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He who is present at a wrongdoing and lifts not a hand to prevent it, is as guilty as the wrongdoers.

—Omaha Proverb
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OLD EBBITT GRILL

WASHINGTON, D.C.

June 20, Thursday

8:04 p.m.

THE COLLECTIVE MOOD IN the downstairs Cabinet Room was glum. In spite of the promise of epicurean delights in one of Washington D.C.'s most highly-rated restaurants, the assembly of carefully selected individuals shifted restlessly in their chairs, conversations limited. Myron Bentley sulked at the head of the table, staring into the depths of his Pinot Grigio while the waiter noted his fellow lobbyists' respective orders.

They knew, as did he.

Mahogany cloaked walls consumed the soft light, complementing his thoughts. He sipped his wine, perusing the invitees. Only those in the elite innermost circle even knew the facility existed.

PURF would house but a fraction of his fellows, who'd be identified via lottery. Those privileged to occupy Phase One had already been chosen by the powers-that-be.

He was not among them.

Some would get in through the proverbial backdoor, one way or another.

Especially former Congressmen. 

His own position, however, along with thousands of others, was tenuous.

Few present were union fans, but everyone understood the principle. When people were treated unfairly, banding together could wield influential power.

The waiter headed for the stairs.

Myron signaled his colleague, Calvin Nielsen, to close the door. Like himself, Calvin didn't make the first cut.

Even more egregious given the facility was his idea in the first place.

They exchanged knowing looks as the man resumed his seat.

Wine glass in hand, Myron arose from the head of the table and stepped behind the dais. His spoon kissed the crystal's rim.

The din grew still.

"Your attention, please, gentlemen," he stated. "We're gathered here this evening to consider a proposal. It will secure our positions as influencers, increase our status among the citizenry at large, and most important, provide resources to protect us, our livelihood, and earned benefits, should the need arise."

"Hear, hear!" someone called, to which all raised their glasses in a spontaneous toast.

As the din diminished Calvin prompted, "Okay, Myron, old boy. Let's hear it. What are you up to now?"

A hint of a smile teased Myron's thin lips.

"I'll get right to the point. As you all know, it will take several budget cycles before PURF is complete. As long as it remains buried in the black budget we're relatively safe. But nothing in this world is static. Without military or national security justification, sooner or later its existence will leak out. When it does, public opinion will not be in our favor."

The room rumbled as attendees murmured agreement. Crystal sang, demanding silence.

"It's essential to protect our interests," Myron went on. "To do so, I propose the creation of a nonprofit. Its charter will reflect the official purpose of training new lobbyists in existing law. It will also support a public relations sector to solicit public opinion and promote the service we provide by informing lawmakers of their diverse wishes. When we convince the citizenry we're on their side, future funding problems should disappear."

Muffled laughter cast a knowing shadow. In the majority of cases, lobbyists represented multibillion dollar corporations. The few human rights and environmental groups who conducted such activities not only depended on donations for survival, but were noticeably absent.

Myron's smile likewise defied containment. Thus, he allowed the chuckles to continue while he mustered the appropriate level of solemnity to finish his speech.

Everyone present had been carefully picked, then required to show government-issue photo ID for admittance. However unlikely it might be that anyone would foolishly record the proceedings for subsequent upload on YouTube, the façade needed to be maintained.

The room grew still.

Myron continued, "I propose annual dues of a thousand dollars per member. If five thousand join, which is roughly half our ranks, we'll have the needed resources." He battled another conspiratorial smile, then added, "Come what may."

The Lobbyist Opportunity League would have their back. Even those who'd already secured a comfortable place in PURF's luxury accommodations couldn't argue the benefits.

The organization's acronym had likewise been carefully selected to reflect what went on behind closed doors.

LOL.

Seek the ways of the eagle, not the wren.

—Omaha Saying



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


1. Decisions
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BELTON COUNTY PARK

LAKE WILSON RECREATION AREA

COLORADO ROCKIES

June 24, Sunday

12:23 p.m.

PINE NEEDLES WHISPERED IN the stiff summer breeze, Lake Wilson dancing with waves that teased the shore. For Sara Reynolds, however, the view from that picnic table evoked far less pleasant memories. Goosebumps slithered down her arms at the instant replay of Bryan's mangled Silverado at the bottom of Dead Horse Canyon. 

Connie, scooted onto the bench beside her, her father, Will Montgomery, facing them from the opposite side.

He cleared his throat. "Sara? Are you okay?"

Her distant focus shifted from somewhere beyond the rugged mountains flanking the public recreational area.

"Yes, Dad. I'm fine."

"If you're having second thoughts, that's good."

"Actually, no. Quite the opposite." She held his gaze long enough to make a point. "This is where Charlie and I first watched the dashcam videos."

"Oh, honey," Connie said, slipping her arm around her waist. "Maybe we should go somewhere else."

"No. It's good motivation."

Paternal eyes infused with sodium pentothal fixed on hers with that look she'd dreaded since her teens.

"Is this your decision? Or did Bryan force it on you?" he asked. "He's dead, Sara. They tried to kill you, too. More than once. Does he want you dead, too?"

Her eyes didn't waver. "Dad. We've been through this. It's not just Bryan. This information needs to be released. What they did to me is even more reason. People deserve to know."

He scoffed. "C'mon, Sara. Voting records show people couldn't care less. Do you think they approve of the billions sent overseas? The cost of wars? The outrageous million dollar pork barrel projects and legislative favors that keep Congress critters in office? The average person doesn't even know the names of their Congressional reps, much less give a damn."

"Well, I care," she retorted. "And I think they would, too, if they knew."

"That's pretty idealistic, don't you think?"

"Maybe. But I can't let Bryan's work, much less his life, go to waste. If no one cares, then nothing will happen. At least I'll know I did what I could."

"Then will you let this insanity go?" Will persisted, words clipped by the roar of a jet ski bumping across the waves. 

She watched its carefree rider skim the water until the racket faded, its wake slapping the shore. Her eyes reconnected with his.

"He didn't want them to get away with it. Neither do I. But I have no control over that. All I can do is release the information." She straightened with resolve. "If you don't want any part of it, Dad, I get that. I'll just do it myself."

Will rolled his eyes. "I just think you're making a huge mistake." He shook his head in apparent defeat. "You're so stubborn sometimes, Sara."

Connie burst out laughing, bobbed hair dancing in the breeze as her hands covered her mouth. 

His gaze shifted to his wife. "What's so funny?"

"Stubborn? Really, Will? I wonder where she got that?"

The corner of his mouth twitched. "You're right. I never won an argument with her mother, either."

"Haha," she replied. "You know exactly what I mean."

"Whatever," he mumbled, blue eyes back on Sara. "Listen. I can't let you do this by yourself. They'll eat you alive."

"Thank you."

"Doesn't mean I approve. I just want to keep you safe. Okay?"

"Okay."

Her defenses relaxed. Now maybe they could get somewhere.

"We know they're tapping our phones, which is why we left them at the cabin," he said. "So using them for internet access is out. We may have to do this the old-fashioned way. Do you have a printer up here?"

"I do. But we're talking thousands of pages. Snail mail, FedEx, or whatever could be intercepted. Delivering it in person is possible, I suppose. Except WikiLeaks is in Sweden."

"With good reason. Their laws protect journalists from revealing confidential sources. Considering we're on the government's radar, I doubt we could leave the country. Any place around here with public Wi-Fi?" 

"There's a cafe in that little shopping center, next to the grocery store. But they're closed. Both today and tomorrow."

He peered over the top of his bifocals. "Doesn't mean their Wi-Fi isn't working."

Her eyes widened. "True." 

