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It seems at first like a simple, tragic
story. Tyler Wingo, a teenage boy,



learns the awful news that his father, a
soldier, was killed in action in
Afghanistan. Then the extraordinary
happens: Tyler receives a
communication from his father . . . after
his supposed death.

Tyler hires Sean and Michelle to solve
the mystery surrounding his father. But
their investigation quickly leads to
deeper, more troubling questions. Could
Tyler's father really still be alive? What
was his true mission? Could Tyler be the
next target?

Sean and Michelle soon realize that
they've stumbled on to something bigger
and more treacherous than anyone could
have imagined. And as their hunt for the



truth leads them relentlessly to the
highest levels of power and to
uncovering the most clandestine of
secrets, Sean and Michelle are
determined to help and protect Tyler--
though they may pay for it with their
lives.

David Baldacci's books are published in
over 45 languages and in more than 80
countries, with over 110 million copies
in print. His previous novels in the King
& Maxwell series-Split Second, Hour
Game, Simple Genius, First Family,
and The Sixth Man-were all #1 New
York Times bestsellers. David Baldacci
is also the cofounder, along with his
wife, of the Wish You Well Foundation,



a nonprofit organization dedicated to
supporting literacy efforts across
America. Still a resident of his native
Virginia, he invites you to visit him at
www.DavidBaldacci.com and  his
foundation at
www.WishYouWellFoundation.org, and
to look into its program to spread books
across America at
www.FeedingBodyandMind.com.

"Another fast paced page turner that will
keep you glued to the couch...by an
author who continues to standout in the
increasingly crowded thriller field."
-Examiner.com on *The Forgotten*

"Baldacci is a master when 1t comes to



writing about small-town conspiracies
and a lone hero who fights against all
odds to clean up corruption. The
narrative moves slowly, so the reader
has a chance to solve the case along with
Puller. It might seem straightforward, but
the final reveal will surprise even
hardcore  thriller  junkies." -The

Washington Post on The Forgotten

"The Innocent 1is Baldacci at his
absolute best...Baldacci provides the
reader a non-stop pulse pounding ride
that will keep you on the edge of your
seat into the wee hours of the
morning...Five Stars." -Examiner.com

"This book is a definite one-day, 'edge-



of-your-chair' read, with an ending that
is a complete surprise. One of the best
Baldacci's since Absolute Power, this is
one that will have all suspense readers
enthralled." -Suspense Magazine on
The Innocent

"Readers expect excitement and intrigue
in David Baldacci's books, and Zero
Day is no exception...As Baldacci's new
hero narrowly escapes countless close
calls, the pairing of the author's
imagination and knowledge create a
wild ride for the reader. Puller is gutsy,
brash and likable. Best of all, he
survives to reappear in the next book of
this new series." -The Free-Lance Star

on Zero Day



"Zero Day is a nifty, paranoid thriller
disguised as a murder mystery, and
Baldacci advances it at a speedy clip
with a nice mix of intrigue, tantalizing
clues and the occasional
explosion...Baldacci's books are fast-
paced battles between good and evil."
-Richmond Times Dispatch on Zero

Day
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FORTY—EIGHT HUNDRED POUNDS.

That was roughly how much the cargo
in the crate weighed. It was off-loaded
from the tractor-trailer by forklift and
placed in the back of the smaller box
truck. The rear door was closed and
secured with two different locks, one a
key, the other a combo. Each lock was
rated to be tamper-proof. The reality
was, given time, any lock could be
beaten and any door broken through.



The man climbed into the driver’s
seat of the truck, closed the door, locked
it, started the engine, revved the motor,
cranked the AC, and adjusted his seat.
He had a long way to drive and not much
time to get there. And it was hot as hell.
Maybe hotter. Waves of visible heat
shimmered, distorting the landscape. He
didn’t focus on that, because he might
just start puking.

He would have preferred an armed
escort. Perhaps an Abrams tank for good
measure, but that was not in the budget
or the mission plan. The ground was
rocky and, in the distance, mountainous.
The roads had more potholes than
asphalt. He had guns and plenty of
ammo. But he was only one man with



only one trigger finger.

He no longer wore the uniform. He
had taken it off for the last time about an
hour ago. He fingered his “new” clothes.
They were worn and not overly clean.
He pulled out his map and spread it out
on the front seat as the tractor-trailer
pulled away.

He was now alone in the middle of
nowhere in a country that was still
largely entrenched 1n the ninth century.

As he stared out the windshield at the
imposing terrain, he briefly thought
about how he had ended up here. Back
then it had seemed brave, even heroic.
Right now he felt like the world’s
biggest idiot for accepting a mission that
held such a low chance of survival.



The reality was he was here. He was
alone. He had a job to do and he had
better get to it. And if he died, well, his
mortal worries were over and he would
have at least one person to mourn him.

In addition to the map, he had GPS.
However, it was spotty out here, as
though the satellites above didn’t know
there was actually a country down here
that required folks getting from point A
to point B. Hence the old-fashioned
paper version on the front seat.

He put the truck in drive and thought
about what was in the crate. It was more
than two tons of very special cargo.
Without it he was certainly a dead man.
Even with 1t, he might be a dead man,
but his odds were far better by having it.



As he passed over the rough road, he
calculated he had twenty hours’ hard
driving ahead of him. There were no
highways here. The pace would be
plodding and bumpy. And there might
even be folks shooting at him.

There also would be people waiting
for him at the end. The cargo would be
transferred, and he would be transferred
along with it. Communications had been
made. Promises given. Alliances
formed. Now it was just up to him to talk
a good game and the others to keep their
word.

That had all sounded good in the
endless meetings with people in shirts
and ties and with their smartphones
jangling nonstop. Out here alone with



nothing around him except the bleakest
landscape one could imagine, it all
sounded delusional.

But he was still a soldier so he
soldiered on.

He worked his way toward the
mountains in the distance. He carried not
one piece of personal information on
him. Yet he did have papers that should
allow him safe passage through the area.

Should, not would.

If he was stopped, he would have to
talk his way out of it if the papers were
deemed insufficient. If they asked to see
what was in the truck, he had to refuse. If
they insisted, he had a little metal box
with a black matte finish. It had a switch
on the side and one red button on top.



When he engaged the switch and pushed
down the button, everything would still
be okay. If his finger came off the button
while the device was still engaged, he
and everything else within twenty square
meters would disappear.

He drove for twelve straight hours
and saw not a single living person. He
glimpsed a camel and a donkey
wandering around. He saw a dead snake.
He observed a rotted human body, its
carcass being reduced to bone by
vultures. He was surprised there was
only one dead body. Normally there
would have been a lot more. This
country had seen its share of slaughter.
Every so often another country tried to
invade it. They quickly won the war and



then lost everything else and went home
with their tanks tucked between their
legs.

During the dozen hours, he saw the
sun set and then rise again. He was
heading east so he was driving right into
it. He lowered the visor on the truck and
kept going. He played CD after CD of
rock music, blasting the truck cab. He
listened to Meat Loaf’s “Paradise by the
Dashboard Light” twenty times in a row,
as loud as his ears could stand. He
smiled every time the baseball
announcer’s voice came on. It was a
little bit of home out here.

Despite Meat Loaf screaming at him,
his eyelids still drooped and he kept
jolting back awake after his truck had



strayed across the road. Luckily there
was no other traffic. There weren’t many
people who would want to live around
here. Foreboding would be one way to
describe it. Insanely dangerous would be
another, more accurate one.

Thirteen hours into the trip he grew so
tired that he decided to pull off the road
to take a quick nap. He had made good
progress and had a little time to spare.
But as he was about to stop he looked
down the road and saw what was
coming. His weariness vanished. His
nap would have to wait.

The open-bed truck was speeding
directly at him. The truck was driving
squarely in the center of the road,
blocking passage in either direction.



Two men sat in front, three stood in
the bed, all holding subguns. They were
the Welcome Wagon, Afghan-style.

He pulled partially off the road,
rolled down the window, let the heat
waves push in, and waited. He turned oft
the CD player, and Meat Loaf’s baritone
vanished. These men would not
appreciate the rocker’s prodigious pipes
or lustful lyrics.

The smaller truck stopped beside his.
While two of the turbaned men with
subguns pointed their weapons at him,
the man in the truck’s passenger seat
climbed out and walked to the cab door
of the other vehicle. He also wore a
turban; the bands of sweat soaked into
the material spoke of the prolonged



intensity of the heat.

The driver looked at the man as he
approached.

