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CHAPTER ONE


The day that Ryan Evans’ world changed forever began as any other day he’d spent in the hot desert might have begun.


On the move, on the double.



Redeploying as they liked to call it in the army. Changing stations, changing units, changing rank, and all at a moment’s notice because when command said jump, you jumped. When command said lock and load, you got up, geared up, and went where command ordered you. It didn’t matter if you were an E2 washing dishes or a lieutenant on the fast track to War College. You belonged to the Department of Defense, the Pentagon, and the chain of command.


Commander Ryan Evans was temporarily on loan to an Army joint-operational counterintelligence unit comprised of intel specialists from the Army, the Navy and the Air Force. As a unit, they fed and bled intelligence data from satellite surveillance, human intel assets, electronic taps and military intelligence. Pieces of data came from every corner of the intelligence spectrum, funneled down to a direct point. Bottom line, up top, as command liked to say.


Most of the time verifying and assessing intel was like looking at a circuit board through a telescope. Or like trying to open a tin of canned food with a tuba. But every now and then, intel was just that. Intelligence. Discovery.


Ryan was an analyst, borrowed from the Navy to serve with the Army. He read reports, examined evidence and poured more reports up the chain than the Pentagon could read. Nothing short of a human sieve. But in the end he was just one small piece on this game board called war. End of story.


Or on this particular day, the beginning of a story.


Advanced game theory, tactics, terrain, numbers, percentages – this was how Ryan had always viewed the world, even before he’d made the decision to pursue a career in the Navy. The last two years in-theater had convinced him that a career in accounting might have been the wiser choice, but he wasn’t one to complain or reconsider the sixteen years’ investment of his life. Particularly not when he was only three months from the end of his final tour.


To be fair, his position in the military was enviable when compared to the duty of many others. Rather than entrench or advance with infantry, most of his days were spent at a desk, reviewing orders, sifting through the work of the twenty people working under him, intercepting and decoding every scrap of information gathered in a net of assets cast over a much broader region than most could possibly guess. Between satellite photos, electronic interception, UAV footage and hard boots-on-sand reports, the flood of information passing through his office on any given day would bury any man who couldn’t view the world from a distance. Where others obsessed over each twig and leaf, Ryan kept a watchful eye on the entire forest, so to speak, searching for an enemy hidden beneath the leaves. Patterns and trends.


But today, command had decided that he should move to a different quadrant of his sector to take a closer look. A raid in a small village ten miles east of Fallujah had netted what might or might not be a treasure trove of information. They called it Sensitive Site Exploitation. He still wasn’t entirely clear on why the general had decided that he should take a closer look at the bunker complex – in person – particularly in a region not yet assessed for equally unknown threats. But Ryan wasn’t one to question orders. Information, certainly, but not the decisions of his superiors.


Eight a.m. and it was already over a hundred degrees in the shade.


He slapped the swinging door that led into the intel room open and side-stepped Jamil, a 21-year-old wiz-kid who, like Ryan at his age, had a unique knack for pulling needles out of haystacks, as they sometimes referred to sifting through intel.


‘They’re waiting outside with the convoy, sir.’


‘Tell them I’m on my way. You get the report on the Iranian border breaches down to General Mitchell?’


‘Last night, as promised.’


He dipped his head. ‘Carry on.’


Ryan surveyed the thirty-by-seventy room, a metal Quonset hut that had been loaded with enough electronic equipment and communication cells to keep any civilian blinking for a full minute. If it happened in the Middle East, it went through this room. At the moment, a dozen regulars hovered over their stations, mostly monitoring feeds rolling down their monitors. The sound of laser printers provided a constant hum, white noise that had followed Ryan most of his adult life.


Lieutenant Gassler approached, cracking his neck. ‘We have a new batch of intel coming from the south, you sure you don’t want me to take this hike?’


The general had left that call up to him, but he’d kept behind his desk in the office adjacent to this hall far too long. A day trip out into the desert now and then could clear the cobwebs. Not that his intelligence was clouded.


‘It’ll do me good. You got this covered?’


‘Like a lid.’


Ryan turned back toward the door. ‘Back by sunset, then.’


‘Keep your head low.’


He left the Quonset without acknowledging the advice. Bad luck.


The tires of the armored Humvee roared on the pavement beneath Ryan’s feet. He’d sat in silence for the last ten minutes as they sped west along Highway 10 toward Fallujah.


‘Three klicks to the turn-off,’ the driver, a corporal from Virginia, announced. ‘You okay back there, sir?’


Ryan shifted his body armor to ease an itch on his left breastbone. ‘Fine. Air would be nice.’


The enlisted man next to him, Staff Sergeant Tony Santinas, chuckled. ‘You think this is bad, sir? Try sitting in this hot box for eight hours at five miles an hour. Welcome to the army.’


Ryan wiped a bead of sweat from his brow. ‘I can only imagine.’


They followed a lead Humvee and were trailed by a third, moving at a good eighty miles an hour. A fast target made a hard target. On the expressway, speed meant security. It also turned the Humvee into a mobile blast furnace, crushing through hot air upwards of 120 degrees. Thankfully, the reinforced windows were cracked only enough to allow good circulation – like wind chill, fast moving the hot air somewhat exacerbated the heat.


Ryan stared past the sergeant at the desert. Heat waves rose off the flat desert ground on either side. How the Arabs had managed to bring life out of this desolate land served as a testament to their resourcefulness. Where most Americans would shrivel up and blow away with the first dust storm, the Iraqis had thrived. It was no wonder the Babylonians had once ruled the world.


A caravan of five huge oil tankers thundered past them, headed back towards Baghdad from Amman, Jordan.


‘This your first tour, Tony?’


‘Yes, sir.’ The staff sergeant shot him a nervous look. Big blotchy freckles covered a sharp, crooked nose. A skinny kid who looked not a day over twenty-one.


‘Where you from?’ Ryan asked.


The driver interrupted, speaking over his shoulder. ‘Lead vehicle is turning off. It’s gonna get dusty. Hold tight. This will get bumpy.’