"Okay. Let's do it. Is everything on your laptop?"

"Yes."

"You still have a backup somewhere, just in case?"

She lowered her chin and mirrored his condescending look. "You're kidding, right?"

"No. I'm not. When we get back make another one. You never know." He removed a tiny USB drive from an innocuous looking card in his wallet and handed it over. Sara slipped it in her purse.

"So that's the plan?" Connie asked, hand shading her eyes from the pine-filtered midday sun.

His tone was firm. "We're under surveillance. We can never be sure we disabled everything. Knowing their tactics, driving is risky. Taking both cars might help."

Sara tucked a gust-driven wall of chestnut curls behind her ear. "You know, since that raid the other night, those commandos haven't been back. I don't think they know we found it. Charlie and I were careful what we said and hopefully found all the bugs. With luck, maybe they actually believe I'm moving on with my life, like I told them. Acting normal might be our best bet."

She paused when Connie visibly winced. "What?" 

"This is far from normal, honey. Do you really want to depend on luck?" She turned to her husband. "I'm sure you won't agree, Will, but maybe we should check with Patrice. See what she says."

Sara's eyebrows shot up while her father's dove in the opposite direction. "Really, Connie? Do you honestly think this astrologer friend of yours is accurate enough for a potentially lethal situation?"

Connie shrugged. "She's been spot-on so far."

Sara's mind drifted to the elegant woman with waist-length platinum hair and the many things she helped reveal the past few months. "What other options are there, Dad?"

His objections caved. "What the hell? I've heard worse ideas."

"How should I call her? My phone's back at the cabin and probably bugged."

Will pulled a burner from his jacket's inside pocket. "Here. One call before they find it. Out here, maybe not."

Sara stared at the keypad, then Connie, who fought a smile. "Give me the phone."

Will grunted. "You talk to this woman enough you memorized her number?"

Connie tapped it in, handed the phone back to Sara, then reached across the table to pat his cheek.

"I've been consulting Patrice since before we were married."

"Oh, yeah? How long?"

Her smile vanished. "A few months before Ellen died."

"Oh." He gnawed his lip. "Did it help?"

"Actually, yes. You can't argue with something that works."

"Amen to that," Sara agreed, then turned her attention to the call. "Patrice! Hi! It's Sara Reynolds. Are you busy?"

"Not particularly, sweetie. What can I do for you?"

"We want to, uh, take care of some of that, well—you know—old business. But we need to know if we're being watched. Can you see that?"

"It should show up. Where are you?"

"A few miles outside Falcon Ridge."

"Got it. Hold on."

Sara gave the others a thumbs-up, then watched splashes of sunlight do a table dance while she waited.

"Okay, here's what it looks like," Patrice said. "Right now, you're fine. Judging by the Moon, I'd say you have, oh, about a three or four hour window. You're doing this covertly, right?"

"That's the idea."

"They might be aware, but I don't see anything that'll stop you. My guess is it'll go public in three or four days."

"Perfect! Thanks, Patrice."

She hung up, then relayed the information.

"If we hustle, that's enough to get back to Denver or even Boulder," Will said. "Go somewhere public. It might be best if we're somewhere far away three days from now."

"I don't know, Dad. Maybe we should be in touch with Fox News or someone instead. Might be safer. What do you think?" 

"Possibly. During that delay you should talk to an attorney. At least before going public yourself. I'd hate to see you wind up in prison."

"I wonder if Patrice can see that?" she said, then took back the phone and pressed redial. 

"No, sweetie," Patrice replied. "They'll make a lot of noise, but you'll have enough public support they won't contribute to it by arresting you. You're likely to be seen as some sort of folk heroine. Other enemies are out there, though. You need to be careful. Very careful."

The warning wasn't a surprise, much less anything new. "Right. No prison is good news. Thanks again, Patrice."

"I have another idea," Will said. "There's a group called Judicial Guardian. They investigate government ethics violations, then take them to court. They've sued on behalf of whistleblowers in the past. If you agree, I'd be happy to contact them."

"Sounds perfect, Dad. We can send them the data, too. And a big donation, if it'll help."

"Usually does."

"There's a bunch of Bryan's personal stuff in that bench seat," Sara mused. "Legal documents, photos—things I'd hate to lose. Maybe I should take them with me, just in case."

"If you leave things as-is, they might not mess with it, assuming there's nothing of value," Will suggested. "They were pretty selective when they raided your condo."

"True. They found our guns and the server without turning the place upside down. It'd be a hassle to move everything, which might arouse suspicion in itself. I guess I should leave it."

"On the other hand, Sara, maybe you should bring anything of value along," Connie added. "They might torch the place to make sure anything they missed is destroyed."

Sara's nose wrinkled at the ugly possibility. "You're right. Shouldn't be that hard. Most of it's already in boxes. I'll check upstairs for anything I can't replace."

"While you do that, we'll start moving the other stuff," Connie volunteered.

"C'mon, let's go," Will stated, swinging his legs over the bench. "Time's a-wasting."

They are not dead who live in the hearts of those they left behind.

—Tuscarora Proverb
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2. Starbucks
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SARA'S CABIN

RURAL FALCON RIDGE

COLORADO ROCKIES

June 24, Sunday

1:03 p.m.

BACK AT THE CABIN, each went about their respective tasks. Sara climbed the stairs to the A-frame's loft-style bedroom, twinges in her neck and hip an unpleasant reminder of the two wrecks she'd suffered in as many months.

Both intended to kill her.

Gradually, her brain was becoming less addled from the concussion. At least for the most part. Anything too demanding still prompted confusion, anxiety, and frustration, often crowned by a nausea-inducing headache.

Nonetheless, her body was healing.

Heart, not so much.

Upon reaching the landing she paused, struck by nostalgia before thoughtful steps steered her to Bryan's side of the bed. She sat down, picked up his pillow, and hugged it to her chest.

Ignoring his death by staying busy had its limitations. In quieter moments her aching heart issued unwelcome reminders—her husband was not TDY.

The comforter's orange, red, yellow, and green floral pattern elicited a kaleidoscope of memories. It originally belonged to her mother—the last thing she bought before becoming too incapacitated with ALS to shop ever again. Connie was with her, the two women best friends dating back to college.

Three years after her mother passed away, Connie married Sara's father. She told Sara the bedspread made her feel guilty, as if she were sleeping with her best friend's husband. Thus, she asked Sara if she'd like to have it.

Its colors fit the cabin perfectly, where it became part of Bryan, too.

Joyful, carefree moments spent in their idyllic mountain retreat. Skiing, hiking, stargazing, making love before a roaring fireplace—all in a world that was theirs alone.

Now two of the people she loved the most were gone, the spread's soft touch a sentimental link to them both.

Whom did she miss more?

Her mom?

Or her husband?

She buried her face in his pillow, inhaling the scent that would always remind her of him, consumed by an unhappy flux of melancholy she didn't have time for right now.

"Sara? Do you need some help, honey?"

She sniffed hard and cleared her throat.

"No, I'm fine. Be right down."

She ducked into the bathroom to rinse her face and blow her nose.  

Hopefully the cabin would be okay. Bryan's soul still resided there, his ashes scattered along their favorite hiking trail.

Everything, inside and out, had sentimental value—everything.

But for now, practicality had to reign.

Pushing back the mushy thoughts, she opened the closet. Ski equipment. That could be replaced in the unlikely event she decided to go again. The telescope in its bulky box in back could, too.

She smiled at what her father would say if she came trucking down the stairs with the telescope swaddled in the comforter.

That doused the temptation with enough logic she returned downstairs empty handed, Connie waiting at the bottom.

"Are you okay, honey?"

