San Diego to celebrate. They got into a fight with some SDSU football players and found themselves in cuffs. Instead of going to jail, they managed to run off and jumped into the San Diego Bay. Somehow, they were able to kick glide their way through the murky water all the way over to Coronado, sloppy drunk and handcuffed the entire time.

			No one would ever doubt Mason’s skill in combat. But over the years Mason continued to be a less-than-ideal choice for leadership. Each combat deployment presented yet another questionable mark on his record. Mood swings. Domestic issues with his ex-wife. Getting sent to disciplinary review boards for questionable behavior downrange. The list went on and on. But Mason also had friends in high places. Friends that could pull strings when things got tight. Friends like Commander Buck Buchanan.

			Eventually, the conversation made its way back to the present.

			A flight attendant arrived with in-flight drinks and Frisco requested bottled water. As he did, he made eye contact with Mason, who pumped his eyebrows, then used the opportunity to sneak several whiskey cocktails off the attendant’s cart.

			Frisco frowned. Then a message arrived on his phone.

			Vudu: Target is en route. ETA 2 mikes.

			Frisco shifted in his chair as if reorienting himself to write a text message would somehow put him in the fight about to start in two minutes and thousands of miles away.

			Vudu: Here we go.

			Frisco turned to Stu. “It’s starting.”

			Mason fired a shot of whiskey down the pipe before spinning around. “Hopefully that turd doesn’t jack things up.”

			Stu leaned into the aisle to make eye contact with Mason, the stern look on Stu’s face informing Mason of his displeasure.

			“Just sayin’. We’d be better off if we had a shooter there. We can’t have some tech dicking things up on the ground a continent away.”

			“You got a problem with Voodoo? I thought you deployed together?” Frisco said, glancing up from his phone.

			

			Mason shifted his eyes to meet Frisco’s, only to be drawn in by Stu, whose disapproving stare intensified.

			“That was a long time ago. It’s always best to have one of us there regardless. Why send a sheep when you can send a wolf?”

			“We’re good, bro-migo,” Frisco deflected.

			Mason retreated to his phone. Frisco made a mental note.

			Then came the next text.

			Vudu: TIC

			Troops in Contact.

			Voodoo’s in a firefight?

			Frisco always found it funny they referred to it as “troops in contact,” as if the enemy is reaching out with a gentle hand to communicate, and not slinging lead from a concealed position. Instead of pounding away, demanding answers, Frisco took another deep breath. He knew Voodoo wouldn’t fail. He just had no idea how. It wasn’t the immediate task at hand that vexed Frisco. It was the supplemental actions that had him the most concerned. The AI war they stumbled upon in Japan had followed them home. And now, Frisco couldn’t shake the idea that it threatened to drag them away once again. They were lucky no one died last time. But what if their luck was about to run out?

		


		
			

			Chapter 5

			The Tekes River

			Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region

			Zhaosu County, China

			Kobra sweated through several police checkpoints that paid her no mind before hitting the open road on the south part of town. Cameras on every corner registered the license plate of her vehicle and verified it against China’s Social Credit System. The system confirmed the vehicle belonging to a citizen of no concern, just as Kobra hoped.

			The Indian Tata mini truck had only a few dozen ponies under the hood, and some refused to leave the stable. She opted to not push it, choosing prudence as her virtue of choice if she wanted any hope crossing the expansive prairie ahead. Rain had been light leading up to this summer, so at least the roads were dry.

			I’ll make it, Mother. I promise.

			Over the next three hours, Kobra white-knuckled the steering wheel, the truck tracing the underdeveloped roadways as they cut through the high prairie grasslands until she reached Boma Town, where the poltergeist of potential checkpoints lurked behind every corner.

			In the faint glow of the morning light, she could see her destination in the distance. The Tekes River. She was almost there.

			Come on. You can make it.

			The candle of hope flickering in her heart grew brighter. She allowed herself a faint smile, which she caught in the rearview mirror. In the reflection, one half of her face that was still untarnished by the world, the half that still resembled her mother, smiled back. And on the other, scarred flesh from acid burns paralyzed the muscles in her mouth and cheek. Even if she wanted to be completely happy, half a smile was all she could ever give. And for most of her life, even that seemed like more than she could muster.

			Stay focused, she chastised. The crooked grin vanished from her face as her eyes latched back onto the road. Moments of elation, no matter how small, constantly fleeted Kobra’s life— glimmers of light in a world of darkness that seemed to vanish as quickly as they appeared. If the scars on her face failed to remind her, the world eventually would. She could never let her guard down.

			A flash caught her attention. It was almost dawn and the sun prepared to crawl over the horizon as two headlights shifted their beams in her direction. She stayed the course, maintained her speed. Her palms grew cold and sweaty with each passing second.

			The vehicle drew closer until suddenly blue police lights popped on. Sirens blared. Kobra mashed the accelerator, and the gas-powered mule grumbled at her demands, then acquiesced, picking up the pace to a respectable clip.

			The patrol car pulled within twenty meters. Kobra’s eyes jumped from the road ahead to the empty expanse to her left where she knew the Tekes River flowed, and on its opposing bank, Kazakhstan awaited.

			With one hand on the wheel, she retrieved her phone and powered it on, hoping the Kazakhstani SIM card she manipulated from her murder victim earlier that night would be able to connect to the network on the other side of the border and allow her to communicate with her handler.

			One cellular service bar peeked its lonely head, indicating she was within range and had enough bandwidth for at least a text. She activated the talk-to-text feature.

			“I am almost at the river, but I am not alone,” she said. The text obediently whooshed off to its destination.

			The police car pulled within a few meters, sirens wailing. Kobra swerved to keep the vehicle from drawing close or conducting a PIT maneuver to force her off the road. The wheels of her truck slipped on the gravel one second, then slammed into potholes the next, flinging the cargo on the back of the truck free and onto the windshield of the car behind. The patrol car swerved and slowed before reengaging.