He reached for the sheaf of papers on
the front seat. They sat next to his fully
loaded Glock with one round already in
the chamber. He hoped he didn’t have to
use it, because a pistol against a subgun
would only have one outcome—his
death.

“Papers?” the man said in Pashto.

He handed them through. They were
appropriately signed and distinctively
sealed by each of the tribal chieftains
who controlled these stretches of land.
He was counting on it that they would be
honored. He was encouraged by the fact
that in this part of the world, not abiding



by a chieftain’s orders often resulted in
the death of those who disobeyed. And
death here was nearly always brutal and
almost never immediate. They liked for
you to feel yourself die, as they said
around here.

The turbaned man was drenched in
sweat, his eyes red and his clothes as
dirty as his face. He read through the
papers, blinking rapidly when he saw
the august signatories.

He looked up at the driver and
appraised him keenly, then he handed
back the papers. The man’s gaze went to
the back of the truck, his look a curious
one. The driver’s hand closed around the
small black box and he pressed the
switch on the side, engaging it. The man



spoke again in Pashto. The driver shook
his head and said that opening the truck
was not possible. It was locked and he
did not have a key or the combo
required.

The man pointed to his gun and said
that that was his key.

The driver’s finger pressed down on
the red button. If they shot him, his finger
would release and this “idiot switch”
feature would detonate the explosives
and kill them all.

He said in Pashto, “The tribal leaders
were clear. The cargo could not be
revealed until its final destination. Very
clear,” he added for emphasis. “If you
have a problem, you need to take it up
with them.”



The man considered this and slid his
hand down to his holstered sidearm.

The driver tried to keep his breathing
normal and his limbs from twitching, but
being seconds from getting blown into
oblivion did certain physiological things
to the body that he could not control.

Five tense seconds passed during
which it was not clear if the turban
would stand down or not.

The man finally withdrew, climbed
back into the truck, and said something
to the driver. Moments later the truck
sped off, kicking up a cloud of dust
behind its rear wheels.

The driver disengaged the detonator
and waited until they were nearly out of
sight before putting the truck back in



gear. He drove off slowly at first, and
then punched the gas. His weariness was
gone.

He didn’t need the music anymore. He
lowered the AC because he suddenly felt
rather cold. He followed his directions,
keeping to the exact route. It did not pay
to stray out here. He scanned the horizon
for any other pickup trucks with armed
men coming his way, but saw none. He
hoped that word had been communicated
along the route that the cargo truck was
to be given safe passage.

Nearly eight hours later he arrived at
his final destination. The dusk was
starting to gather and the wind was
picking up. The sky was streaked with
clouds, and the rain looked to be a few



minutes from bucketing down.

When he arrived here, he had
expected one precise thing to happen.

It didn’t.



CHAPTER
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The FrsT THING TO GO wrong was his
running out of gas as he pulled through
the stone building’s open overhead door.
He had extra fuel tanks, but apparently
someone had miscalculated.

The second thing to go wrong was the
gun being shoved in his face.

This was no turban toting a subgun. It
was a white man like him with a .357
pistol, its hammer already pulled back.

“Is there a problem?” the driver said.



“Not for us,” said the man, who was
heavyset and jowly and looked closer to
forty than thirty.

“Us?” He looked around and saw
other white guys creeping out of the
shadows. They were all armed, and
every gun they had was pointing at him.

This many white faces here stuck out
like a planet going out of its orbit.

“This 1s not part of the plan,” the
driver said.

The other man held out a cred pack.
“There’s been a change in plan.”

The driver studied the ID card and
badge. It showed that the man’s name
was Tim Simons and identified him as
being an agent with the CIA. He said, “If
we’re on the same side, why the gun in



my face?”

“In this part of the world I’ve learned
not to trust anybody. Out, now!”

The driver slung his fully loaded
knapsack over his shoulder and stepped
down onto the dirt floor holding two
things.

One was his Glock, which was
useless with so many guns centered on
him.

The second item was the black box.
That was entirely useful. In fact, it was
the only real bargaining chip he had. He
engaged the detonator and pressed down
the button.

He held it up to Simons.

“Fail-safe,” he said. “Red button gets
released, we all get vaporized. Truck is



wired all the way around with cakes of
Semtex. Enough to make this just a hole
in the ground.”

“Bullshit,” countered Simons.

“Guess you weren’t entirely wired in
on the op.”

“I think I was.”

“Then think again. Look under the
wheel wells.”

Simons nodded at a colleague, who
drew a flashlight and ducked under the
truck’s right rear wheel well.

He backed out and turned. His
expression said it all.

The armed men looked back at the
driver. Their superior numbers had just
been rendered irrelevant. He knew it,
but he also knew this advantage was



precarious. A game of chicken could
only have, at best, one winner. But it
could likely also have two losers. And
he was running out of time. He could
sense this in the fingers gliding to
triggers, in the backward steps the men
were trying to make surreptitiously. He
could read their minds in every
movement.

Get out of the Semtex’s explosive
radius and either let him detonate and
kill himself or take him out with a kill
shot and hopefully save the cargo. Either
way they would live, which would be
their primary objective. There would be
other cargo to hijack, but they could not
conjure additional lives.

“Unless you can run a lot faster than



Usain Bolt, you’ll never get outside the
blast zone in time,” he said. He held the
box higher. “And we’ll have an eternity
to think about our sins.”

Simons said, “We want what’s in the
truck. You give us that, you go free.”

“I’mnot sure how that would work.”

Simons nervously eyed the box.
“There’re two pickup trucks parked in
the far corner over there. Both are fully
fueled with extra cans in the back and
each has a GPS. They were our rides
getting here, but you take one of them.
Your choice.”

The driver eyed the black truck. Next
to it was a green pickup.

“And where exactly do I take it?” he
asked.



“I’m assuming out of this shithole.”

“I have a job to do.”

“That job has changed.”

“Why don’t we just end this?” He
started to lessen the pressure on the
button.

“Wait,” said Simons. “Wait.” He held
up his hand.

“I’'m waiting.”

“Just take a truck and get out of here.
Your cargo is not worth dying for, is 1t?”

“Maybe it is.”

“You’ve got a family back in the
States.”

“How do you know that?”

“I just do. And I have to believe you
want to get back to them.”

“And how do I explain losing the



cargo?”

“You won’t have to, trust me,” replied
Simons.

“That’s the problem, I don’t trust
you.”

“Then we’re all going to die right
here. It’s that simple.”

The driver eyed the pickup trucks. He
didn’t believe anything he had been told.
But he desperately wanted to get out of
this alive, if only to make things right
later.

Simons said, “Look, we’re obviously
not the Taliban. Hell, I'm from
Nebraska. My creds are the real deal.
We’re on the same side here, okay? Why
else would I be here?”

The driver finally said, “So you want



me to just withdraw quietly from the
field?”

“That was my offer.”

“How do you propose doing this?”

“First thing, don’t release the button,”
advised Simons.

“Then don’t pull your triggers.” He
edged toward the pickup trucks. The men
parted to allow him passage.

“I'll be taking the green truck,” he
said abruptly. He saw Simons give a
nearly imperceptible flinch, which was
good. He’d made the right decision. The
black truck was obviously booby-
trapped.

He reached the green truck and eyed
the ignition. The keys were in there.
There was also a GPS mounted on the



dash.

Simons called out, “What’s the range
on the detonator?”

“I’ll keep that to myself.”

He threw his knapsack on the front
seat, climbed into the truck, and started
the engine. He eyed the gas gauge. Full.
He kept his free hand ready with the
detonator.

Simons said, “How can we trust you
not to detonate when you're well
away?”

“It’s a question of range,” he replied.

“Which you haven’t told us.”

“So you just have to trust me,
Nebraska. Just like 1 have to trust you
that this truck isn’t wired to blow up as
soon as I’m out of here. Or maybe it was



the other one that was.”

He pushed the gas pedal to the floor
and the truck roared out of the stone
building. He expected shots to be fired
at him. None came.

He imagined they believed that would
lead to their deaths when he released the
button in retaliation.

When he was far enough away, he
looked at the black box. If the guys back
there were CIA, there was a lot more
going on here than he cared to think
about right now. But he wanted to see it
through. And the only way to do that was
to let this play out. And stay alive.

He disengaged the detonator and
tossed it on the front seat.

Now he just had to get the hell out of



here.

He hoped that was possible. Most
people came to this part of the world
simply to kill or be killed.



CHAPTER
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Sean KING DROVE WHILE MICHELLE MAXWELL
rode shotgun.