She nodded, but had always been a lousy liar. She bit her lip, unwelcome tears staging an encore. Connie wrapped her arms around her and held her tight.

"Everything's going to be fine. If you don't feel up to doing this, you don't have to. The only problem is how happy it'll make your father if you back out now."

A shaky laugh joined the renegade sniffles. "You're right. But it's not that." Her throat tightened, choking off the words. "It's just sometimes I really miss Bryan. And Mom."

Connie's eyes teared up as well while they embraced. Sara took a deep breath, then broke free to grab some toilet paper from the bathroom for them both. By the time Will stepped through the door, both were suitably composed.

He gave them a look as he swiped sweat from his brow. In the past few months, more of his thinning brown hair had yielded to grey.

Something she'd undoubtedly contributed to.

"What are you two doing, anyway?" he grumbled. "Everything's in the back of your car. Are you ready? C'mon. What are we waiting for?"

"We're ready," Connie said, winking at Sara. "Let's go."

Sara paused, paralyzed by another wave of nostalgia. "No. There's one more thing."

Ignoring their puzzled looks she went back upstairs, dragged the telescope out of the closet, wrapped it in the comforter, and made it halfway down before her father took it off her hands, looking more puzzled than critical.

"I'm sorry, Dad. Too many memories."

Ready at last, she locked the back door as the others went out the front. She glanced around one final time, then stepped outside and secured the front deadbolt with her key.

She reached her car part way down the gravel-strewn incline as Will closed the rear hatch. Memory flared with the Lakewood wreck, when that eighteen-wheeler loaded with logs ran her off the road.

"Hey, Dad. Question: If they put a tracker on my car, how difficult would it be to find?"

He pouted thoughtfully. "It'd be easy to tell on a lift. But they didn't do that to install one, so we should be able to see if there's anything there. Pop the hood. We'll need a flashlight to check the wheel wells and underneath. Inside, too. There could be microphones."

Sure enough.

Multiple bugs and a tracking device lurked inside and out, now a heap of intrusive electronics reposing on the ground by the passenger-side door.

She fumed as Will guided her a few yards away, thanking heaven they'd taken his car to that lakeside park.

"Did you or Connie say anything after we got home?" she whispered.

"No. She got everything out of the bench seat, handed it to me, and I took it out to your car."

She growled. "I can't stand those awful people! Every time I turn around I understand what Bryan did better than ever. I say we stomp them into the ground."

He snagged her arm as she stepped in that direction.

"Don't. A lost signal will tip them off. Leave them there. They'll think you're still at the cabin."

"Won't they hear me drive away?"

"It's a fairly steep grade. Put it in neutral and coast back before starting the engine. If they hear anything they'll think it's another car. Like ours."

"What about the telematics? Can they hack that?"

Deep lines accented his proud smile. "Good thinking, Sara. I trained you well. I'll disconnect it."

He reopened the cargo door and shoved the boxes aside to access the signal box and pull the wires.

"There. All set," he said, brushing his hands together.

"I want to stop by Charlie's and let him know the plan," Sara said, then they climbed inside their respective vehicles.

Gear shift in neutral, the tires crept backward until it rolled to a stop several dozen feet from the sensors.

The engine purred to life. She backed the car around, took one final glance at  the cabin, then led the way to Charlie's.

* * *
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CHARLIE'S CABIN

RURAL FALCON RIDGE

COLORADO ROCKIES

June 24, Sunday

1:38 p.m.

Charlie Littlewolf leaned against his aging Ford Ranger, waiting. Moments later the forest-muted sound of vehicles coming down the makeshift dirt road announced their arrival, confirming his intuition. 

Sara's SUV stopped a few feet away, her father's Mercedes behind it. She got out, finger to her lips, and directed  him several feet away.

"The car was infested with bugs," she explained. "We think we got them all, but just in case."

His eyes connected with hers. All they'd experienced together the past few months swirled in their doe-like depths.

"Good luck, Sara."

"Thanks. You, too. Be careful."

His response was a dark-eyed indigenous glare. "Watching out for treacherous white men is in my blood." He reached over and squeezed her hand. "You be careful, too."

"I will. According to Patrice, watch for something on the news in three or four days."

"I'm sure I'll hear at work. If nothing else, I have internet there. What are you releasing?"

"Everything in the Canopus file. We're going back to Denver to use public Wi-Fi somewhere. More anonymous than here, even though they're sure to know where it came from." She bit her lip, showing she wasn't as confident as she appeared to be. "So, we better go. Just wanted to let you know."

Back at her car, he noticed an array of boxes filled the rear cargo compartment. His breath caught in his throat.

Was she leaving for good?

He pointed toward them.

"Oh, that," she replied. "That's all the stuff from the bench seat. Bryan's old photos, property records, that kind of stuff. I need to go through it, see what's there."

"Makes sense," he agreed, still wondering when she'd return.

He squeezed her hand again, then stepped back as she got back inside the car. Both vehicles turned around, then disappeared among the brush, whatever consequences awaited gathering as storm clouds on the western horizon.

* * *
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DENVER, COLORADO

June 24, Sunday

4:15 p.m.

When they arrived in Denver, Sara led the way to the Starbucks on East Colfax, one of Denver's main drags, and a few doors down from the credit union where Bryan used to work. It felt right, as if the place that brewed his morning coffee would be where he'd do the deed himself.

She selected a place in the sparsely populated parking lot, her father pulling in beside her. They filed inside, welcomed by the aroma of freshly brewed coffee. Sara did her best to act casual, though adrenaline pulsed through her as if her foe were behind her in line. 

They ordered. She removed her debit card from the zipper compartment in her purse. Will grasped her wrist. 

Her eyes met his, confused. "It's okay, Dad. I've got it."

"No, Sara. I've got cash." His eyes drilled into hers.

Oh. . .

Beverages in hand, they looked around for a place to sit. "Should we go outside?" Connie suggested. "No one else is out there."

While Sara debated, Will noted, "It's too sunny. Lots of glare."

"True," Sara agreed, pointing to a table near the back window. After opening her laptop she laughed, afternoon sunshine obscuring the screen. She and Connie switched places.

She connected to Wi-Fi. As Firefox loaded Will's stiff posture reeked one final statement of disapproval. They held hands a moment, said a silent prayer. When she opened her eyes, it felt as if the coffee shop's new-age logo were leering at her from the opposing wall. 

Her hands trembled as she typed in the WikiLeaks URL. The page loaded. The link for submissions beckoned. She entered the necessary information, then selected the huge file from the hard drive. She paused a single heartbeat, held her breath then clicked Send.

Even as a zip file it took a few minutes to upload. She bit her lip, eyes locked on the progress bar. Submission Accepted popped up on the screen.

After sharing a collective sigh, they raised their drinks in a solemn toast. Paper cups touched amid expressions saturated with unknowns.

As Sara drained her Cappuccino she noticed a thirty-something man with brown curly hair and a neatly trimmed beard watching from a single's table near the front.

He looked vaguely familiar.

Someone from Bryan's work perhaps?

"I think we're being watched," she whispered.

"Was he here when we arrived?" Will asked.  

"I don't know. Maybe."

"You need to start paying attention to things like that, Sara. Let's go. See if anyone follows us."

"Why would he? There's not much he can do about it now."

"You'd be surprised."

As they pushed open the door and exited Connie said in a low voice, "Why don't I drive the Benz and you go with Sara?"  

"Good plan. I'll help her go through the condo for any new listening devices. Meet us there. Keep a close eye on the rearview mirror."

*
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Even before he recognized the brunette at the back table, NSA IT specialist Jason LaGrange's Spidey-sense told him that trio was up to no good.

In spite of the afternoon glare from the window beside her, when she'd glanced in his direction he remembered.