Roils of dust billowed from the tires of the lead vehicle as it exited the main highway still moving fast. The burnt-out husk of a large transport vehicle with Arab markings lay on its side in the sand. No signs of civilization. The village in question, a collection of mud huts built around a deep water well called Al Musib, lay eight miles north.


The sergeant shifted his grip on the M-16 in his hands, checked his magazine and safety without looking, eyes peeled at the desert. At nothing. But if there was one thing the American forces had learned, it was that nothing could become something in a big hurry out here in this wasteland.


The driver took the corner at full speed, hanging back just far enough to stay clear of the dust from the lead vehicle. The tires’ roar gave way to a cushioned whooshing sound. Eerily quiet.


‘I grew up in Pennsylvania,’ Tony said, answering Ryan’s question. ‘But I live in South Carolina now.’


‘Married?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘You miss her?’


Tony dug out a photograph and handed it to Ryan. ‘Betty,’ he said.


The picture showed an average-looking blonde woman on the heavy side, with big hair that was out of fashion in most parts of the country. Her nose was pudgy and the teeth behind her smile could have used a year in braces. On second look, a very average woman. Maybe even homely.


The sergeant stuck another picture under his nose. A newborn baby, grinning toothless. Ryan glanced up at the freckled, red-headed sergeant who made no attempt to hide his pride.


‘Cute, huh?’


These few bits of information spread out before him were enough for Ryan’s trained, calculating mind to fill in the man’s life. Tony had grown up in a small town, a coalmine perhaps, where his selection of suitable mates had been limited to a couple dozen, of which only two or three had expressed any interest in him. Discarding any adolescent fantasy of a whirlwind romance with Jessica Alba, he’d entertained a life with Betty who, although neither pretty nor rich enough to afford braces, had a good heart and, more importantly, had opened that heart to him. Eager for love from a woman, he’d quickly convinced himself that Betty was the best woman for him. That he loved her, which he did, of course.


The baby’s conception had come first. Then the wedding.


Now a proud father, Tony equated mother with child and genuinely loved both. Being separated from them only intensified his feelings, absence making his heart grow the fonder.


‘She’s a doll,’ Ryan said. He wasn’t given to emotion, being the more calculating type, but a strange surge of empathy tugged at him. Or was it something else?


He sat there in the back of the Humvee, bouncing slightly as the vehicle sped over the sandy road, gripped by the sudden realization that he wasn’t so much empathetic for the snapshot he’d assigned to this man’s life, but rather trying to ignore a tinge of guilt.


Guilt because he had long ago given up on his own child and wife. He’d justified his decision to leave them for long stretches at a time, but in all truth he couldn’t be absolutely sure if he’d left them or fled them. At the very least he’d fled Celine, his wife.


Bethany was another story. Collateral damage, the unavoidable fallout from his and Celine’s admittedly distant relationship. He loved Bethany, he most certainly did, but circumstances had forced him to miss most of her life.


Not forced, really. Circumstances had caused him to miss most of her life due to his choice to serve. And that choice had reaped resentment from her.


Ryan realized that the sergeant was holding his hand out, waiting for the picture of his wife back. He set the photograph in the man’s hand. ‘Nice.’


‘You have any kids?’


‘Yes. Same as you, one daughter, though she’s a bit older. Sixteen. Her name’s Bethany.’


‘Sucks, don’t it?’ Tony carefully slipped his two pictures back into the wallet he’d taken them from. ‘Being over here.’


‘Yes.’


Unlike Tony here, who had nothing to live for but a wife and child back home, Ryan had chosen a far more complicated path. Not that he didn’t care for Celine and Bethany – in some ways he missed them terribly. But sacrifices had to be made.


For him that sacrifice had been made when he’d made the decision to accept a post in Saudi Arabia ten years ago despite his wife’s refusal to accompany him. He was the best at what he did, and his work in Saudi Arabia had saved more lives than anyone could know.


He’d returned to San Antonio where they’d lived at the time and became immediately aware that for all their efforts to put on a good front, he and Celine could not be as close as they had once been. She couldn’t understand his world and he had no interest in being a socialite. Nevertheless, he’d remained at his post in San Antonio for two years before accepting another overseas post, this time in Turkey.


By the time he’d shipped out for Iraq, his relationship with Celine existed solely for the sake of their mutual commitment to marriage and family. If Ryan wasn’t able to provide his wife with the kind of intimacy and personal friendship she desired, he would at least provide her with his loyalty as husband, protector and provider.


Generals didn’t have to be in love with their troops to be good generals. Truthfully, he didn’t miss Celine. Bethany, on the other hand . . .


The thought stalled him for a moment.


‘You think it’s worth it, sir?’


‘Depends. You have a job to do, right? Mission first, men second, everything else comes in third.’


The man stared out the dusty window. ‘I just never thought about what it would cost them, you know?’ He shook his head. ‘A kid changes everything. God, I miss her.’


‘She’ll be there when you get back.’


His guilt came from not sharing the same kind of ardor in the mind of this young sergeant who longed to be home with his wife and daughter more than anything else in life at the moment.


Then again, Ryan did love his wife and daughter in a far more important way. Not a love demonstrated in gushing words or heart-wrenching desire, but by loyalty and steadfastness for not only them but for his country, for the world. The cost of separation was an acceptable sacrifice for such a noble and worthwhile calling.


Still, seeing a man like Tony here, filled with eagerness to return to his very average-looking wife, had awakened that hidden sense of guilt.


Interesting.


‘I know it’s hard, Tony, but what you give up today will come back one day. You have to believe that. We’re not the first to pay the price.’


‘Price for what, sir?’


‘For freedom.’


‘Is that what we’re doing here?’


He was briefly tempted to tell the sergeant to check his loyalty, but he doubted Tony had a bone of disloyalty in his body. He was simply a young man, stretched between loyalties.


He shifted his body armor to ease that itch by his left breastbone again. Last time he’d worn full combat gear had been over a month ago. ‘How many soldiers asked that same question during the Civil War? Or the revolutionary war?’ Ryan asked.