			Doubt filled her mind as she considered all the potential outcomes. Would she even make it to the river? If she did, would the current be too strong? Too cold? Would the Americans be there like they promised?

			Please, don’t abandon me. Not again.

			Less than half a kilometer from her destination, Kobra veered hard off the road and into the thick grass of the prairie until the mini truck could drive no farther. Leaping from her steed, she rolled into the thicket before bounding to her feet and into a dead sprint.

			The police car slid to a halt only seconds later.

			“Zhanzu!” Chinese voices screamed. Stop!

			Pop! Pop!

			Bullets cracked the cool morning air and Kobra instinctively dropped to all fours, scrambling forward in a bear crawl before launching forward into a crouched sprint.

			More rounds snapped by her head as she approached the thickening trees beside the river. The sky above her began to glow with morning light. The Tian Shan mountains in the distance stood stoic.

			Almost there.

			The flow of the river rushed into her ears as she arrived at the bank. It was just light enough for her to identify the landmark: a unique sandbar beside an oxbow lake. In the middle, the silhouette of a gnarled tree bowed beside the river. Its shape reminded her of a repentant woman seeking supplication, beckoning Kobra on a path to salvation.

			The voices of her assailants lagged a hundred meters behind. She checked her phone, relieved to see a text.

			Help is standing by. Get across the border.

			A lightning bolt of relief momentarily struck her before her mouth snapped shut and she clenched her teeth in preparation for what she knew she needed to do next: get across the frigid Tekes River.

			She pulled a plastic bag out of her pocket as she ran and shoved the phone inside, praying to keep it dry enough to survive the swim ahead. She couldn’t see anyone waiting for her, but her handler said help would be waiting. But what? The opposing bank appeared empty.

			Please don’t abandon me.

			She stuck her left foot into the water and the icy chill stung her skin through her shoe and sock. Her second foot hit the water and she plunged to her waist, driving forward across the border, to Kazakhstan, to freedom.

			A large mass abruptly smashed against her from behind, driving her face-first into the water. The icy mountain runoff forced the air from her lungs as the weight of two men shoved her down, then ripped her out of the river in a violent inverted baptism before snapping her back onto the beach.

			She ejected water from her nose and mouth before coughing forcibly. An officer drove his foot into her rib, intercepting the breath she intended to catch.

			“Ni xiang qu nar, jianhuo?” one of the officers yelled. Where do you think you’re going, slut?

			Unable to breathe, unable to scream, her mind flushed white with panic, only to ignite into anger.

			Men’s shapes blurred around her. Three at least. More probably on the way. She reached out with her hand to fend off the blows and steady herself before the officers gripped her wrists and drove her into the mud.

			A border agent’s boot clipped her nose, sharp pain filled her skull, nausea poured into her gut. Blood filled her eyes. But nothing hurt more than being so close to freedom, only to have it beaten out of her.

			They forced her to a kneeling position.

			She hacked, jettisoning a glob of blood onto one officer, who reeled in disgust. He thanked her with the back of his hand.

			Was she alone with her captors? Was no one coming?

			The officers manhandled her, probing her clothes for contraband between close-handed strikes and knees to the gut. A hand plucked the bloody weapon she used hours earlier from her pocket.

			Kobra went numb. Sooner or later, whether it be through capital punishment or a single bullet and the flagrant disposal of her body in the river, her life and mission were over. Yet, even with reality settling upon her with the weight of the granite Tian Shan mountains around her, the flame of hope burned with defiance.

			Her attackers refused to relent. They wrestled away her strength like a pack of wild dogs wearing down their prey before consuming its flesh.

			Then a pack of a different kind arrived.

			

			“What the hell is that?” one of the officers yelled, gesturing toward the water.

			Her captors froze, staring agape.

			Kobra blinked to clear her eyes. Another hard blink and she gained perspective. Something was moving in the water. Something dark. Something alive.

			At first, Kobra thought it was floating, then she realized what was really happening: it was creeping along the riverbed, cleaving an eddy. But what was it?

			One thing was clear: it was not human.

			An officer took a tentative step forward to get a better look.

			That was when another shape appeared in the water, then another. With a splash, an amphibious assault unit of three four-legged creatures emerged from the meandering liquid and darted onto the dry earth, abruptly shifting their gait from a cautious advance to an aggressive assault.

			Shick shook, shick shook, shick shook.

			The officers lurched backward. Before them, man-made machines resembling headless German shepherds pawed through the mud and grass. As they drew closer, Kobra recognized the real reason the officers retreated in horror: the dogs were armed. They maneuvered individually in fluid yet mechanized strafing motions singular in their purpose to flank their prey in preparation for a kill. Three kills to be exact.

			Shick shook, shick shook.

			An involuntary smile struck Kobra’s face, and this time, she allowed the joy to linger, not even closing her lips to swallow the blood accumulating in her mouth. The flame of hope raged into a fire.

			The dumbstruck police dawdled in paralyzed fear before mustering the wherewithal to haul ass. Too late.

			She watched as mechanical appendages swiftly navigated the metal devil dogs on their cold-hearted mission to eliminate their target.

			Shick shook, shick shook. The weaponized abominations corralled the wild human game scurrying for their lives.

			Kobra gingerly rose to her knees, then angled her injured body to her feet and stepped into the flowing waters before her, to wash away the sins and filth, to bridge the distance dividing her from oppression in China and salvation on the opposing bank.

			All the while, atop the Heaven’s Mountains, the long-forgotten ancestors of the kingdom once called Xiyu, Moghulistan, Altishahr, and Kashgaria welcomed their lost daughter back into the arms of freedom.
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