That picture. The one in Reynolds's personal belongings. In the box he picked up at the credit union.

That was her.

Apparently oblivious to his scrutiny, he casually picked up his iPhone, zoomed in, and snapped a surreptitious photo while they got settled at the table.

She opened a laptop.

What the hell were they doing holding hands? Praying?

Instincts fired.

Already into the establishment's Wi-Fi, a few keystrokes networked her computer to his own.

Firefox appeared.

She typed a URL.

Or tried to, correcting a few typos before getting it right.

When the website came up a bitter cocktail of emotions sailed through him.

This was exactly what that Cracker Jack ops team was supposed to prevent.

He hit Cancel too late to stop the file transfer, but snagged a copy, its size identical to the one on the thumb-drive recovered from Reynolds's place of employment.

He ground his teeth.

That incompetent bunch of wannabes had done nothing but screw up since Day One.

He texted Keller.

Heads-up. Target female just uploaded huge file to WikiLeaks.

The response was instantaneous.

WTF? Last report showed no movement or audio activity for several hours.

LaGrange attached the photo.

Then explain this.

The white people have too many chiefs. They do not understand each other. They do not all talk alike. 

—Young Joseph "Chief Joseph" 1879
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3. No Big Deal
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BERNARD KELLER SECURITY SERVICES, LLC (BKSS)

ALBUQUERQUE, NEW MEXICO

June 24, Sunday

4:28 p.m.

BERNIE KELLER STARED OUT the dusty window of his Spartan office, flexing his fists. If Johannsen were there, he'd rip off his ear and hand it to him. Then, while he gaped at it in shock, he'd use the heel of his hand to jam his nose cartilage into his brain and drop him like a sack of shit.

He picked up the cigarette smoldering in a tuna can on his desk. Took a drag, then exhaled through clenched teeth. Something stronger than nicotine would be needed damn soon.

He picked up the receiver of his landline and speed-dialed his ops lead. 

"Hey, boss. Wazzup?"

"I don't know, Johannsen. Why don't you tell me?"

"Well, there hasn't been anything to report. Been real quiet the past day or so."

"Really. Do the words 'too quiet' mean anything to you?"

"Well, yeah. It usually means someone's up to something."

"R-r-r-right. Did that ever occur to you, numbnuts? That the target might be, as you say, 'up to something'?"

"Uh, no. Not really. Last time we saw that bitch she told us she was moving on with her life. We've been listening, but it's been real quiet. I assume she's chillin' out, doing just that. Moving on."

"I'm sending you something I just got from LaGrange. Look real close. Then tell me if that's what she's doin'."

He picked up his cell and forwarded the text and photo.

He waited.

"Got it..." The man's gasp was audible. "What the fuck?"

"We've had that discussion about assuming before. Do you remember, numbnuts?"

"How in the...? Wow. Hell, boss, I have no idea how this happened. We've been tuned in, listening, 24/7. Both residences, her car. I have no idea..."

"That's blatantly obvious. Where are you?"

"Home. In Lakewood."

"Get your sorry ass out to where you think she is right now, understand? Boots on ground. Find out what's going on and report back PDQ. Got it?"

"Roger that. On my way."

Figuring it would take an hour and a half or more for him to reach that damn cabin, he grabbed what was left of a doob from his top desk drawer. He dropped it in his shirt pocket with a clip, slipped on his prosthetic leg, then stood up and lifted Terminator's leash off the nail in the door.

His service dog scrambled to all fours, tail slapping the wall, while Bernie clipped the leash to the dog's collar.

The Rottweiler's nails clicked down the linoleum hallway in concert with Bernie's stealthy, albeit uneven, gait to the back door where man and his best friend stepped outside. The afternoon breeze was typically hot and dry, but stiffer than usual, forcing him to step around the corner to light up.

He took his usual series of baby hits, closed his eyes, and paused, waiting.

The canine whimpered, eyes fixed on something rustling the grass near the chain-link fence that separated the desolate property from the Albuquerque airport.

He walked a dozen yards into the vacant lot, unleashing the dog when he saw the ears of a jack rabbit. He clasped his hands together over his head and stretched, trying to release the tension while Mary Jane got to work.

Certainly more dependable than his idiot team lead.

What the hell was the matter with that asshole, anyway? He wasn't stupid, not as a rule. He was good at taking orders, at least. Following protocol. Like cleaning out Reynolds's truck. At the time they didn't even realize he was intentionally spying on the PURF site. Without that evidence, there would have been hell to pay for using lethal force on a couple cross-country skiers.

Johannsen came up with clever ideas from time to time, proving he was capable of original thought. He just made too many goddamn assumptions. Yet, for some reason, he had this unexplainable lucky streak, usually landing on his feet instead of his ass. 

It probably related to all that down time, back in the beginning. Time he could have spent training those assholes. Like how to think. Guide them through what-if scenarios. How to determine anything that could cause a job to go off the rails.

Before the fact, not after.

His stomach clenched whenever he considered what went on while parole restrictions shackled him to New Mexico.

This PURF job was cursed from the beginning. A regular Class-A cluster fuck. At least when it was officially over, the pay should make up for it.

Maybe.

All this unexpected data security work had really eaten into their potential profits. 

Would there be a penalty for missing this? Exactly what they'd been charged to prevent? No payment at all?

He finished the joint, ground the stub out with his heel, and pocketed the clip. He whistled, Rottie at his side moments later.

Slipped him a doggie treat.

Went back inside.

Checked his watch.

Still another hour before Johannsen would get there. He locked up his office and drove home to his efficiency apartment on Coal Avenue a few blocks away. Opened some Hormel chili, ate it out of the can, then brought up YouTube on his phone and watched some redneck reloading pistol shells until it rang.

"Yeah," he answered.

"Alright, here's the deal, boss. You know how the chick's old man's former FBI? Well, apparently he helped her get rid of all the mics and GPS. They're sitting here on the ground, right outside the cabin. Hold on, I'll send a picture."

"Don't bother. Just bring 'em back. You realize what this means, right?"

Silence.

"Let me give you a hint, numbnuts. This is what they call a failed mission. Which in this case involves a contract."

"Holy shit, boss. You mean we might not get paid?"

"It's a distinct possibility."

"So we're fucked."

"Yup."

*
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The next morning at 0800 an email flagged Urgent arrived in Bernie's inbox from Elite Management Partners, Inc. He set his jaw and clicked, braced for the worst.

PURF government and contractor personnel:

Inside sources have reported an expansive quantity of classified data is expected to be released to the news media within a few days through the organization known as WikiLeaks. This is sensitive, potentially damaging Top Secret information with massive national security implications. All parties are hereby instructed to do the following, due in this office NLT COB today:

1. Assess and document all sensitive issues related to your organization.

2. Provide a list of expected repercussions.

3. Include a comprehensive description for remediation and damage control.

4. List of potential redactions related to National Security. 

All contact with the media of any size, shape, or form is forbidden. An official response will be handled through government public affairs resources. 

It was signed by the acting program manager, some guy from the Army Corps of Engineers assigned to see the project to completion following Steinbrenner's demise.

At least there was no mention BKSS was responsible. He leaned back in his chair as relief yielded to hope. EMPI, the project management firm overseeing the project, was the one originally responsible for data security.

Which was where Reynolds found one-stop shopping plus a road map to the originals.

His team's assignment was to protect the facility's perimeter.

Physical perimeter.

Somehow the rest fell into their lap, then went sideways from there with the discovery Reynolds's actions were not by chance.

His frown deepened, thoughts a whirlwind.

He'd been played.

Big time.