‘I was thinking more along the lines of Vietnam,’ Tony said.


‘Sure, Vietnam. But it’s hard to see the forest when you’re in the trees. History will one day get us far away enough from this mess to tell us what we did here. Until then you won’t do yourself any favors by second-guessing your mission. Make sense?’


‘Yes, sir, it does. But it doesn’t make it any easier, if you don’t mind me—’


Whomp!


‘Crap!’ The driver, who had been fixated on the convoy’s tracks, slammed on the brakes. ‘Crap, down, down, down!’


Ahead, the road was shrouded by dust, from the lead vehicle’s wheels or from the detonation, Ryan couldn’t tell. But there was no mistaking that sound. Either an RPG or an antitank mine – he didn’t have the field experience to know which was which any longer.


‘Get on the fifty!’ the driver screamed. ‘RPG, RPG, incoming fi—’


Whomp!


This time behind them.


‘Move, move!’ Tony yelled. ‘We’re sitting targets!’


That they were under assault was not a matter of question. The driver slammed his foot on the accelerator. ‘Hold on, we’re going through.’


The Humvee surged forward into the boiling sand and smoke. Ryan instinctively crouched as much as the back of the seat in front of him allowed him to, but he kept his eyes ahead where a cloud of dust and smoke now plumed skyward.


The driver keyed his radio and veered to his right using one hand to drive. ‘Convoy Echo-One, this is three, come back. What the heck’s going on?’


The radio crackled static.


‘Crap.’ Into the radio again. ‘Convoy Echo-One . . . this is three. Caboose, you got me?’ Over his shoulder, to the sergeant, ‘Get up in the fifty, Tony!’


‘I can’t see anything!’


Still nothing from either the lead vehicle or the one trailing them.


The dust directly in front of them cleared enough to reveal a plume of black smoke boiling to the sky ahead. Orange fire licked at the hot desert air.


‘Crap, hold on, hold on!’


The Humvee swerved a wide right, then hooked to the left in a tight U-turn. Ryan grabbed the door handle to keep himself from plowing into the sergeant who was plastered against his window. Most vehicles would have tipped with such a sharp turn, but the army’s workhorse loaded with nearly a half-ton of armor wasn’t easy to roll on flat ground.


Odd how different minds work in moments of sudden, catastrophic stress. Ryan’s tended to retreat into itself, baring the cold calculation that had served it so well in his intelligence training. He had no clue how to extricate them from the present crisis, but he could analyze the attack better than most chess players leaning over the board on a cool summer day.


One: they were taking enemy fire, a combination of shoulder-fired RPGs and machine gun fire now slamming into the armor like pneumatic hammers.


Two: both the lead vehicle and the Humvee that had brought up the rear had likely taken direct hits.


Three: the absence of radio chatter likely meant that . . .


The glass next to the driver imploded. Blood sprayed across the far window. The Humvee swerved off the road, into a short ditch, and slammed into the far embankment.


Four: the driver of the third vehicle, the one in which Ryan was riding, had been killed and the Humvee had plowed into a ditch where it would be hit any moment with an RPG.


Silence settled around him with the ticks of a hot engine.


Ryan lunged over the seat, grabbed the radio and spoke quickly into the mic. ‘Home Run, this is Echo-One Actual, on convoy to Fallujah. We’re taking heavy fire, anti-armor, small weapons. All vehicles down, I repeat all three Humvees are out, over.’


A moment’s hesitation, then the calm, efficient response of a dispatcher all too familiar with similar calls. ‘Hold tight, Echo-One, we are clearing close air support and medevac, en route. ETA seventeen minutes. What’s your sitrep, over?’


‘Assuming all personnel are KIA. My Humvee is sideways in a ditch, four klicks north of the expressway. You can’t miss the smoke.’


‘Roger. Hold tight.’


It occurred to him that he’d heard nothing from Tony. He spun back, saw the soldier slumped in his seat, one hand gripping his M-16, the other stretched toward the canopy, as if still reaching up to deploy the M-2.50 caliber machine gun, topside. No blood that he could see. Could be a non-visible wound from shrapnel, could be the impact had knocked him out.


‘Sergeant!’ Ryan slapped the man’s face several times, got nothing, and quickly relieved him of his weapon. Images of flames crackling through the cabin pushed him to the brink of panic. He took a deep breath.


This is no different. Just another mission. Step at a time.


Never mind that this particular mission didn’t involve a pencil or a computer, it was still just one step at a time.


Ryan reached over the driver’s corpse, took the modular radio from the console, grabbed his door handle, cranked it open, and rolled to the sand, relieved to be free of the coffin. He lunged back into the Humvee, grabbed the sergeant by his belt and dragged him out. The soldier landed on the ground and groaned.


Still, no more gunfire. Their objective was now simple. Stay quiet, stay down, stay alive. Survive, watch, wait for the helicopters. Air support was now the only link to survival for either of them. Rising smoke from the wreckages would be visible from a long way off.


‘Where are we?’ Tony had come to.


‘We were hit,’ Ryan whispered, scanning the desert for any sign of the enemy. Unlikely. They’d perfected the art of hitting and running, knowing that when the Apaches showed up, any attempt at fight or flight was doomed to failure. Insurgents with the skill to remain hidden in a flat desert (likely under the sand) and take out three Humvees definitely had the brains to bug out to fight another day.


‘We have support coming,’ he said, turning back.


Something black, like a sledgehammer or a rifle-butt, slammed into his forehead. Pain shot down his spine and he fought to hang on to something, anything.


Another blow landed, and only now did his calculating mind wonder if it was a bullet rather than a sledgehammer or a rifle-butt that had struck his head.




CHAPTER TWO


Bethany Evans scanned through her hotmail account, looking for a call back from her agent at Tripton, the modeling agency she’d signed with three months earlier. The jobs had been fairly small – mostly clothing catalogues, everything from StyleWear to Sears. Two television spots, including working as an extra, toning her body for a Gold’s Gym ad, and one of three high school babes to kiss a guy in a lip gloss piece for Severe Lip Service, a rather funky brand name if anyone was asking her.