This was the reverse of what the pair
normally did. She usually drove the car,
like she was piloting a ride at Daytona.
And Sean hung on for dear life and
mumbled his prayers, but without much
confidence that they would be answered.

There was a good reason for his
driving tonight, and for the last twenty-
one nights. Michelle was simply not



herself, at least not yet. She was getting
there, only more slowly than she wanted.

He looked at her. “How you doing?”

She stared straight ahead. “I am
armed. So you ask me that one more time
and I will shoot you, Sean.”

“I’m just concerned, okay?”

“I know that, Sean. And I appreciate
it. But I’ve been out of rehab for three
weeks. I think I’'m good to go. And that’s
what your concern can do: Go.”

“Your injuries were life threatening,
Michelle. You almost didn’t make it.
You nearly bled out. Trust me, I was
there for every second of it. So three
weeks out of rehab after something like
that 1s actually not very long.”

Michelle touched her lower back and



then her upper thigh. There were scars
there. There would always be scars
there. The memory of how she had come
by these injuries was as vivid as the
initial knife thrust into her back. It had
been done by someone she thought was
an ally.

Yet she was alive. And Sean had
been with her every step of the way.
Only now his hovering was starting to
annoy her.

“I know. But it was two full months of
rehab. And I’m a fast healer. You of all
people should understand that by now.”

“It was just close, Michelle. Way too
close.”

“How many times have I almost lost
you?” she said, shooting him a glance.



“It’s part of what we do. It comes with
the territory. If we want safe, we have to
get into another line of work.”

Sean looked out through the
windshield as the rain continued
bucketing down. The night was cold,
gloomy, the clouds shifty as a coyote.
They were driving through a particularly
lonely area of northern Virginia on their
way back from meeting with a former
client, Edgar Roy. They had saved him
from a death sentence. He had been as
suitably appreciative as any high-
functioning autistic savant with severely
limited social skills could be.

“Edgar looked good,” said Michelle.

“He looked really good considering
the alternative of lethal injection,”



replied Sean, who seemed relieved by
the change in topic.

Sean took a turn too fast on the rain-
slicked, curvy road and Michelle
grabbed her armrest for support.

“Slow 1t down,” she warned.

He feigned astonishment. “Words 1
never thought I would hear leave your
mouth.”

“I drive fast because I know how to.”

“I’ve got the injuries and therapy bills
to prove otherwise,” he shot back.

She gave him a scowl. “So, what
now, since we’ve finished all the work
on Edgar Roy’s matter?”

“We continue our careers as private
investigators. Both Peter Bunting and the
U.S. government were very generous



with their payments to us, but we’re
socking that away to either retire on or
spend on a rainy day.”

Michelle looked to the stormy sky.
“Rainy day? Then let’s go buy a boat.
We might need it to get home.”

Sean would have said something
back, but he was suddenly preoccupied.

“Damn!”

He cut the wheel hard to the left and
the Land Cruiser spun sideways across
the slick roadway.

“Turn 1into 1t,” advised Michelle
calmly.

Sean turned into the spin and quickly
regained control of the vehicle. He
applied the brakes and brought them to a
stop on the shoulder.



“What the hell was that?”” he snapped.

“You mean who was that,” answered
Michelle.

She opened the door and leaned out
into the rain.

“Michelle, wait,” said Sean.

“Point the lights to the right. Quick!”

She slammed the door shut, and Sean
drove the vehicle back onto the road.

“Hit your brights,” she told him.

He did so. The lights swelled in
intensity, letting them see farther in front
of them with as much clarity as the
darkness and rain would allow.

“There,” said Michelle, pointing to
the right. “Go, go.”

Sean hit the gas and the Land Cruiser
sped forward.



The person running down the right
shoulder of the road looked back only
once. But it was enough.

“It’s a kid,” said Sean in amazement.

“It’s a teenager,” corrected Michelle.

“Well, he was almost a dead
teenager,” added Sean sternly.

“Sean, he’s got a gun.”

Sean leaned closer to the windshield
and saw the weapon in the boy’s right
hand. “This does not look good,” he
said.

“He looks terrified.”

“He’s running in the middle of a
thunderstorm with a metal object in his
hand. He should be scared. And on top
of that I almost hit him and then he
wouldn’t be scared, just dead.”



“Get closer.”

“What?”

“Get closer.”

“Why would I do that? He’s got a gun,
Michelle.”

“We have guns too. Just get closer.”

He sped up while Michelle rolled
down the window.

A spear of lightning lit the sky with a
billion-candlepower burst of energy
followed by a crack of thunder so loud it
sounded like a skyscraper imploding.

“Hey,” Michelle yelled at the boy.
“Hey!”

The teen looked back again, his face
whitewashed in the glare of the
headlights.

“What happened?” yelled Michelle.



“Are you okay?”’

The boy’s answer was to point the gun
at them. But he didn’t fire. He left the
road and cut across a field, his feet
slipping and sliding over the wet grass.

“I’'m calling the cops,” said Sean.

“Just wait,” she replied. “Stop the
truck.”

Sean slowed the Land Cruiser and
pulled to a stop a few feet later.

Michelle hopped out of the vehicle.

“What the hell are you doing?” Sean
cried out.

“He’s obviously in trouble. I’'m going
to find out why.”

“Did it occur to you that he might be
in trouble because he just shot somebody
and is running from the scene of the



crime?”’

“Don’t think so.”

He looked at her incredulously. “You
don’t think so? Based on what?”

“I’1l be back.”

“What? Michelle, wait.”

He made a grab for her arm, but
missed.

The next instant she was sprinting
across the field. In a few seconds she
was soaked to the skin in the driving
rain.

Sean slapped his palm against the
steering wheel in disbelief. He yelled at
the window. “Do you have a death
wish?” But Michelle was long since out
of earshot.

He calmed, studied the lay of the land



for a few moments, and sped off, hanging
a right at the next intersection and
punching the gas so hard the rear of the
truck spun out. He righted it and drove
off, cursing his partner loudly with every
turn of the wheel.
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MICHELLE HAD CHASED MANY THINGS in her
life. As a track star and later Olympic
rower, she had constantly pitted herself
against others in races. As a cop In
Tennessee she had run down her share of
felons fleeing the scenes of their crimes.
As a Secret Service agent she had been
fleet of foot next to limos carrying
important leaders.

Tonight, though, she was competing
against a long-legged teenager with the



boundless energy and fresh knees of
youth who had a substantial head start
and was running as if the devil were on
his heels. And her feet kept slipping with
every stride over the wet terrain.

“Wait,” she called out as she caught a
glimpse of him before he changed
direction and disappeared down a path
through some trees.

He didn’t wait. He simply sped up.

Michelle, despite her protestations to
Sean, was not 100 percent. Her back
hurt. Her leg hurt. Her lungs were
burning. And it didn’t help that the wind
and rain were blinding her.

She raced down the path and just in
case drew her gun. She always felt
better with her Sig in hand. She



redoubled her efforts, fought through the
pain and fatigue that were coursing
through her, and markedly closed the gap
between them. A lightning strike
followed by a crack of thunder
momentarily distracted her. A tree on the
side of the path, punished by stiff winds,
started to topple; she found an extra
burst of speed and flashed past it. The
shallow-rooted tree slammed into the
dirt about ten feet behind her but its thick
branches missed her by only a few
inches. Any of them could have crushed
her skull.

That had been close.

The teen had fallen when the tree
crashed, yet now he was up and running
once more. But the gap between them



was narrower.

Calling on reserves she wasn’t sure
she possessed anymore, she propelled
herself forward as if she had been shot
out of a mortar. She leapt and hit him in
the back of the legs. He sprawled
forward into the dirt while Michelle
pitched sideways and then rose, her
lungs burning, her breath coming in
gulps. She bent over but kept her gaze on
him, her gun ready, because she could
see he still had his, although one glance
confirmed that she didn’t have to worry
about him firing it.

He turned over, his butt in the dirt, his
knees bent to his chest.

“Who the hell are you? Why are you
chasing me?”



“Why are you running around with a
gun in the middle of a storm?” she
countered.

He looked very young, maybe fifteen.
His auburn hair was plastered to his
freckled face.

“Just leave me alone,” he cried out.

He rose and Michelle straightened.
They were barely three feet apart. At
five foot ten Michelle was at least three
inches taller than he was, although his
long legs and size twelve feet promised
that he would probably zip right through
the six-foot mark before he was done
growing.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

He started to back up. “Just please
leave me alone.”



“Im trying to help you. My partner
and I almost hit you back there.”

“Your partner?”