* * *

[image: ]


BENTLEY RESIDENCE

RURAL FALCON RIDGE

June 28, Thursday

12:03 p.m.

Bob Bentley glared at the television, fingernails impaling the padded arms of his burgundy recliner. Well-worn leather squeaked as he shifted his weight, as if past ruminations resided in its cushioned depths.

None of which were more serious than what lay before him now.

His worst nightmare since Lone Star Operations subcontracted on PURF was becoming the lead story on CNN. As a federal officer of the court, association with a company involved in this debacle would land on his porch like dog shit in a flaming bag.

He shuddered, picturing himself naked before a hostile jury.

A shaky hand raked his reluctant comb-over. He scowled at the grandfather clock beside the stone fireplace.

Too early for a drink.

If Angela caught him, there'd be hell to pay.

He picked up his phone from the teak table beside him to call his brother.

"Are you watching this, Gerald? Do you know what this means?"

"Yeah, yeah, I know, Bob. So it made it up the food chain to the White House. What did you expect? At least we had a few days warning. Gave legal some prep time. This isn't our fault, you know. We're only a sub. The ethics of the facility itself are not, I repeat, NOT our goddamn problem."

"What about that casing leak? The one that contaminated the local water system? That could come back and bite us, hard."

"Fixed and holding. We've done nothing wrong. Fu'thermore, we have federal protection. Liability's on the water company. As usual, Bob, you're worried about nothing. Why don't you know this? You're the one with a law degree."

"Hmmmph. Maybe I know too much, seen too much. Especially when a jury's involved. You never know what they'll come back with. Especially in a civil suit for personal injury or wrongful death. My involvement is bad, no matter what."

"Why? Can't judges have investments? Especially an inherited family business?"

"I know, I know. You're right."

"For a change," Gerald quipped, laughing.

He sunk deeper into the chair. "Look. I just don't want my name in lights headlining the next scandal."

"Just lay low. Don't paint a bullseye on your back, Bob. This will pass, like every other flap. I talked to Dad earlier. He's working on a solution if things get out of hand. Washington's got far bigger problems than we do."

"Hey, it's starting. Hopefully this will help. Later, Gerald."

"Bye, Bro."

* * *
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MONTGOMERY RESIDENCE

BOULDER

June 28, Thursday

12:05 p.m.

Sara sat in her father's book-lined den staring at the big screen TV with him and Connie. After getting back from the cabin she'd stayed there, condo again sullied with surveillance devices. Depending on the reaction to the news, she might stay awhile.

She and Connie exchanged a knowing look, trying not to gloat that Patrice's timing was correct. The morning news broke the story, government response quicker and coming from a higher source than expected.

What would the president say? The blatant use of taxpayer money for a multi-billion dollar boondoggle was inexcusable.

What was said could also have strong bearing on her legal status. WikiLeaks protected its sources, but it wasn't like the government didn't know exactly where that data came from.

Bryan did the hacking and data mining, but she released it. As classified information, laws had been broken.

Which could put her in the line of fire.

She crossed her fingers Patrice was right about prison, too.

The president looked confident, almost bored, maybe amused. He wasn't easy to read sometimes and this was one of them. She glowered at the screen. Another shifty-eyed, career politician.

He eyed those in the press room, then favored them with a condescending simper.

"My fellow Americans. I realize many of you are troubled by information pertaining to the construction of a secure site for certain individuals who support government operations.

"First of all, I want to assure you that the process by which the Pearson Underground Residential Facility was created was within the bounds of our legal system and Constitution. The legislation was introduced by Congressman Pearson, a member of the House of Representatives, which is where all funding-related bills must originate.

"A fact you should know, if you were awake during your high school civics class.

"It was duly considered by the appropriate committees, then passed by the House, and later the Senate, modifications for phased construction periods negotiated between them.

"I signed this bill into law because I believe it's appropriately considered a matter of national security. The interface between lawmakers, the people, and their numerous advisors is an integral hub in our system of government.

"In many cases, this involves corporations. Corporations and jobs are essential to our economy. If our country should suffer a catastrophe—apocalypse, if you will—it would be essential for us to rebuild. Surviving corporations and lawmakers would have to work together to re-establish stability. Without knowledgeable advisors, this would be impossible.

"These advisors, who represent a variety of causes, are often referred to as 'special interests.' These cover everything from civil rights concerns to the environment. I'm sure that each of you support a few, either financially or philosophically. These will also be included.

"Upon completion the facility will only house twenty percent of those who work in this capacity. It has not yet been decided how this subgroup will be selected.

"We've set up a survey on the White House website where voters can express their views regarding which industries and causes will be represented. After that, a lottery will decide the individuals chosen for inclusion in the facility.

"I assure you that these actions have been taken in the best interest of our country's well-being in the event of a cataclysmic event. It's our responsibility as a government to assure continuity of our way of life. It was to that end that this project was introduced and built."

Sara's mouth hung open. Whatever she'd expected, it wasn't this. Denying the project's existence or defending it, perhaps. But the country's Chief Executive just explained it away as if it were no big deal. Government business as usual.

"Why do I feel like Bryan died in vain? Is this okay, what they did?"

Will shook his head.

"Most transparent crock of crap I've ever heard, even from him. If it was legal, then why'd they hide it in the Black Budget? The location could fall under National Security, I suppose. But you know damn well those selected will be based on the size of their campaign donations, not some survey."

"That's for sure," Sara muttered.

"No. This isn't right," Will went on. "While there's a modicum of truth to what he said, there's still something fundamentally wrong with corporations running the country. Corporatism is no better than socialism. Neither serves the public interest.

"On the positive side, this vindicates you, even if it squashes Bryan's intentions. If the process was legal, nothing can be done."

Her hopes crumbled, consumed by soul-crushing disappointment. Her dead husband's sacrifice, to say nothing of what she'd been through herself—nearly killed in two wrecks, the love of her life murdered, searching frantically for the data, being stalked and threatened by a black ops team—all for naught.

Her energy drained as all her efforts to fulfill Bryan's last request evaporated in futility.

Her father reached over to pat her hand. "You did your best, Sara. It's over."

The room blurred behind a veil of tears. "I would have rather gone to prison than fail him like this," she said, voice modulated with the devastation of defeat.

Oh, Bryan, I'm so sorry...

* * *
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LONE STAR OPERATIONS  (LSO) DRILLING SITE

June 28, Thursday

12:20 p.m.

Just before noon, site-wide intercom issued a raspy pre-emptive click in LSO's portable lab at the drilling site. Busy preparing a core sample for the mass spectrometer, Charlie froze in his tracks.

Seconds later, Trey Maguire's booming voice stated, "Alright, y'all. Listen up. Except all ya'll working the rig, get to the office ASAP. The president's giving an unscheduled State of the Union. Could be important. Ride's on the way."

The roustabout made six trips with the 8-wheel ATV, Charlie and his geologist boss, Dr. Phil, in the last teeth-rattling run. As always, the office trailer smelled like stale cigar smoke with a hint of scorched coffee. When he was pretty sure what the speech was about, his first reaction was a satisfied grin.

Sara pulled it off. Good for her.

Multiple bored faces indicated no one was impressed, most more interested in their phones. Roughnecks weren't exactly news hounds, most more concerned with beer and lotto tickets.

It surprised him the president got involved so quickly, but not his response. By glossing over the issue, people would go back to their daily grind without a second thought. 

He stared at the big screen from his folding chair, stewing. As a Native American the denial of wrong-doing was exactly what he expected.

The U.S. government made its own rules.

Broken as necessity arose.

Anyone or anything that got in its way was eliminated.

The dream he had after the raid at Sara's teased his mind. Something building up for generations. At least as far back as Black Cloud's curse, maybe before. He was supposed to do something.