This time it was a cover. A clothing catalogue cover for Youth Nation. Assuming that she got it, which her agent, Stevie Barton, had all but guaranteed, over five million buyers who received the fall catalogue would see her face.


‘Is it there?’ Patty asked.


Bethany shifted her cell to the other ear. ‘Hold on. Goodnight, can you believe the junk that gets through these days?’


‘Whatever. It’s probably all the huge fashion magazines throwing free products at you to get you into their stuff.’


‘Gimme a break.’


‘Seriously, you know that’s what happens. You make it and they start to send you free stuff. Like football players getting free shoes, that kind of thing.’


‘I’m a model, Patty. One in a thousand faces in a million magazines. We’re not talking Angela Jolie here.’


‘Where do you think she started? I swear, Beth, you gotta get me in there. I still can’t believe all this is happening to you. You’re going to be freaking famous!’


Bethany’s hand paused over the mouse. Famous? The word had on odd ring to it. She’d never agreed to her mother’s urging to take a few modeling classes and build her portfolio out of any desire to be famous. She was only sixteen years old, for heaven’s sake!


Famous.


She wasn’t even sure what that word meant any more. It wasn’t like she was going to Hollywood or taking up singing lessons any time soon. She was simply making her way on her own, as her mother put it. Making good on what was given her. Which just happened to be decent looks, a pretty smile on a body that looked eighteen, albeit a short eighteen.


‘Don’t say that,’ she said.


‘Whatever. You’re gonna be freaking famous and everyone knows it.’


‘Shut up! I’m serious, Patty. I’m going to be a doctor, not some face everyone can . . .’


She caught her breath as the email scrolled into view. From the desk of Stevie Barton. The Tripton Agency. Austin, Texas.


Patty noted her pause. ‘What? You got it, didn’t you?’


‘Hold on.’


She double clicked on the email and read it quickly.




Bethany –


Congratulations, Sweetie! You got it. They want you in New York in three weeks for the photo shoot. One week, $20,000 as discussed. You’re going to be the poster child for Youth Nation this fall. This is just the beginning. Call me.


Stevie





Bethany blinked. Heat drained from her face as the realization of what this could mean settled over her. Perhaps she’d been just a tad too quick to dismiss a life of stardom. She nearly dropped her cell phone.


‘You got it?’ Patty demanded.


‘I . . .’ Bethany couldn’t help herself now. She squealed. And despite her loathing of little girls who jumped up and down with their fists clenched, she did just that. Squealing like a little girl.


Patty’s voice squealed over the line with her. ‘I knew it, I knew it, I freaking knew it! Read it to me.’


Sitting back down, out of breath and feeling slightly ashamed at her display of emotion (thank God no one had seen her), Bethany read the email to Patty.


‘Uh-huh, just the freaking beginning, what did I freaking tell you?’


‘Is everything freaking with you?’


‘Heck yeah! Now it is. And I’m going with you.’


‘To New York?’


‘Where else. Broadway, Baby.’


The complexities that might result from this small trip to New York to become the next poster child for America’s Youth began to present themselves to Bethany. For starters, it was now late August and school started next week. School meant cheerleading, and she’d landed leader on the varsity squad. Leader had to make every practice, the rules were clear and coach Carter wasn’t the kind to bend them for a magazine cover.


‘When is homecoming this year?’ she asked.


The phone was silent.


‘Second week in September?’


‘I think you’re right. That’s not good.’ Patty clearly understood the importance of the issue, should it arise. But her appreciation for all things pop culture, not the least of which was fame, outweighed her appreciation for leading two thousand red-blooded Texas-bred teenage boys in a cheer while wearing a miniskirt – though it had to be a close call.


‘Forget homecoming. You’re going to be famous.’


Predictable.


‘I’ll call you back.’


‘Hold on, hold on! Where you going?’


‘I’ve got to tell my mother.’


Bethany hung up and flew down the stairs two at a time, spun around the railing at the bottom and ran for the kitchen. She slid to a stop in stocking feet and faced her mother who was on the phone.


‘Mom . . .’


Her mother’s hand flew up, palm demanding silence as she bore down on her own conversation.


‘I got it!’


Her mother snapped her fingers and pointed at her face, scowling. Her way of saying, Shut your mouth; can’t you see I’m on the phone?



Of course I can, Celine. Can’t you see that your daughter has something more important to say than anything you’re gossiping about at the moment?


She didn’t say it, of course. Instead she crossed her arms and drilled her mother with a stare, which she hated with a passion.


‘They’re letting him out? He’s only been locked up for two years.’ Celine walked to the far side of the kitchen to avoid the heat of Bethany’s stare. Bethany stepped around the counter and waited, ignoring a quick glare.


‘What about all the evidence? Surely they can’t just set him free on a technicality. You nailed that freak.’


Her mother was talking to Burton Welsh, the district attorney. Now there was an interesting thread in her convoluted web of relationships. How Celine managed to work her way into the lives of such powerful people never ceased to amaze Bethany. Celine should have been a politician.


She’d met the DA during his investigation of the Bone Man, after the killer had abducted a girl from Bethany’s high school, Saint Michael’s Academy, where she served on the PTA board. The rest was history, as they said.


Bethany slid to her right so that her mother could see her.


‘What does this mean for you?’ her mother asked, turning her back again. She had to be nearing the limits of her tolerance.


In a softer voice now, ‘It’ll be fine, Burt. Don’t let them back you down.’ A pause. ‘I have to go, I’m sorry. My daughter seems to think that the sky is falling.’ She offered a short, forced chuckle. ‘I will. Good bye.’


She clicked off and turned quickly, waving her cell phone. ‘How many times do I have to tell you how rude that is? Was I on the phone when you crashed in here?’


‘I got it.’