Michelle decided a lie was better than
the truth right now. “I’ma cop.”

“A  cop?’ He looked at her
suspiciously. “Let me see some ID.”

She put her hand inside her jacket and
withdrew her PI license. In the dark she
hoped it would look legit enough. She
flashed it.

“Now will you tell me what this is
about? Maybe I can help you.”

He looked down, his thin chest rising
and falling quickly with each of his
uneven breaths.

“Nobody can help me.”

“That’s a big statement to make.



Things can’t be that bad.”

His lips started trembling. “Look, I...
I need to get back home.”

“Is that where you ran away from?”

He nodded.

“And where you got the gun?”

“It belonged to my dad.”

Michelle pulled her wet hair out of
her eyes. “We can give you a ride there.
Just tell us where it is.”

“No, I’'ll walk.”

“That’s not a good idea. Not in a
storm like this. You might get hit by a
car or have a tree fall on you, both of
which have already almost happened.
What’s your name?”

He said nothing.

She said, “My name is Michelle.



Michelle Maxwell.”

“Are youreally a cop?”

“I used to be one. After that [ was a
Secret Service agent.”

“For real?” Now he sounded like a
teenager. An awed teenager.

“Yep. ’'m a private investigator now.
But I still act like a cop sometimes. Now
what’s your name?”’

“Tyler, Tyler Wingo,” he said.

“Okay, Tyler Wingo, that’s a good
start. Now let’s go to my car and...” She
glanced behind him but had no time to
say anything.

Sean grabbed Tyler from behind,
knocked the pistol from his grip, kicked
it away, and twirled him around.

Staggered, Tyler started to run off



again, but Sean clamped a hand around
his wrist. At six-two and over two
hundred pounds, he had the size to keep
the kid from going anywhere.

“Let me go!” yelled Tyler.

“Sean, 1t’s okay,” said Michelle. “Let
him go.”

Sean reluctantly released his grip,
then bent down and picked up the gun.
He looked at it. “What the hell is this?”

“A German Mauser,” said Tyler,
scowling up at him.

“Without a trigger,” pointed out
Michelle. “Saw that in the headlights.
Makes it a little hard to use as a weapon
unless you throw it at somebody.”

“Right,” said Sean.

“Tyler was just going to tell me where



he lives so we can drive him there,” said
Michelle.

“Tyler?” said Sean.

“Tyler Wingo,” said Tyler sulkily.
“And you better not have damaged my
dad’s gun. It’s a collectible.”

Sean slipped the gun into his
waistband. “Which made it pretty dumb
to run around in the rain with it,” he
pointed out.

Tyler looked at Michelle. “Can you
just give me a lift home?”

“Yes,” she said. “And maybe on the
way you can tell us what happened.”

“I already told you, there’s nothing
you can do.”

“You're right, there is absolutely
nothing we can do if you don’t tell us



anything,” replied Michelle.

“Can we go get in the truck?” said
Sean. “Or the only place we’ll be going
is a hospital where they can treat us for
pneumonia. Unless the lightning kills us
first,” he added as another bolt
precipitated a deafening crack of
thunder.

They got back to the Land Cruiser
where Sean had parked it off the road.
There were some blankets in the back
cargo area. Michelle grabbed three of
these and handed one to Tyler, who
draped it around his shoulders. She
handed another to Sean and wrapped the
last around herself.

“Thanks,” Tyler mumbled.

He climbed into the back while



Michelle sat next to him. Sean drove.

“Where to?” he asked.

Tyler told him.

“Directions from here?” said Sean.
“I’'mnot familiar with this area.”

Tyler gave him turn-by-turn directions
until he hung a left down a street where
there were a few older homes located at
the end of a cul-de-sac.

“Which house?”” asked Sean.

Tyler pointed to one on the right. It
was ablaze in light.

Michelle and Sean exchanged a
glance. Parked in the driveway of the
house was a dull green Ford with U.S.
Army plates. As they turned into the
drive a woman and two uniformed Army
officers came outside on the covered



porch.
“Why are they here?”” she asked Tyler.
“To tell me my dad was killed in
Afghanistan,” said Tyler.



CHAPTER

I

THE woMAN RUSHED TOWARD THEM in the rain
as Sean, Michelle, and Tyler climbed
out of the truck. She slipped on one of
the cement steps, but quickly righted
herself and raced across the small patch
of soggy lawn. Smoky air rose from her
mouth with each breath.

“Tyler,” she called out. She was
short, about five-three and petite, yet she
wrapped Tyler in an embrace that
threatened to squeeze the life out of him.



“Thank God you’re all right,” she
said. “Thank God.”

Both Sean and Michelle observed that
Tyler was expressionless during all this.
Then he quickly pushed her away.

“Just stop,” he said. “You don’t have
to pretend anymore. He’s gone.”

She stood there, drenched with rain,
mascara running down her face. Then
she slapped him. “Damn you, Tyler
Wingo, you scared me to death.”

Michelle stepped in front of her.
“Okay, that won’t help anything.”

“Who are you?” demanded the
woman, looking up at Michelle.

Sean said, “Just a couple of people
who happened on your son and brought
him safely home. That’s all. We’ll be



going now.”

The soldiers on the porch were
dressed in their Class A uniforms and
carried dour expressions. One was a
case notification officer whose thankless
job it was to tell survivors that their
family member was dead. The other was
a chaplain whose task it was to help the
survivors get through this most difficult
of times.

Michelle put one arm on Tyler’s
shoulder. “You okay?”

He dumbly nodded, his gaze on the
two men on the porch. He looked as
though they were aliens here to snatch
him.

Michelle took a card from her jacket
and handed it to him. “You need



anything, give us a call, okay?”

Tyler said nothing but slipped the
card into his jeans and headed to the
porch.

The woman said, “I didn’t mean to
slap him. I was just so worried. Thank
you for bringing him back.”

Sean held out his hand. “I’m Sean
King. This 1s Michelle Maxwell. We’re
very sorry for your loss. Things like this
are never easy, especially on the kids.”

“It’s not easy on any of us,” said the
woman. “I’m Jean Wingo, by the way.
Tyler is my stepson.”

Sean started to pull out the German
Mauser, but Michelle froze him with a
glance. She said, “Again, we’re really
sorry, Mrs. Wingo. Tyler seems like a



good kid. Anything we can do to help,
just let us know.”

“Thank you, but the Army will be
there for us. They have a family care
program the soldiers were telling us
about. They’ll be in touch tomorrow.”

“That’s good,” said Sean. “I’'m sure
they’ll be a big comfort to you now.”

“How long had Tyler been gone?”
Michelle asked.

Jean said, “He ran out of here about
two hours ago. I had no idea where he’d
gone. | was so worried.”

“I see,” said Michelle with a frown as
she glanced up at Tyler, who was
standing on the porch looking down at
them. The two soldiers were trying to
speak to him, but it was clear he wasn’t



listening to them.

“Again, we’re very sorry,” said Sean.
He turned to Michelle. “You ready to
go? I’m sure the Army and the Wingos
have a lot to go over.”

Michelle nodded, but her gaze stayed
on Tyler. She held up one of her
business cards as a reminder to him.
Then she and Sean climbed into the Land
Cruiser and drove off.

Michelle watched in the rearview
mirror as the Wingos and the soldiers
slowly walked back inside the house. As
Sean sped up, Michelle eased gingerly
back into the seat. He noted her
discomfort.

“Little sore? You only have yourself
to blame. Chasing a kid in a



thunderstorm. You probably pulled
every muscle you have. I know my knees
are killing me and I didn’t run half as far
or hard as you did.”

“KIA,” said Michelle.

“Killed 1n action, right,” replied Sean.
“It sucks. One U.S. soldier dead is one
too many in my book.”

“Tyler and his stepmom don’t seem to
get along.”

“Just because she slapped him? He’d
run off. And like she said, she was
worried sick. She overreacted. They’re
going through the worst stress a family
will ever have to endure, Michelle. You
have to cut her some slack.”

“Right, she was worried sick. Yet
Tyler was gone for two hours and she



wasn’t even wet until she came down to
slap him. If it were my kid I would’ve
run down the street after him. It’s not
like he took a car. He was on foot. She
couldn’t go after him? What, was she
afraid of a little rain?”

Sean started to say something but then
stopped. He finally said, “I don’t know.
The soldiers weren’t wet either. But
maybe it’s not their job to go chasing
after a kid. We weren’t there. We don’t
know how it went down. Maybe she
went after him in the car.”