But what?

He needed another sweat. That would bring the required inspiration. After helping white men violate the Earth Mother for a living he needed to purify himself, body and soul,. 

But what choice did he have? He needed a job. He took Bob Bentley out fishing, next thing he knew he was trying to remember college chemistry classes.

His first paycheck replenished his savings enough to catch up his child support. The next one provided a much overdue oil change, new battery, and tires for his truck, plus enough to pay back Sara.

Which he forgot to give her when she stopped by earlier in the week.

By the end of July he could afford to quit. Then he could get serious figuring out what he was supposed to be doing as far as Maheo was concerned.

His ponderings ended with the broadcast. As he stood up, the drilling site's prematurely grey general manager caught his eye. Maguire pointed to his private office on the far end of the double-wide trailer.

He swallowed hard.

Now what?

Maybe he'd be leaving this job sooner than expected.

When he stepped inside, the man motioned to shut the door. He complied, then sat facing his desk, braced for some sort of complaint.

PhD Phil didn't say much. For all he knew, he'd messed something up. Maybe the geologist was afraid to say something directly. From those side-long looks he got, he was probably worried about being scalped—a practice that originated with French Canadian bounty hunters, not indigenous people.

Maguire's white mustache twitched as he perused him with probing blue eyes 

"Y'all told me this area's familiar. That you knows your way around. Is that right?" 

He nodded. "Yes, sir. I do. Know it well."

"If I tell y'all what we's looking for, say a certain geological profile, do y'all think you could find it?"

"If one exists around here, it shouldn't be a problem."

An enigmatic smile crinkled the corners of the man's eyes. "Great. I reckon that's pretty much what I wanted to hear."

Charlie's gaze met his expectantly. Maguire's mouth sagged, mood shifting. 

"Okey dokey. Here's the deal, Littlewolf. I'll be honest with y'all. We haven't had a strike since Dr. Phil's been telling us where to dig. Fu'thermore, he's got us pullin' too much core."

He grabbed a tall roll of paper from behind him and unfurled it across his desk. "Does y'all know what this here is?"

The paper had four columns, multiple line graphs taking up three, the last one broken up according to a color-coded legend defined at the top. The data looked familiar, like what he'd seen in his work study job in college.

"Looks like seismic data. Density. Resistivity, maybe. That last column, probably what type of rock is at a certain depth." 

He jumped when Maguire's fist struck the desk. "Y'all gots it, son! Not exactly rocket science, now, is it?"

He braced himself when the man's body language switched to one of disgust.

"Well, from what I's seen, it is for Dr. Phil. We do as much as possible using LWD—you know, loggin' while drillin'—to eliminate the hassle of core samplin'. But he seems to have a bunch o' trouble readin' telemetry, which is what y'all's lookin' at here. I'm thinkin' that man's as useless as teats on a boar hog."

He leaned forward, forearms on the print out. "If we finds somethin' good, we'll set up a perm'nent-like operation and might not bother doin' any more exploration. Which means he'd get shit-canned. Either he's milkin' us, or he flat-out don't know shit from Shinola."

He reached into a side drawer and pulled out a cigar. He licked it end to end, then struck a match to light up, belching out a cloud of pungent smoke as he continued.

"He's supposed to be doin' a basin analysis. Simple stuff. Seismic work's done, which should tell him what any decent geologist needs to know. But he keeps wantin' samples. Like he gets off playin' in the dirt or somethin'. He spends too damn much time messin' with the internet. For all I know, he's lookin' at porn. Or worse yet, figurin' stuff out."

Charlie silently agreed. What he'd seen so far implied exactly that.

Maguire gave him a long, speculative look, then removed a thick binder from the shelf behind him. It hit the desk with a thump, then he opened it up, rotating it toward Charlie. A stubby finger stabbed the page, even more emphatic with its tip missing.

"This is what we's lookin' for. We found a few other nice deposits 'round here and there's gotta be more. If we can find one more before we wraps up for the season, it'd be great."

The diagram described a basic oil shale profile.

An image appeared in his mind of a location shadowed by Eagles Peak. The surface topology matched, plus he was relatively sure there was a fault through the area.

The impression was so strong it startled him. Words spilled unbidden from his mouth. 

"I know where you can find just that. There's tar leakage around there, too."

The man's eyebrows shot up, eyes wide. "Tar? Or oil?"

He paused, memory unclear. "Not sure. Black stuff, some more liquid than others."

"No shit? Even if it's tar sands, which is kinda dirty and a bit different to deal with, that's better 'n nothing. It'd be great, if it's a big enough strike. We could lease it out, if nothing else. Wow, Littlewolf. If y'all nails it, there's a hefty bonus waiting for y'all, believe me."

Charlie suppressed a smirk as White man talk with forked tongue flitted through his mind.

"If it's okay with you, sir, I'll scout it out tomorrow, before I come in. Take a closer look, make sure it's how I remember."

"We's gotta drone, if y'all wanna use that. Save youself the hike."

"Thanks, but no. I'd rather check in person. Make sure it's like I remember."

A huge grin beamed behind another puff of smoke. "Y'all's right. Nothing beats boots-on-ground. I knew I should've put y'all on the scouting team, right off the bat. I'm more convinced than ever Dr. Phil don't know diddly squat 'bout petro-gee-olo-gee."

Charlie's eyes blinked in silent agreement. "I'll check with you first thing when I get back. It's quite a hike, so it'll probably be afternoon. If you want, I'll text some pictures. Assuming there's a signal. It's pretty high up, so should be."

Maguire agreed enthusiastically, then they exchanged cell numbers.

"Do you want to tell my, uh, supervisor? Or should I?"

The man gripped the cigar in his teeth while he spit out an expletive.

"I'll tell Big Dick. As toolpusher, he needs to know. But let's leave that other asshole hangin'. I'm sure he'll be bitchin' and whinin'. Which, near as I can tell, is the one thing he's good at." 

The man extended his hand. Charlie reciprocated and received a hearty shake. "Knock 'em dead, Littlewolf."

"Hopefully not, sir."

"No shit. Last thing we needs is OSHA up our asses with a flashlight. And how's about y'all ditches this sir and mister crap? The name's Trey. I'll see y'all tomorrow."

Charlie waved as he left, then hailed the roustie, a young redneck named Tommy, to take him back to the drilling site.

When he got to the lab, Dr. Phil was outside cutting into the plastic sheath of another core sample. He looked up, glasses perched in their usual place on the tip of his nose, staring at him in his usual pinched, disapproving manner. 

He ignored the silent reproach, climbed back inside the trailer, and resumed where he left off before Maguire's impromptu meeting.

The old woman untied the feathers the young men had on their heads and threw them on the fire. She painted each man with red paint, and on each one painted the sun and the moon, in yellow. 

—Legend of Sweet Medicine as told by George Bird Grinnell in "The Cheyenne Indians: Their History and Lifeways"
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4. Morals
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MONTGOMERY RESIDENCE

BOULDER

June 28, Thursday

12:50 p.m.

SARA STARED AT THE distant traffic along Boulder's Diagonal Highway from  the bedroom where she'd spent her growing-up years.

It never failed to remind her that some things never change. 

Did anyone care? Or had this sort of thing become so commonplace it wasn't worth a second thought?

Bryan's request was specific:  "Don't let them get away with this." 

By all appearances, they just did.

Even journalists didn't express disapproval. Bryan always said the media were controlled, if not owned, by the government. It had never been more apparent.

The commentary after the president's address centered around the facility's legality.

Not a word about ethics or morals.

Using taxpayer funds to house corporate lobbyists.

Wrong was hardly the word.