‘I don’t care what you got, you’re not the only one who lives in this house. We share space, you and I. That means you respect my space and I pay for yours, and we all know how expensive that can be. I swear, the next time you pull a stunt like that, I’m cutting you off. You hear me?’


Bethany felt her face grow hot. Her mother could be such a child at times, a condition that had grown far worse over this last year while her father was off killing people in Iraq. At times like this Bethany wasn’t sure whom she resented more.


‘Are you done?’


‘I don’t know, are you?’


It was too much. She lost interest in sharing what might very well be the most important news in her short life with this woman who called herself mother.


‘Aren’t you forgetting something?’ Bethany asked.


‘What?’


‘In this space of ours as you call it, you’re the parent. I’m the daughter. So act your age.’


Her mother blinked, but she always blinked to show shock, even though she was rarely truly shocked. It was like role-playing, all a part of what made Celine the manipulating monster she’d slowly become.


‘How dare you speak to me that way? I’m your mother!’


Bethany felt a knot building in her throat. ‘And I’m your daughter.’


They faced each other in silence, Celine with drawn lips, Bethany trying to hold back a torrent of repressed feelings about what she summarily thought of as her abandonment.


Her mother was here, but never here for her. Always off chasing herself through a string of relationships with men, slaving to keep herself from adding a pound of unwanted fat, regretting every day she lived because it brought her one day closer to forty.


Her father wasn’t self-absorbed. He simply wasn’t. His abandonment of them both hadn’t become apparent to her until she’d grown old enough to piece it all together. He was clueless to both Celine’s unfaithfulness and Bethany’s need for a father. She would settle for her mother’s selfishness over her father’s ignorance most any day.


Most. At the moment, her mother’s complete failure to be a mother was pushing Bethany to the brink.


Her mother finally set the phone on the counter and turned her eyes away. ‘What’s so urgent, you little narcissist?’


‘Forget it.’ Bethany turned and walked out of the kitchen, eyes misted and blurry. At times like this hate wouldn’t be the wrong word to express her feelings. She hated her mother for being her mother and she hated her father for not being there to rescue her from her mother.


‘So what, you’re just going to walk away now?’ her mother snapped, following her. ‘Get back here.’


Bethany kept walking.


‘Look, I’m sorry. Is that what you want to hear? This is hard for all of us, you know. You think trying to be parent alone is easy? You aren’t the only one Ryan left. Forgive me if I’m not perfect all the time.’


More manipulation, built on truths, used at the right moment for the desired response. But Bethany had a hard time empathizing with her mother’s incessant talk of being deserted by her man, particularly when she replaced him with other men, which she had no difficulty doing. If anything, her father’s absence was a convenience for Celine, for her game.


It was Bethany, not her mother, who’d been abandoned.


Her mother suddenly gasped behind her. ‘You got the cover?’


Bethany stopped.


‘You got the cover of Youth Nation, didn’t you?’ The coldness in her mother’s tone had melted away. Bethany took a deep breath and pushed back her anger.


‘Yes.’


Her mother’s feet quickly padded across the wood floor. ‘I’m so proud of you, Angel.’


Celine’s hand touched her shoulder but Bethany pulled back. ‘Don’t call me that. You know I hate it.’


‘Oh get over yourself.’ Celine hugged her.


Her father used to call Bethany Angel when she was a young child. But in his leaving he’d treated her anything but like an angel and she resented the name. That her mother would choose the term at a time like this was criminal. Welcome to mother’s world.


When Celine pulled back her eyes were bright, oblivious to her jab of pain. ‘Why didn’t you tell me? When did you find out? That’s wonderful news!’


Bethany didn’t bother answering the questions; they were placeholders, not notes of interest.


‘How much are they paying?’


‘Twenty thousand. They want me in New York in three weeks for a photo shoot.’


Wonder filled her mother’s eyes. ‘I am so proud of you.’


And for all of her antics, Bethany knew she meant it. This was why she would stay loyal to her mother.


‘So you really think I should do this, huh?’


‘Are you kidding? This is fantastic! Don’t you worry; I’ll be with you every step of the way. We’ll go to New York and we’ll have a hoot. There’s no way you can waste this opportunity.’


‘I might miss homecoming.’


Bethany could see the wheels turning behind her mother’s eyes who, not missing a beat, said, ‘Don’t you worry, leave the coach to me.’ She headed back toward the kitchen. ‘You just stick with me, Bethany. We play our cards right, we’ll rule the world. Which is more than I can say for the lame duck who calls himself your father.’


There was a time when Bethany would have objected with a comment about how he was still her father, but she’d forgotten how she’d felt back then. She might not agree with the way her mother had conducted herself these past few years while Ryan was off playing war, but she found herself wondering what it would be like to have a different father. One who cared enough to participate in her life. Maybe that would have been the best solution for all of them.


Her mind flashed back to her mother’s phone conversation. ‘What was that Burt Welsh saying?’


Her mother glanced back, as if undecided to tell. But she did.


‘Some craziness about the Bone Man being released from prison.’




CHAPTER THREE


The voice echoed around the edges of his consciousness, like a speaker in a murmuring crowd whose words rose above the cacophony to be heard, if only barely.


‘Wake . . . wake . . .’


An image of waves crashing to shore while Ryan and his younger brother, Pete, stood with their wake boards ready to rush into the receding waters joined the voice. Pete had been killed in a car crash ten years or so ago – had it really been so long?


Maybe he was dead.


‘Wake up. Wake up!’


Something struck his cheek and the sting jerked him away from the murmuring crowd in a lonely, dark place.


‘Wake up!’


Another hard slap chased away the darkness. The horizon turned red and he heard himself groan.


‘Yes? Yes, you’re going to finally join us?’


His memory of the firefight lit up his mind like a bomb blast. The Humvees had been hit . . . he’d survived . . . the staff sergeant had survived . . . he’d been struck and knocked unconscious . . .


He was alive and in the presence of someone who spoke with a heavy Arab accent.


‘Open your eyes.’