“She still would’ve been wet. They
didn’t have a garage. Not even a carport.
And remember what Tyler said? After
he pushed her away he said she could
stop pretending now that his dad was



gone. Stop pretending what? That she
cared about Tyler’s dad?”

“Maybe, maybe not. But it’s none of
our business.”

“And why would Tyler take his dad’s
collectible gun, of all things?”

“What part of ‘none of our business’
did you fail to grasp?”

“I don’t like things that don’t make
sense.”

“Look, we don’t know anything about
him. Maybe the gun meant something to
Tyler. Maybe the kid was so crushed
finding out his dad was dead that he just
grabbed the first thing he saw of his and
took off. And why are we even talking
about this? He’s back home where he
belongs.” Sean glanced down at his



waistband. “Crap, I’ve still got the gun. I
was going to give it back until you gave
me the evil eye. And why exactly did
you do that?”

“Because it gives us an excuse to go
back there, preferably tomorrow.”

“Go back? Why?” he exclaimed.

“I want to find out more.”

“We found the kid and brought him
home. Our work is done.”

“You’re not the least bit curious?”

“No. Why would I be?”

“I saw how he looked at his stepmom.
I heard what he said. There was no love
there.”

“That’s life. All families are
dysfunctional. It’s only a question of
degrees. But it doesn’t make me want to



jump into the middle of the traumatic
situation they’re going through. Right
now they need family and friends to
support them.”

“We could be Tyler’s friend.”

“Look, why the hell are you doing
this?”

“Doing what?”

“Inserting yourself in the lives of
people we don’t even know?”’

“Don’t we do that all the time as part
of our work?”

“Yes, our work. Not something like
this. It’s not a case, so don’t treat it like
one. No one has hired us, Michelle. So
we move on.”

“I feel like I know Tyler, or at least
what he’s going through.”



“How can you? Your dad is still alive
—” Sean broke off.

Michelle’s father was still alive, but
her mother wasn’t. She’d been
murdered. And Michelle had initially
suspected her father of committing the
crime. And that had eventually led to her
coming to grips with a memory from
childhood that had eaten at her like a
cancer throughout her adult life.

A psychologist friend of Sean’s had
subsequently gotten through to her and
had done some investigation into her
past. With his help, coupled with some
traumatic moments at the home where
she’d grown up, Michelle had finally
righted herself. But none of it had been
easy. And he never wanted her to go



through something like that again.

The knife wounds had healed. The
emotional scars she had suffered would
remain just that. The weight of each one
was immense. He didn’t know how
many she could carry around before
being crushed.

Sean tapped on the steering wheel to
the beat of the rain on the truck’s roof.
He glanced at Michelle. She was staring
off, seemingly lost. And a part of him
felt like he was losing her again, when
he had just gotten her back.

“We can at least return the gun,” said
Sean quietly. He wiped wet hair out of
his face. “Let’s do 1t tomorrow,
hopefully when it’s not raining,”

“Thanks,” said Michelle, without



looking at him.

They drove to Michelle’s apartment,
where Sean had left his car, a Lexus
convertible hardtop. In the covered
garage they climbed out of the truck.
Sean passed the keys over to her.

“You going to be okay tonight?” he
asked.

“A soak in the tub and I’ll be fine.
You should ice your knees.”

“Sucks getting old.”

“You’re not old.”

“But I'm getting close.” He fiddled
with his own keys. “Even though it’s
cold you should go sculling tomorrow on
the Potomac. That always makes you
feel better.”

“Sean, stop worrying. ’'m not going



nuts again.”

“You never went nuts,” he said
emphatically.

“But I got close,” she replied,
paraphrasing his earlier statement.

“You want some company tonight?”
he asked, giving her a sideways glance.

“Not tonight. But thanks for the offer.”

“Im sure this Tyler Wingo thing is
nothing.”

“You’re probably right.”

“But we’ll take the gun back and see
what we see.”

“Thanks for humoring me.”

“m not humoring you. I’m being
diplomatic.”

“Then thanks for being diplomatic.”

She walked toward the elevator that



would take her up into the building.

Sean watched her until she was safely
inside the elevator car. He needn’t have
bothered. He had watched her take out
five guys at the same time without
breaking much of a sweat.

Still, he watched her. Still, he
worried about her. He guessed that’s
what being a partner was all about.

He walked to his car, climbed in, and
drove off, at a slow, safe speed.



CHAPTER

(=

SAM WINGO STARED DOWN AT THE MAP.

First, he’d lost his cargo and nearly
his life. Second, the pickup truck he’d
taken had run out of fuel halfway across
Afghanistan, not where one would want
to come up empty on petrol.

His options from that point had been
limited. To the north were three of the
Stan countries, to the west was Iran, and
to the east and south was Pakistan. Not a
clear winner among them as an escape



route. Being an American in one of the
Stans was probably preferable to being
an American in Iran or even Pakistan.
But Wingo knew where he eventually
wanted to get to: India. Yet going
through one of the Stans and hooking
around to India through China was not
going to cut it for him. It was just too far.

After he’d run out of fuel he had
waylaid a man with a spare camel. He’d
paid him far more in local currency than
he had probably ever seen. Then Wingo
had ridden the beast over some of the
roughest terrain in the country, with the
sun beating down on him, turning any bit
of exposed skin red and dry.

He arrived on the outskirts of Kabul
in the morning hours. He finally had cell



reception. He had turned off his phone
on the trip to conserve his battery. The
camel did not come equipped with a
110V outlet.

He phoned his superior, Colonel Leon
South.

“What in the hell happened out
there?”” said South.

“I was hoping you could tell me,” said
Wingo.

“Where are you?”

“I got ambushed out there. A dozen to
one.”

“Where are you, Sam?”

It was bothering Wingo that the man
had asked that same question twice.

Wingo said, “Where are you?”

“This is beyond a disaster,” snapped



South.

“There was nothing I could do. Like I
said, 1t was a dozen to one. And the
leader had a cred pack that said CIA. It
looked real enough, but I still didn’t buy
their story.”

“Bullshit.”

“Tim Simons. He said he was from
Nebraska. Check it out.”

“I'm not checking out anything until
you come in.”

“There was nothing I could do, sir.”

“You had a fail-safe, Wingo. But
since you're talking to me I guess you
didn’t deploy it when you were under
strict orders to do just that if things went
wrong. If you had doubts about who they
were, why are you still alive?”



“The cred pack said CIA. Even if |
was skeptical, I didn’t want to risk
blowing up our own guys.”

“I don’t give a shit if the cred pack
said Jesus Christ. Do you realize what
you’ve done?”

“Yeah, it had occurred to me.”

“Where is the truck?”

“I don’t know.”

“And the cargo?”

“With the truck, last time I checked.”

“This 1s not good, Wingo, not good at
all.”

“Yeah, that had occurred to me t0o.”

“If you did something with the cargo
—” began South.

Wingo cut him off. “If I had stolen it,
do you think I’d be wasting time calling



you?”

“If you wanted to cover your ass, you
would.”

“With that cargo, why would I need to
do that?”

“Couldn’t tell you. I don’t think like a
criminal or a traitor.”

“Of which I’m neither.”

“That’s good to hear. No fallout then.
But you really need to come in.”

“Not until I know more.”

“We recruited you especially for this
mission. We laid all the groundwork,
spent God knows how much time and
money, took more risks than we ever
should have, and now it’s all gone to
hell. And you’re right in the middle of it.
I knew we never should have just sent



out one guy. Temptation was too great.”

“I was never tempted.”

“Yeah, some guys just strolled along
in the middle of freakin” Afghanistan and
in the mother of all coincidences took it
from you.”

“I was supposed to be met by freedom
fighters, not the CIA.”

“They were not the CIA,” yelled
South.

“You know that for sure?” Wingo
snapped.

He could hear South breathing
heavily, but the colonel did not answer
him.

“They were there. They knew what
was in the truck. Their cred pack looked
legit. This guy Simons said the plan had



changed.”

“The plan had not changed. I would
have known if it had.”

“I am not making this shit up, sir. It
happened.”

South didn’t say anything for a few
moments. “Okay, give me a description
of this guy. And anybody else with him.”

Wingo did so. It was easy enough. He
had been trained to remember details
like that. And the truth was, when
someone shoved a gun in your face, you
did remember what he looked like,
because it might be the last face you ever
saw.

“I’1ll see what I can find out, Wingo.
But your staying out there has already
confirmed your guilt to a lot of folks



here that matter.”

“What happened to the people I was
supposed to meet?”

“They were at the rendezvous spot.”

“No they weren’t.”