With it now public knowledge, would those responsible for its inception encounter any problems? Maybe a few hands would be slapped behind closed doors, that was it.

More likely high-fives.

Government fashioned the laws and bent them at will. Congressmen elected to represent the people only looked after themselves and high dollar campaign contributors.

Her cell rang. She sighed, not in the mood to talk.

Its screen bore the name Liz Hudson. A neighbor out by the cabin with whom she played Mah Jongg on occasion. Her husband was a retired Air Force colonel Bryan knew when he was stationed at Colorado Springs.

The woman was good-hearted, a bit gossipy, but probably the closest thing to a friend she had these days, besides Charlie. She sighed, plopped down on the bed, and accepted the call.

"Hi! It's Liz. How are you doing, dear?"

"Okay, I guess. How are you?"

"Well, I've just been thinking about the President's speech. Do you by any chance know anything about that? Like, say, before the broadcast?"

She couldn't help smiling. Liz was no slouch when it came to putting things together. No wonder she won at Mah Jongg, more often than not.

"Yes. I do. Quite a bit, actually."

"I knew it! Good for you. What are you going to do now?"

"I don't know, Liz. I'm pretty disappointed at the reaction."

"Well, whatever you decide, I'm behind you one hundred percent. I think it's outrageous. If people knew what they did to you and your hubby, I think there'd be more of a reaction. Squandering taxpayer money is one thing, murder quite another."

"True. But no telling whether the public would see it that way." 

"Well, I certainly do. Are you still at your cabin?"

"No. My dad's, in Boulder."

"Let me know when you get back. We'll do lunch. We missed you at Mah Jongg last time."

"Thanks. I'll let you know."

"Great. Hope to see you soon."

"Bye, Liz."

The Tomb Raider poster above her bed beckoned. Placed there in her teens, she never took it down. Her favorite movie ever.

Lara Croft was indomitable.

Afraid of no one.

Stopped at nothing short of victory.

Tough against the bad guys, compassionate to the underdogs.

Her heroine whispered, You're not going to take this, are you?

She folded her arms.

No. Absolutely not.

Discouragement morphed to outrage.

The White House response was unethical, immoral, and fundamentally wrong.

Period.

But what could she possibly do to make a difference?

Her father would tell her to leave it alone. However, she could count on Charlie. His dedication to Bryan's legacy was as strong as hers, to say nothing of his opinion of the government. 

Connie's voice issued from below. "Sara? C'mon down, honey. Lunch is ready." 

She inhaled deeply, then plodded downstairs. The trio sat around the kitchen table munching fried chicken and Cole slaw until her father broke the silence between bites.

"Something's changed since you retreated upstairs to your lair. You're not planning to do anything stupid, are you?" 

She met his signature paternal gaze, then broke into a mischievous grin. "And why exactly would you say that, Daddy?"

"Because I know how much this meant to you. Something tells me you're not going to let it go."

She exhaled through her nose as she squeezed a lemon wedge into her iced tea. "You're right. I can't. But I don't know what to do. And Dad? It may be stupid, but I promise it'll be the right thing—the moral thing—whatever it is."

He set down his fork. "You're a grown woman, Sara. So, even though I think you should leave it alone, I know you won't. Like I said before, I can't let you go into this blind. Let me know what you plan to do and I'll see if there's some way I can help."

He turned to Connie. "Is that okay with you? I don't want supporting one woman in my life to cause friction with the one I sleep with."

"Of course it's all right with me." Connie's response bordered on indignant. "I'm totally on her side with this one. I'd be more likely to cut you off if you told her to leave it alone."

"Hmmph. Should have known. You females stick together in some secret sisterhood." He lowered his chin and peered over the top of his glasses. "So what's your plan? Or making it up as you go along?" 

"A little of both. I'm going back to the cabin tomorrow. I want to talk to Charlie. I'm curious what his reaction was. I'll call him tonight, after he gets home from work."

His eyes widened. "Work? He got a job? That's great! What's he doing?"

She chuckled. "Working for an oil company."

He nearly choked on his drink. "You can't be serious."

"No. He hates it. But he needs the money."

"What do they have him doing? Working a rig?"

"I'm not sure. He said something about a lab."

He picked up his fork and used it to emphasize his words. "He needs to stay away from those rigs. Dangerous as hell. Furthermore, those roughnecks won't be too keen on having a Native American on their crew."

She took a thoughtful sip of her iced tea. "He tends to get along pretty well with everyone. He's an educated man, Dad, with a bachelor's degree. He can't help it if he's Cheyenne."

"Maybe so, but those roughnecks aren't usually the brightest lights in the harbor. They're typically racist. Brutally racist. Oil is traditionally a white man's game. He needs to watch his back."

* * *
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June 29, Friday

6:18 a.m.

Early the next morning, Charlie set out for the location he saw in his mind's eye. An old rutted mining road only went so far through the rough before his truck refused to climb any further. He got out and pocketed the keys, hoping there wouldn't be any surprises when he returned. 

Like when he canoed down Tomahawk Creek to check out Bryan's wrecked truck and got arrested for trespassing. The most humiliating experience of his adult life.

His mind wandered as he began his upward trek through the brush. The pine-scented mountain air enlivened his soul, unlike the stale atmosphere of the lab.

His steps led him through a stand of lodge pole pine intermingled with aspens, heart-shaped leaves singing in the summer breeze.

Something rustled in the brush to his left.

His eyes met those of a bighorn sheep.

He hadn't seen a single animal, even a bird, at the work site. It wasn't above the tree line, which large predators avoided as mostly devoid of prey. Was it LSO's presence with all that equipment? Noise and odors, perhaps? Or was he simply not paying attention? There wasn't much to see from that windowless trailer.

Charlie softened his stance as he studied the majestic animal. No wonder it was chosen to represent the state. Lambs and young sheep served as prey to many predators. A bighorn ram was another story. It would take a cougar, pack of wolves, or bear to take this one down. 

Or an armed man. 

This one had survived many seasons and would possess quite a harem of ewes. Lambs would be frisky and active this time of year, not yet weaned and vulnerable. No harm would come to any with this patriarch around.

Curled horns framed its head like a war bonnet. They could inflict serious damage, either directly or by butting him on an uncomfortable tumble down the side of the mountain.

His eyes narrowed with thought. As a spirit animal, what message did he bear? 

Protection.

Defense of one's own life as well as those for whom he was responsible.

The ram wouldn't attack unless threatened. Once he did, however, it would be at full-force.

The first person who came to mind was Sara. Danger undoubtedly lurked in shadows. There wasn't much he could do while she was in Denver, other than watch for any suspicious activity around her cabin.

The animal gave him one final look, then ambled off with sure steps.

Teddy Roosevelt's words, "Walk softly but carry a big stick," often quoted by Bryan, flitted through his mind, reminding him he needed one before the ground grew any steeper. A sturdy branch lay up ahead. He picked it up and thanked the tree that shed it for his benefit.

With nothing to use as an offering, he left a blessing instead, then sat on a downed Ponderosa pine to shear off the branch fragments with his knife. He examined it for any signs of rotting or vulnerable knots. Finding none, he set out again, remote sensing, Indian style.

He continued to the next rise, beyond which sprawled a bowl-shaped indentation, known in geological terms as an amphitheater. Shadowed by Eagles Peak looming above, the temperature dropped, evoking a chill.

The real question was whether it constituted the typical basin where hydrocarbons resided, trapped between layers of shale or limestone. Using the stick for leverage, he descended into the concave formation, rocky ground covered in a variety of grasses and succulents with a few yellow wildflowers.

Flat shale-like slabs were distributed throughout. Its texture matched Maguire's diagram, along with a noticeable uplift indicative of a fault. He approached the demarcation, stepping slowly along its downward side.