His eyelids fluttered open to a dimly lit room. The details fell into his mind; simple facts that painted a picture that could only be interpreted in their entirety. No conclusion yet, no need to rush to judgment. Bad intel got more soldiers killed than bullets.


Concrete walls. An old wood door. No windows. A metal table on his right, stacked with papers. He was seated in a chair and his hands were bound behind him. One dim bulb hung overhead, shrouded by a green metal shade. An empty corkboard hung on the wall directly ahead of him.


Three Arab men dressed in dirty tan slacks and shirts stood in the room. Two of them leaned against the wall and cradled AK-47s. The third, presumably the speaker, paced directly in front of Ryan, one hand resting on his holstered pistol, the other limp by his side.


So then, he had been taken captive by what appeared to be three insurgents or terrorists who held him either deep within a building, judging by the lack of windows, or underground, a more likely scenario.


Ryan shifted his arms, heard the chains around his wrists more than he felt them, and settled. To say that he wasn’t concerned would have been a gross understatement, but he refused to allow fear to gain any foothold.


He was alive, which was far better than the fate the others had suffered. Or was it? They would either torture him for what information he could give them, a thought that he shoved away, or they would use him as a political tool and eventually kill him.


The man who’d slapped him leaned close enough for him to head-butt – clearly he’d been born a fighter rather than a thinker. Ryan was a man of considerable size, weighing in at 190 lbs give or take, standing just at six feet, and the Navy kept him fit, but he’d never struck or taken a blow in his life.


‘Can you hear me?’


The man’s breath smelled like clean dirt. Like most Middle Easterners, he valued cleanliness far more than your typical westerner – even here in the desert, assuming he hadn’t been out long enough to be driven to a city, the man would take care to bathe each day. Ryan could still smell the soap on him.


He tried to speak but nothing came from his parched mouth, so he cleared his throat and tried again.


‘Yes.’


‘Good.’ He closed the distance so that his nose came within inches of Ryan’s. He wore a beard and red-checkered head dress, which placed him firmly in the camp of what most hastily called extremists. But the Middle Eastern psyche wasn’t so easy to categorize. There were dozens of ideologies, each with their own long history, each with their own complaints, all with an understandable perspective if you looked at the world through the right lenses.


‘You may call me Kahlid. And until I know your true name, I will call you Kent. You’re a race of Supermans, you Americans, aren’t you?’


One of the men behind him murmured in Arabic. ‘And we are the Lex Luther.’ The other chuckled.


If they didn’t know his name or rank, they wouldn’t know that he spoke a fair amount of Arabic.


Kahlid, clearly not his real name, pulled back and placed both hands behind his back. ‘If you’re wondering, the rest of your friends are dead. We were able to escort you away from the scene before the helicopters arrived. You’re now alone here with us, for us to use as we see fit. Does this bother you?’


Ryan answered honestly. ‘Yes.’


‘Good. Then I don’t mind telling you that we have full intention of bothering you even more. Much more, I would say, judging by your relative lack of concern.’


The man’s impeccable grasp of the English language without a hint of a British accent meant he’d probably studied at an Ivy League school in the States. Harvard or Stanford perhaps. The education wasn’t surprising, but the fact that such a valuable man would be involved in a simple hit and run outside of Fallujah was highly unusual.


Which could only mean that their mission hadn’t been designed as a simple hit and run.


A slight smirk crossed Kahlid’s face. ‘What are you, Kent? Hmm? An intelligence officer? Special Forces? Hmm? Why do your eyes show no fear? Or perhaps you are stupid. Unfamiliar with the methods which we use to press back the butchers that have invaded our land.’


Ryan found some encouragement in the man’s assessment even though he knew he was being manipulated.


‘You are here for a purpose, Kent. You are our poster child and with you we will send a message to the world. To do that we will need to break you. Because our mission is so critical, we will use any and all means to break you. If you’re as intelligent as you appear, you know we’ve already begun. Do you know this?’


‘Yes.’


‘Good. This bunker is thirty feet beneath the ground, far enough from any housing for your spies to notice any coming or going. No one will find you, no one will hear your screams. You should be wishing we’d pointed the RPG at your Humvee instead, yes?’


‘The thought had crossed my mind.’


‘Well then. You can say more than “yes”. Do you mind telling me, Kent, why you are here in my country?’


Ryan hesitated, considering his options. He could clam up and hasten the inevitable smashing of bones or electrocution or a myriad of other techniques perfected in these deserts. Or he could engage them, hoping to stall them while he looked for alternatives. He opted for the latter.


‘I’m following orders,’ he said.


‘Yes, I’m sure you are. As am I. In the end does it really matter which of us does a better job? Will lives be saved? Freedom won?’


‘I don’t know.’


The man paced back and forth now, hands still behind his back like an interrogator from an old WW II movie.


‘Then let me help you know a few things. Assume for a moment that you are God. That this is really all about you and your children.’ He motioned to the outer wall as he spoke. ‘Can you think in terms of God, or are you an atheist like so many of your countrymen?’


‘Yes.’


‘Yes you are an atheist or yes you believe in God?’


‘I believe in God.’


‘And you believe he loves his children. All of his children.’


‘Yes.’


‘Well then, tell me if you can, how God feels when he looks down and sees this war of yours.’


‘Assuming God feels anything, I’m sure war bothers him.’


‘If you were God, Kent, how would you feel? Please try to stay in character.’


Ryan glanced around the room. The only way out was through the wood door, but that hardly discouraged him. He was shackled in place – there would be no escape from this hole. All he had was his mind, and he had to keep it active.


‘Focus, please.’


Ryan looked back at his interrogator. ‘I suppose I would feel disturbed.’


‘Why? Why would you feel disturbed? Because your children were being killed?’


‘Yes.’ But he didn’t feel any emotional connection with the man’s point.


‘So then, like me, on at least one level you are saddened by this war.’


‘Yes. But also like you, I’m bound by my duty to those who have my loyalty.’


‘Your loyalty is to man, not God?’


‘God hasn’t issued any orders lately,’ Ryan said.