“Let me be more specific. They were
found in shallow graves behind the
building that was the rendezvous spot.”

Wingo drew a quick breath. “Then the
CIA must’ve killed them.”

“Or maybe you did.”

“Sir—”

“Did you kill them?”” South roared.

“No,” snapped Wingo. “If those guys
weren’'t CIA and the plan hasn’t
changed, then they were wired into the
whole thing. Which means we have a
damn leak somewhere.”



“Look, Wingo, your part in this is
done. You need to come in, give your
debriefing, and we’ll go from there.”

“I need to make this right,” said
Wingo.

“What you need to do is come in,
soldier.”

“Why, so you can stick me in some
prison somewhere? It sounds like you’re
pretty well convinced of my guilt.”

“It doesn’t really matter if you’re
guilty or not. You royally screwed up
your mission and disobeyed direct
orders. Any way you cut it you’re ending
up in the stockade for a long time.”

At these words Wingo rested his head
against the stone wall of the old building
he was standing next to. His heart sank



right down to the Afghan dirt.

Military prison for the rest of my
life?

“I need you to contact my son and tell
him I’m all right,” said Wingo. “I don’t
want him to worry.”

Wingo heard South clear his throat.
“That’s not possible,” said South.

“Why not? He was told I was MIA.
Just tell him I’ve been found. I don’t
want him to worry about me.”

“He doesn’t think you’re MIA.” South
paused. “He was told you were KIA.”

Wingo didn’t say anything for five
beats. “What the hell are you talking
about?” he said in a deadly whisper.

“The chances were very high you
would not come back alive, Wingo.”



“I’mnot dead yet.”

“It’s done. It can’t be undone without
doing huge damage to the mission. Even
more damage,” he added.

“I can’t believe this. My son thinks
I’m dead? What idiot authorized that?”
Wingo barked.

“You have no one to blame but
yourself. We thought you were dead.
You didn’t report in.”

“I couldn’t report in. I had no way to
report in until just now.”

“Well, you have a lot more to worry
about than that, soldier,” South said.
“Are you still in country? I can send a
chopper or a Humvee depending on
where you are.”

“I’m not in country,” lied Wingo, his



head still spinning.

South spoke slowly and with great
deliberation. “Tell me exactly where
you are and I will send people to pick
you up.”

“I don’t think so, sir.”

“Wingo!”

“Next time I call I would appreciate
some real answers, instead of bullshit.
And if anything happens to my son,
anything, because of this, I will hold you
personally responsible.”

“Wingo!”

But Wingo had already clicked off.
And then he turned off his phone. He’d
already disabled the GPS chip in it. He
knew that South had been stationed in
Kabul, so the good colonel was



probably within fifteen minutes by car
from him. But Wingo was not hanging
around Kabul. Or Afghanistan.

He started walking. It was clear from
what South had said and what he had left
unspoken that Wingo was being set up as
the fall guy on this.

But what felt like a dozen AR-15
rounds penetrating his body was the
thought of Tyler believing his dad was
dead.

He tightened his knapsack strap and
picked up his pace. Inside the knapsack
was everything he had. But South knew
about the IDs he’d been given, which
meant he couldn’t use them or the next
thing he’d be facing was a court-martial.
He had to get out of Afghanistan, through



Pakistan and into India. He could lose
himself in New Delhi or Mumbai and
then figure out a new course of action. It
would also give him time to change his
appearance and construct a new ID,
because he wasn’t planning on staying in
India. His wultimate destination was
home. He was going to make this right
somehow.

He looked down at his phone and
turned it on. Should he call his son? He
hesitated, trying to think through what
such an action might do. Finally, he
compromised with himself. He thumbed
in a carefully worded email and hit send.

Then he hurried off.

Thousands of miles away Tyler
Wingo’s phone buzzed. And a hand



reached for the phone.
And nothing would ever be the same
again.



CHAPTER

N

THE oars cuT cLeEaNLY THROUGH the murky
water.

The rains had passed and the sky was
cloudless. The winds that had beaten oft
the storm system had come up from the
warmer southwest, but it was still cold
enough to see your breath.

Michelle worked the oars with a
polished motion built up over many
years of piloting narrow vessels with
barely a foot-deep draft through water.



She didn’t have to think about what she
was doing. She just had to pull and
recoil, pull and recoil, moving in a
precise straight line because getting off-
course cost precious seconds. Every
muscle in her body was engaged at some
point, particularly the core and the lower
body where a person’s real strength was
housed. She would take oblique mass
and corded thighs over tank-top beach
muscle.

The Potomac was empty of boats
except for a police vessel that was
slowly chugging its way south toward
Memorial Bridge. Michelle was heading
the other way, following a route to the
old boathouses that hugged the shore
near Georgetown.



Perched on the hood of his Lexus,
Sean watched his partner methodically
make her way back to her starting point.
He was glad to see that she had taken his
advice and put her shell in the water
even if it was cold outside. She was at
peace there, he knew, one of the few
places she was likely to find it. He only
took his gaze off her once, when a mass
of gulls started swirling in the air,
pivoting, dropping, and then swooping
upward.

That was real freedom, thought Sean.
Must be nice.

He settled his gaze back on his
partner. They had been intimate on one
occasion and never again after that. He
had thought about the reasons behind



this. They were many and varied. The
sex had been great. The morning after
had been confused, as though they had
both been culpable in stepping over a
sacred boundary and had nearly ruined a
perfectly good partnership by doing so.

She pulled up at the ramp to one of the
boathouses painted yellow and green.
Sean pushed himself off the Lexus’s
hood and came forward to help her. She
wore a dark blue one-piece wet suit
with booties that allowed free range of
motion and protected her against the
chill. It revealed not an ounce of fat on
her tall body. But it also showcased how
thin she was.

Together they tied the shell to the top
of her Land Cruiser, and Michelle



angled her oars through the truck’s back
window. They were long enough to
reach into the front seats.

Sean gazed inside her car. It was full
of trash, most of which should have been
tossed a long time ago.

She noted him staring and said,
“Don’t go there. I’ll clean it out at some
point.”

“Right. When you can no longer reach
the steering wheel?”

“That’s very funny, Sean. And you
always claim not to be a morning
person.”

Sean snagged two coffees from his car
and handed her one. She took a sip.

“You looked good out there,” he said.

“BS I can do without.”



“What do you mean?”

She stretched out her shoulder until
she was rewarded with a pop. “I'm
slower than I’ve ever been. I couldn’t
make a high school team right now.”

“We all get old.”

“Not all of us. Not Tyler’s dad.”

Sean drank his coffee and looked off
toward the water. “We’re officially
pulling out of Afghanistan. But we still
have casualties. Dying for what?”

“You could ask that question in just
about every war.”

“I didn’t see the trigger was missing
from the Mauser,” he admitted, glancing
at her.

“I probably had a better angle than
you did. He was on my side of the road.



If we’d been in England, you would’ve
spotted it instead of me.”

“You still lie really well.”

“Comes in handy in our line of work.”

“I know I said we needed to get back
on casework, but maybe I was wrong
Maybe, instead, we should take some of
the money and go somewhere.”

Michelle stared at him quizzically.
She leaned against the hood of her truck
and said, “Why the sudden change in
plan?”

“I’m a spontaneous person.”

“Your idea of spontaneity is going
with eighty-nine octane over full
premium.”

“You never really got any downtime,
Michelle. It was hospital, surgeries,



rehab. That was hard work. You need a
break. We both need a break.”

“And our rainy-day fund?”

“Frankly, we’ve got enough money to
get away for a while and have plenty left
over. I vote for someplace warm and
sandy where they line the drinks up for
you all loaded with limes and salt. You
can see me in my swimsuit and you can
wear a bikini.”

“Why? To better show off my scars?”
she said harshly.

Sean’s face fell. “You know I didn’t
mean it like that.”

Her features softened. “I know,” she
said quietly.

“Besides, I’ve got some of my own,”
he said. “And you’ve seen them all,” he



added, smiling.

“One of them is actually sort of cute.”

“So will you at least think about us
getting away for a little R and R?”

“That actually might be nice.”

“And Tyler Wingo?”

“I guess I was trying to insert myself
where I don’t belong. Maybe we can just
mail him back the gun.”

“Now you’re talking. I can check into
travel arrangements and we can nail this
whole thing down in a couple of days.
You ever been to New Zealand?”

“No.”

“I went there on a trip when I was
guarding the VP. Let me tell you, the
word paradise does not cut it. And it’s
their summer season now.”