A distinct energy change rippled through him. 

While the Earth always felt alive, here it emitted a higher frequency. The rocks were marred with a black, sticky substance.

Tar.

A substance his people used anciently to seal canoes and water jugs. He followed the trail it left, coming to a small pool of brownish liquid.

A subtle rainbow danced within.

This wasn't tar.

A prophetic flash teased his mind. The entire amphitheater presided over by an imposing rig, two functioning wells, a conglomeration of pipes, tanks, and a lengthy tributary to a commercial pipeline several miles away.

Unbidden fear fell upon him. Was he betraying the Earth Mother? To do so would be a very serious, potentially unforgivable mistake.

He proceeded upward, berating himself for not having any tobacco to make an offering or, better yet, the sacred red pipe to petition Maheo in the proper manner.

Trees thinned out, the last conifers a few subalpine firs distended by countless battles with drifted snow. Upon reaching the usual brush and grasses found at high elevations, he paused, breathless again, assessing the terrain.

Increased energy tingled through him. 

Like the Sacred Mountain back home on the Northern Cheyenne reservation, known to the uninitiated as Bear Butte.

With all evidence of man and technology left behind, his thoughts shifted. People sometimes vanished from such areas, perhaps happening upon an interdimensional portal or star people. In the past he didn't always respect such places as he should. 

He sat on a boulder facing the rock-strewn ground that led to the summit. His entire situation, especially how this job fell into his lap, remained an enigma. The past few months had been full of surprises, some bad, some good. His white brother's death was definitely bad, yet this job coming out of the blue was—good?

Putting his education to work and earning a paycheck were great. His confidence and self-worth were higher than they'd ever been. What he was supposed to accomplish, however, was an enigma.

Was its purpose no more profound than to haul him from the claws of debt? Help him achieve the joy, happiness, confidence, and peace promised to those who lived a good life?

Maybe that's all it was.

A means to an end.

He got up, brushed his hands off on his jeans, and assumed the challenge of climbing upward over several dozen yards of scree. The rocky incline was typical of the southern face where freeze/thaw cycles fractured rock into small, sharp edged shards.

One that would be perfect for an arrowhead caught his eye. Smiling, he picked it up.

Nothing happened by chance.

What was its message?

Was he evolving into a warrior at last? Only need a few hard blows to sharpen him into what he was supposed to become?

He dropped it in his pocket, then continued on. 

Jagged towers of naked stone reached for the sky, Earth's original skyscrapers. Going any higher would be foolish without climbing equipment or at least a partner.

Upon reaching an outcropping, he ended his ascent. He made his way to where it jutted out over his ascent path and sat down to absorb the majestic view. Some mountains still wore a crown of snow, craggy peaks as far as he could see.

The stark contrast to the lab trailer drove his thoughts to the red and white ponies, always running in the background.

Were they converging at last?

Having a job, especially one that paid well—really well—inflated his self-image with confidence and pride. A sense of purpose, satisfaction, and control he hadn't felt since. . .

Since when?

Probably as a little kid, helping amasani.

Sitting in his Earth Mother's figurative lap enveloped him in a warmth that filled his soul, not unlike his maternal grandmother. His indigenous blood bound him to the Earth. His mother, in many ways literally. To harm her in any capacity grated against everything he knew to be right.

He felt her life force through the ground beneath his feet, sensed her personality and moods. The ram he happened upon was a distant cousin, not a wild animal. The box elders, lodge pole pine, even wildflowers, spoke to his soul, connecting him with Maheo.

Yet, the panorama before him presented a different perspective. Up close, corruption was more evident. "America the Beautiful" was quietly being eaten away, literally and figuratively, like an influx of spruce bark beetles feasting on old growth. His stomach issued an uncomfortable reminder that he was contributing to just that by helping greedy white men violate the Earth.

If Maheo told him to quit, he would.

So far no such prompting had come.

What would he tell Maguire if Maheo said no? That he changed his mind?

Or lie and say the geology wasn't as he remembered?

He closed his eyes and offered a vocal prayer, first apologizing for not doing so in the prescribed manner with an offering, then seeking guidance.

He waited for a response.

No words of counsel entered his mind.

No spirit animal appeared.

Even the breeze grew still.

Yet, he felt peace.

As if he were doing the right thing, whether or not it defied logic. Earth could heal, even rid herself of the parasitic human infestation on her surface.

Perhaps oil was another resource the Earth Mother offered for her children to use.

Were modern conveniences wrong?

What would he do without his truck? His phone? Was this no different than drilling a well for water?

No one looked upon that as a violation.

Was that the answer?

He listened a while longer to no avail, then got up and started his descent. Back at the amphitheater he took out his phone, surprised it had a signal. He scrutinized the surrounding peaks, finding no less than five towers within line-of-sight range.

Were he and his culture no more than misplaced anachronisms?

He snapped several photos from different angles, a few of the seepage. Maguire could send in his drone to take aerial shots and determine the easiest route to bring in the equipment for a seismic survey.

He held his breath, took one more apologetic look around, then sent the pictures. 

The sticky substance puddled along the fault's seam drew his attention.

He needed a sample.

His pockets were mostly empty except for his keys, wallet, and LSO site badge—which was in a plastic sleeve attached to a lanyard.

He removed the ID card, dropped it in his shirt pocket, and hunkered down, urging as much of the liquid as possible into the holder. He coaxed it inside, for some reason reminded of catching night crawlers for bait.

By the time the makeshift container was full it was all over his hands. It smelled like oil. High viscosity, slippery, and slightly gritty, probably sand.

Like dirty crankcase oil.

Definitely not sticky, like tar.

He wrapped the lanyard firmly around his wrist, allowing the sample to hang freely.

The wound-up cord resembled a battle bracelet.

He paused, wondering at the similarity.

If geologists are right, it would mean that fault lines are far more sensitive to human activity than previously thought.

—Columbia University's Earth Institute 
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5. Insights
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2:14 p.m.

THE DAY AFTER THE PRESIDENT'S demoralizing speech Sara returned to the cabin where she sat at the breakfast bar sipping a mug of green tea. She hadn't been publicly identified as the informant so felt safe.

Those insidious people who'd been stalking her knew, but now that the government's dirty deeds were public knowledge—which the president said was just fine and dandy—maybe they'd leave her alone. Nonetheless, she still kept her Glock in her purse, just in case.

However, there was another side to anonymity. Like Liz suggested, maybe public response was lacking because the story was faceless. No personal touch. No harm done. Government business as usual.

Her and Bryan's role, much less circumstances, were not released to WikiLeaks. Only the documentation he'd gathered detailing PURF's funding, purpose, and existence.

Money versus murder.

The more she thought about it, the more she realized this couldn't be done quietly. To honor Bryan's last request she had to take it to the next level. Writing letters and staying behind the scenes wouldn't do it.

Being blatantly suicidal about it, however, didn't make sense, either.

Determined to make an informed decision, she called the one person who might be able to help.

Patrice's cheerful voice was comfort in itself. "Hey, sweetie. How are you doing? May I assume that recent media flap was your doing?"

"You could say that. But it's already yesterday's news."

"It's definitely been quiet following the initial blast. Do you plan to let it fade into the sunset?"

"Actually, that's why I called. I'm furious they blew it off. But I promised Dad I wouldn't do anything blatantly stupid. So, I figured I'd check with you."

The astrologer responded with a hearty laugh. "Yes, my dear, that's in my job description. Hold on while I bring up your solar return. It can tell us what's in store this coming year."

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
\ Pinnacle Book
\\ Achievement
_ Award






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image003.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