‘And if he did, would you follow them or would you follow the orders given to you by man?’


Ryan didn’t respond. He knew where the man was headed, but his approach was meaningless because, unlike many Muslims who believed they were following God in political matters, his own belief in God was far too distant to consider in the same thought.


‘In truth, everything that happens here in the desert leads back to God,’ Kahlid said. ‘But I can see you don’t follow God the way I do. As I thought. So I’m not going to bother manipulating you with an appeal to his will. I’ll have to follow our original plan and attempt to test your own will. Is that okay with you?’


‘Not really, no.’


‘You’re honest, I like that. We’re going to find out just how honest you are.’ He nodded at the man closest to the door, who pulled open the latch, spoke quietly to someone outside, and disappeared into a dark hall. A tunnel.


‘It may take us a few days, that’s up to you, but eventually you will see the world the way we see it.’


The soldier returned with a camera case and a tripod. He latched the door and began setting it up.


‘We’re going to film you so that we can show the world what we have learned here today. I hope you don’t object. It’s the truth we want, nothing more. We don’t care about your rank and serial number, you’ll gladly give us that before we’re done. We’re more interested in your heart. In God’s heart, assuming you’re still in character.’


A thin chill snaked down Ryan’s spine. The interrogation was taking a turn that, for all of its similarities to the hundreds of cases he’d been exposed to during his career, felt profoundly different, beginning with the choice of Kahlid’s language.


He looked at his interrogator, who was now smiling. ‘You don’t have enough footage of American soldiers condemning the war?’


‘We do, yes. And we won’t need any more from you.’


Then what?


An unnerving quiet settled over them as the soldier with the camera carefully set up the tripod, mounted the Panasonic, inserted a tape, and plugged the unit into an extension cord.


‘We have enough gasoline to run the generator for three days. If it takes longer, we will refill the tanks. But it’s not gasoline that I’m concerned with running out of.’ He glanced at the cameraman, who was looking through the lens. ‘Are we set?’


The man nodded.


‘Turn it on.’


A red light was the only indicator that the camera was live.


Kahlid crossed to the table, scooped up a stack of papers and a handful of tacks, and then stepped over to the corkboard. He began to pin eight and a half by 11-inch sheets of photocopied images up on the board in a neat row.


Pictures of collapsed buildings, chunks of concrete immediately recognizable as the handiwork of explosives. The photographs had been taken on the ground, some slightly blurred, as if the photographer had taken them in haste.


He’d seen volumes of war images, enough to deaden his mind to all but the worst. But there was something about the presentation of these pictures that he found disturbing.


Then he saw it: hardly distinguishable from the chunks of rubble, broken and twisted limbs. The evidence of bodies that had been trapped and crushed under the weight of the crumbling building.


Kahlid went calmly about the business of pinning more photographs on the wall, one at a time, until he had twelve of them in two rows of six each. The last eight were close-ups, showing a dusty arm thrust out from the space between several large blocks. A very thin, small hand that was attached to a boy or girl younger than ten, hidden under tons of stone. Three different pictures of this arm, broken above the child’s elbow, hanging limp, dusty but not bloody.


Ryan now saw limbs between the cracks in the rubble. All children, noticed only upon a second look, then noticed singularly, as if the mounds of broken building didn’t even exist. His stomach turned.


Kahlid turned around and stepped inside. ‘Do you recognize these, Kent?’


Did he? No, he didn’t think so.


‘Mr Kent?’


‘Umm . . . no. No, I don’t.’


‘Of course you don’t. Your pictures come from high in the sky where your collateral damage is safely hidden from the public eye.’


Kahlid took a deep breath. His lip quivered.


‘I, on the other hand, do recognize these photographs because I took them. If you look carefully you will see my daughter’s arm in the third photograph from the left at the bottom. The next two are also Sophie. And the next one is of my son’s leg.’


The man’s eyes narrowed almost imperceptibly then he stepped to his right. ‘They were seven and nine when your bombs fell from the sky and crushed the apartment next to the one I’d sent my wife and four children to for safe keeping. They all died that day. Their bones were broken and crushed. It is hard for me to imagine the pain they must have felt.’


Ryan didn’t know how to respond to this man’s obvious heartache.


‘I’m going to leave you with these pictures for a while, Kent. I want you to stare at my children. At God’s children, lying broken on the ground and I want you to feel their pain . . . the way God feels pain. And when you have done that, I will return and we can go to the next step. Fair enough?’


For the first time since waking, Ryan felt completely out of his element.


Kahlid dipped his head and left the room, followed by the others. Ryan sat alone under the steady gaze of the camera’s red blinking light and the handiwork of collateral damage.




CHAPTER FOUR


Ricki Valentine sat with her right leg crossed over her left, slowly swinging her foot as she studied Mort Kracker’s brooding gray eyes. A crew cut topped the Assistant Director in Charge’s large square head, giving him the appearance of a softer, kinder version of Frankenstein, sans scars.


The conversation in the room had stalled. If the defense attorney’s latest filing with the court bore up under judicial scrutiny, Phil Switzer, aka Bone Man, could very well be walking the streets two weeks from now and all eyes would be on the DA who’d put him behind bars.


Burton Welsh, the man who now served as Austin’s district attorney in large part because of his highly touted prosecution of Bone Man two years prior, stared at them from his perch against the window sill, one hand across his waist, the other stroking up his chin, as though scratching at a thought.


Welsh might be on the bubble here, but Ricki had been the FBI’s lead investigator in the case. She, more than the DA, had been responsible for Bone Man’s capture and conviction. There would be more than enough scrutiny to go around if the folder on the chief’s desk contained the truth.


‘So?’ Welsh demanded.


‘So . . .’ Kracker glanced between them. ‘We have us a problem.’


Although not directly responsible for the investigation, Mort Kracker’s oversight of the case wouldn’t be dismissed. Not to mention the well-known fact that Kracker had essentially fed the case to Burt Welsh, whose relationship with him extended all the way back to UT law school.