Her phone buzzed. She looked at the
screen.

“Just hold that thought. Hello? Yes,
this 1s Michelle Maxwell.”

She listened and then said, “Okay, I
understand.” She was silent for about a
minute as she listened some more, then
said, “We can make that. Give me the
address.”

She saw Sean giving her the high sign
not to commit but ignored it. She clicked
off and slipped the phone back into her
waterproof fanny pack.

“Who was that?” asked Sean.

“Tyler Wingo.”

“Does he want his gun that bad?”

“No. He didn’t mention the gun.”

“What then?”



“He wants to hire us.”

Sean gaped at her. “Hire us? For
what?”

“To find out what happened to his
dad.”

“We know what happened to his dad.
He was killed in action while serving in
the Army in Afghanistan. And we are not
going to Afghanistan to confirm his
death, if that’s what he’s asking us to do.
The military can do that perfectly fine
without our help. And you just said
yourself that you were inserting yourself
where you didn’t belong. We were going
to jump on a plane to New Zealand.”

“But that was before he called. Tyler
wants to meet.”

Sean let out a long sigh. “Meet where,



at his house?”

“No, he wants to keep this between
him and us for now. He didn’t mention
anyone specifically but it was easy to
tell that he doesn’t want his stepmother
to know.”

“First of all, he’s a minor and he can’t
hire us because he can’t legally enter
into a service agreement with us. It
would be unenforceable by us.”

She gave him a disappointed look.
“That’s just legal mumbo jumbo. You’re
not an attorney anymore.”

“Once an attorney always an attorney.
And it’s not just mumbo jumbo. It’s how
we get paid.”

“I’m sure he’ll pay us.”

“Im glad you’re confident. But I'm



also not going to take money from a
grieving teenager when there is no
investigative work for us to do. His dad
is KIA. It’s a moot point. The Pentagon
i1s really good at identifying remains.
And soldiers carry dog tags and they
keep DNA samples now and everything,
If they say he’s dead, then he’s dead.”

“I don’t know if Tyler is disputing that
his father 1s dead. He has another reason
he wants to hire us.”

“What?”

“He wants to know #ow he died.”

“Didn’t the Army tell him and his
stepmom? That’s part of what they do
when they notify next of kin.”

“Apparently, Tyler was not satisfied
with their explanation.”



“This i1s crazy, Michelle. The kid is
obviously not thinking clearly.”

“It might be crazy,” she agreed. “But
there’s something to be said for helping
grieving teenagers get through a really
bad situation.”

“And you think we can do that?”

“We’ve done it lots of times before
for lots of different people, some even
younger than Tyler.”

“That’s true,” said Sean haltheartedly.
“So if not at his home, where does he
want to meet?”

“At his high school.”

“His high school? He just found out
his dad was killed yesterday and he
went to school today?”

“Yeah, I thought that was odd too. But



then again, if he and his stepmother don’t
get along, he might not want to be there
with her. And maybe he thinks if he
sticks to his routine, he won’t have to
think too much about his dad never
coming back.”

“I guess everybody handles grief
differently,” said Sean.

“I guess they do. And he’s just a kid.”

“Exactly when does he want to meet?”

“He gets out at three fifteen. He has
swim practice starting at four thirty. He
can meet with us in between.”

Sean chuckled.

Michelle pulled her car keys from her
fanny pack. “What’s so funny?”

“Oh, I was just afraid we were going
to have to do a confidential client



meeting on the playground during
recess.”

“He’s in high  school, not
kindergarten. And they don’t do recess
anymore.”

“My apologies. But I just don’t see
this going anywhere.”

“At the very least we can return his
gun, although it’s probably not a good
idea to pass him a weapon while he’s on
school grounds. Maybe we can meet him
someplace else.”

“Which high school?” he asked. She
told him.

“We drove past there last night.
There’s a strip mall across the street
with a Panera café. Call him back and
tell him we’ll meet him there.”



“I won’t call. I’ll just text. That’s
what kids do these days.”

“However you want to do it.”

“You’re not into this case, are you?”
she asked.

“There 1s no case,” he replied.

“There might be a case,” she
corrected. “Depending on what we find
out.”

“You’re just not letting this go, are
you?”

“I really don’t know why this has
gotten ahold of me. But it has. And I
have to do it. Okay?”

“Fine. In for a dime, in for a dollar.”

“Now you sound really old.”

“Our new ‘client’ 1s barely past
puberty. Of course I feel old.”



She nudged his shoulder with her
hand. “Thanks for indulging me.”

“What I live for,” he replied. “But you
have to promise me, if there is nothing to
this case, and I can tell you right now
that there 1sn’t, you will drop it and we
go on vacation. [ want your word.”

“You have my word. If there is
nothing to the case, we go to New
Zealand and I’'ll wear a bikini. But you
have to wear a Speedo.”

He said, “That would not do wonders
for New Zealand’s tourism business.”

But what he was really thinking was,
I’'m just thrilled that I'm not grieving
about losing you.



CHAPTER

IS0

T vLER MET THEM AT THE PANERA CAFE across
from the high school. He was dressed in
the school’s uniform of khaki pants, a
black polo shirt with the school’s
official insignia on it, and black shoes.

“You drink coffee?” Michelle asked
him as they walked together into the
Panera.

“I’11 just get some water,” said Tyler.

“You don’t get enough in the pool?”
asked Sean in a joking manner.



Tyler didn’t seem to hear him. He just
trudged on.

Sean and Michelle purchased coffees
while Tyler bought his own bottle of
water, declining their offer to purchase it
for him. They sat at a table near the
back. The only other people in the café
were students with laptops and two
moms with young kids in strollers. One
pretty brunette about Tyler’s age waved
at him. He self-consciously waved back
before turning to Sean and Michelle.

“I want to hire you guys.”

Sean sat back and folded his arms
over his chest. “So Michelle told me.
Why?”

“I already told her,” replied Tyler.
“To find out about my dad.”



“And you’re saying the Army didn’t
tell you how he died?”

“No, they said he was shot.”

“Okay. It happened in Afghanistan,
right?”

“That’s what they said.”

“And you don’t believe that?” asked
Sean.

“I guess I do. I mean, I don’t know.”

Sean said, “Okay, so we’re not in
Afghanistan, Tyler. We have no realistic
way to get to Afghanistan in order to
look over the Army’s shoulder on this.
No jurisdiction. No resources. Zip.”

Tyler swallowed a mouthful of water
and took his time responding. “But
you’re private investigators. Don’t you
guys have ways of finding stuff out? I



mean, that’s sort of the point of what you
do, right?”

“Yes, it 1s,” said Michelle, leaning in
closer. She glanced once at Sean and
said to Tyler, “First things first. What’s
your dad’s name?”’

“Samuel, but everybody calls him
Sam.”

“What exactly did the Army tell you
about your dad?”

“They said he was with his squad in
Kandahar. He was out on patrol at night
and someone shot him.”

“That someone being the Taliban, al-
Qaeda, an Afghan soldier turned
traitor?” prompted Sean.

“They said they didn’t know.
Whoever shot him got away, they said,



but they’re looking for the person.”

Sean nodded slowly. “Unfortunately,
that happens on a battlefield, Tyler. 'm
sure the Army will do all it can to find
out who killed your dad and make sure
they’re punished.”

“When do his remains arrive at Dover
Air Force Base?” asked Michelle.

Tyler shook his head. “They didn’t
talk about that.”

Michelle frowned. “But all the bodies
of slain servicemen come through
Dover. The Army normally allows the
family members to go up there when the
remains arrive. And then you can have
the burial take place at Arlington
National Cemetery. All soldiers killed
in combat get that honor.”



Sean stared at her strangely. “How do
you know all that?”

“I did some quick research last night.”

Sean scowled and said in a low
voice, “Before or after your relaxing
bath?”

Tyler was shaking his head. “They
didn’t say anything about Dover.”

Sean said, “Well, maybe those details
come later. Your mom—"

Tyler glanced sharply at him.

Sean continued, “Sorry, your stepmom
said that the Army was sending more
people. Maybe they have that
information. Have you talked to her
about 1t?”

“No. I leave early for school. She’s
always still in bed,” he added



reproachfully.

Sean looked at him closely. “I'm
surprised you made it to school today,
Tyler. Must’ve been tough after last
night.”

He shrugged and mumbled something
that was too low for either Sean or
Michelle to hear.

Sean said, “Well, maybe you should
give your stepmom a buzz and find out.
Go ahead and do it while we’re here.”

Instead of calling, Tyler thumbed in a
text and sent it off.