Here, in this room, sat the three law enforcement professionals who may very well have put an innocent man behind bars; even worse, they had possibly left a serial killer behind to take God knew how many more victims, always careful to cover his tracks.


‘You’re not actually suggesting you believe this load of crap,’ Welsh said, shoving a thick finger at the wall. ‘That man is as guilty as a pregnant nun. That’s why we prosecuted, that’s why he’s serving time.’


He crossed the room and towered over Ricki. ‘You led the investigation, the file on him is a foot thick.’


Uncomfortable under his shadow, Ricki stood. He wore a tailored blue suit that hid his muscled frame well, but at six-three, there was no hiding his power. Standing a mere five foot two if she stretched, Ricki felt like a mouse next to him.


She walked toward the window he’d vacated. ‘And you know as well as I do that the blood samples from the last victim connected the evidence and sealed the case.’


Kracker put his elbows on his desk. ‘Which they say was contrived. Defense says that they can prove it came from the same sample taken to run him through VICAP, and that we broke the chain of evidence. Like I said, we have a problem.’


‘Assuming this evidence of theirs pans out,’ Welsh said. He took a seat in the chair Ricki had left. ‘Either way, Switzer’s as guilty as hell.’


Ricki nodded. ‘Probably. But that doesn’t help us in appellate court. Double jeopardy – he can’t be tried for the same crime twice. Unless and until we find another victim to link to the case, we’re stuck.’


‘I understand the legal problem,’ Welsh shot back. ‘But if you think I’m just going to sit by and wait for him to take another victim before I do anything, you don’t know me. When news of this leaks, the city will go nuts.’


The Bone Man, so dubbed by Ricki for his MO of killing his victims by breaking their bones without breaking their skin, had left a total of seven victims behind, all in plain sight, all in quiet Texas neighborhoods, from El Paso to Austin, where he’d taken his last two before being caught.


Assuming the man they’d put away really was Bone Man.


‘I’m not saying we have the wrong man,’ Ricki said. ‘I’m simply pointing out the challenge we’re facing.’


Welsh exposed his true concern. ‘I don’t need to restate what this means to me, Mort. Personally.’


‘We all have both professional and personal stakes in this case,’ Mort returned. ‘That doesn’t change the challenge Ricki’s addressing.’


‘Don’t patronize me.’ He took a breath. ‘There’s more at stake here than Bone Man and his victims. I’m trying to run a city. The last thing the city needs is more fear-mongering over a case like this. The media will sensationalize and speculate for millions of people who don’t think for themselves. Next thing you know, schools will close and people will be hiding in their homes. Like happened in DC, with the sniper.’


‘I thought the mayor ran the city,’ Ricki said. ‘Does he know yet?’


The man shot her an angry glare.


Easy, Ricki.


‘Of course he knows. I have his full support.’


‘Support for what?’


‘Don’t be so naive. We have to shut this down. For all of our sakes, for the sake of the city, for the sake of justice on behalf of millions; not just one man.’


Ricki wasn’t sure she understood him correctly. She’d always thought of Welsh as a bull, stomping to run over anyone who stepped into his ring, but she’d never pegged him as one to subvert the laws he’d been elected to uphold.


Her boss leaned back in his chair and cast her a furtive glance. ‘I don’t think any of us disagree that we need to deal with this in an appropriate manner,’ he said carefully. ‘We have over two thousand man-hours logged on a case to bring a criminal to justice, no one’s suggesting we just let him walk. But we’re facing evidence here that undermines our position. We can’t just ignore it.’


Welsh slammed his palm on the chair’s arm. ‘Then find me more evidence!’


Ricki thought about asking him what he meant by find. But she held her tongue.


‘There has to be something we can use to nail this shut. Another blood sample, maybe overlooked by the lab, DNA evidence that was overlooked because we had what we needed. Anything!’


Her boss spread his palms. ‘Ricki?’


Her mind quickly rehearsed the details of the case she’d lived and breathed two years earlier.


Bone Man’s first victim had been found in El Paso, Texas. An exhaustive search for seventeen-year-old Susan Carter, who’d gone missing after going out for milk on a Tuesday night, had finally turned up in an abandoned barn. The police had immediately asked the FBI for assistance and Ricki had been the federal agent assigned to the case.


The image of Susan’s bruised and broken body staked to the ground in a circle of candles had haunted Ricki’s nights for a year. Though she’d been missing for a week, post-mortem evidence from blood pooling, edema and decomposition revealed that she’d been dead less than thirty-six hours when they’d found her. The evidence response team from the Dallas field office revealed a dim reflection of Susan’s ordeal during the four days she’d spent with her captor.


The killer had gone to great lengths to break the victim’s bones, one at a time without so much as scratching the skin, likely beginning with her fingers and working his way to larger bones over a period of days. The only blood found at the scene had come from rope burns at her wrists and ankles.


No evidence of sexual assault. No bodily secretions that didn’t belong to the victim. No hair, no fiber, no prints.


They took castings of tire tracks where a vehicle had been parked, and of boot impressions left, apparently without any effort to conceal them. The hemp rope was a common variety, as were the tent stakes used to tether the body down. So the killer shopped at True Value and paid in cash. Nothing traceable.


Lab analysis later told them that they were likely looking for a Ford F-150 truck, based on the position and depth of the tire impressions, but half the county drove similar trucks. The size thirteen boots were made by Brahma, and were as common in Texas as tumbleweed.


They had a male killer who weighed roughly 170–200 pounds, wore Brahma boots and drove a Ford F-150 pickup. Helpful, but by no means isolating. In the Republic of Texas, everybody wore boots and drove trucks and could sing ‘Dixie’ from memory.


Although the motivation wasn’t clear, Ricki had been the first to suggest that they were looking at a twisted kind of crucifixion taken from the Roman tradition of breaking the bones of those they crucified to speed their death. The bones of Jesus hadn’t been broken at his crucifixion, an unusual detail that had been foretold by the prophet Isaiah and often cited by Christians as one piece of evidence that Jesus was the Messiah.
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