Sean glanced at Michelle. A tiny
smile crept across her face. She mouthed
the words, I told you so.

“She’s not going to answer, at least
not for a while,” said Tyler.



“She doesn’t keep her phone with
her?” asked Michelle.

“Oh, she does. But the text was from
me so it’s not a priority.”

Michelle and Sean exchanged another
glance.

“Okay, cutting to the chase. Do we
have the evil stepmother syndrome going
on here?” asked Sean.

Tyler’s face turned nearly as red as
his hair. “I’m not saying she’s evil. She
just doesn’t have a clue. She’s a lot
younger than my dad. I don’t know why
he even married her.”

“What happened to your mom?” asked
Michelle gently.

Tyler fiddled with the label on his
water bottle, peeling it off and piling the



scraps of paper on the table in front of
him.

“She got sick and died. Four years
ago.”

“I'm sorry,” said Michelle.

“How long ago did your dad
remarry?” asked Sean.

“What does that matter?” Tyler
blurted out. “I just want to find out what
happened to him. This other stuff is just
crap. It has nothing to do with anything.”

He had raised his voice, and the pretty
brunette glanced over with a worried
look.

Tyler caught her eye, looked
embarrassed, and stared down at the
paper pile in front of him.

Michelle put a hand on his shoulder.



“I know this is really hard, Tyler. I lost a
parent unexpectedly too. But the more
we know about things, the more ideas
we can come up with. That’s why we’re
asking these questions that don’t seem
important right now. On a case, you
don’t know what will end up being
important or not. You can see that,
right?”

Tyler licked his chapped lips and took
another swig of water. “They got
married about a year ago. They didn’t
have a wedding. They went to a judge or
something. My dad didn’t even tell me
until it was over. I didn’t even really
know her. And they hadn’t been seeing
each other very long. And she’s like
fifteen years younger than him. It was



weird.”

“I can see why that might make things
awkward,” commented Sean.

“Yeah,” said Tyler. “Like real
awkward.”

Michelle said, “Was your dad career
Army?”

Tyler shook his head. “He was in the
Army for a long time, then he went into
the reserves. Then he got called up.
He’d been over there twice before on
deployment when he was regular Army.
Then he came back home. I thought he
was going to stay home for good but he
had to go back again as a reservist.”

Sean took out a small notebook and
started jotting some things down.
Michelle gave him a grateful look.



“How old was your father?”” he asked.

“Forty-five.”

“Tough to make a transition back into
combat at that age.”

“I guess, for some guys. But my dad is
really jacked. He ran and lifted weights
and he knows karate too. He’s like a
triple black belt. And he would swim
with me. It got to the point where he
couldn’t really keep up with me, but he
was tons better than most guys his age.
He even did some triathlons.”

Sean said, “I doubt I could do one lap
in the pool. Sounds like your dad was
really an iron man.”

“Yeah, he is.” Tyler bit his lower lip
and his eyes glimmered.

Sean asked quickly, “What did he do



before he was called up?”

“Um, he worked at a company called
DTI in Reston. He was a salesman.
Nothing real exciting.”

“What was your dad’s position in the
Army?”

“He’s a sergeant.”

“You’re sure?”

Tyler drew out an envelope from his
backpack. “I wrote some stuftf down. His
unit, when he deployed, stuff like that.”

He handed it to Michelle. She said,
smiling, “Very perceptive of you. I wish
all our clients were as prepared as you.”

“So will you guys look into it for me?
I don’t know how much you charge, but I
can pay you. I got money in an account
my dad set up for me. And I worked my



butt off during the summer as a lifeguard.
Saved up nearly a thousand dollars.”

“That’s great, Tyler,” said Michelle.
“We can go into those details later.”

“So you just want to know more about
his death?”” asked Sean.

“Well, yeah.”

“The thing is, Tyler, the Army will
give you all of that. You don’t need us.
And I don’t want to take your money to
find out information you’re going to get
for free.”

Tyler rubbed at his eyes and didn’t
answer.

Sean sipped his coffee and waited,
choosing not to break the silence. He
gave a knowing look to Michelle and
inclined his head at Tyler.



Michelle touched Tyler’s arm. “Is
there something else? Something you
haven’t told us that’s troubling you?”

Tyler started to say something but then
shrugged and looked at his watch. “I
need to get going. We take a bus to the
pool where we practice. I can’t be late.”

“What do you swim?” asked
Michelle.

“Fifty free and the two hundred
medley. I’m not that good. I mean, there
are guys on the team a lot better than
me.” He added, “Do you swim?”

Michelle said, “I prefer to keep just
above the water and dry.”

“So... you guys will work for me?”
said Tyler hesitantly.

Sean started to say something but



Michelle said, “We’ll make inquiries,
report back, and go from there, okay?”

“Yeah, okay,” said Tyler, sounding a
little disappointed.

He got up and walked out in a slouch,
his backpack dangling off one shoulder.

Sean looked at Michelle. “Something
is off here.”

“Glad you’re finally coming around to
that,” she said.

“l mean, the kid was a shambles last
night. Running around in a storm with a
gun half out of his mind. And then he
goes to school and sits here talking to us
about his father’s death like it’s a
business transaction. Where was the
emotion? Where were the tears?”

“Girls cry a lot more easily than boys,



Sean.”

“Not girls like you.”

“I have four older brothers. I was
never officially a girl.” She paused and
stared after Tyler. “But I get what you
mean.”

“So what inquiries are you planning?”
he asked.

“Got any contacts at the Pentagon?”

“Couple.”

Michelle held up the envelope. “Well,
let’s take a look at these notes and then
see what we can do.”

“And if all we can do is confirm what
the Army has already told him?”

“Then that will have to be enough. But
I don’t think 1t’11 play out like that.”

“Why not?”



“That kid 1s holding something back,
Sean. Something that is scaring him.”

“Soldiers die all the time, Michelle.
And their next of kin get notified. It’s
standard procedure.”

“Well, this might just prove to be the
exception to the standard. But there’s
something else,” she said.

“What?”

“You referred to his dad in the past
tense. Tyler answered but he spoke
about his dad in the present tense. As
though he were still alive.”

“Wishful thinking maybe?”

“He didn’t strike me as the type.”

Sean sighed. “Okay. We’ll do what
we can. But just remember our deal
about New Zealand.”



“Don’t worry. I ordered your Speedo
online this morning.”



CHAPTER

NS

The NexT DAY SEAN PUT down the phone
and stared at his desk. He was alone in
the Spartan offices of King and
Maxwell, Private Investigation.
Michelle’s desk abutted his. His desktop
was pristine. Everything in its place and
items lined up precisely. He looked
across at Michelle’s desk and frowned.
It looked like someone had dumped a
box of junk on it and then rifled through,
spreading the debris around even more.



“I really don’t know how she finds
anything,” he muttered darkly.

“Having another OCD fantasy about
my desk?”

He 1looked up at the doorway.
Michelle stood there holding two
coffees, a folded newspaper under her
arm.

“Im that easy to read?” he asked
innocently.

“We’ll be finishing each other’s
sentences before long,” she replied.
“And we’re not even married.”

“In some ways we’re more married
than married people,” he shot back.

She handed him one of the coffees,
laid the newspaper on her desk, and sat
down across from him. “So did you



reach your contacts at the Pentagon?”

Sean nodded. “Just got off with one,
in fact.”

“And?”

Sean leaned back in his chair and
studied the computer screen in front of
him.

“And  what I  thought was
straightforward is turning out not to be.”

Michelle sipped her coffee and fought
back a shiver. The forecast called for a
chilly rain or even possibly snow. And
the sky looked like it would deliver on
that forecast any minute.

“Meaning what?”

“I emailed him the name Sam Wingo
along with the particulars that Tyler
gave us about his squad, rank, and so



forth. I figured I’d give my contact some
time to look into it and that when I called
he’d have all the answers.”

“But he didn’t?”

“No. In fact, he had no answers.”

“Did he say why?”

“He put it off on notification of next of
kin, privacy policies, and things like
that. Only I told him the next of kin had
been notified.”

“What did he say to that?”

“Only that he could not go into it
further.”

“Could not or would not?”

“Does it matter?”

“Did he confirm that Sam Wingo was
dead at least?”

“No, he didn’t.”



“Okay, that’s officially weird.”

“It could just be that they’re reluctant
to release information about a KIA,
Michelle. It’s a pretty sensitive situation.
They don’t want to be accused of giving
out the information to just anybody.”

Michelle picked up the newspaper
and opened it to a page in the front
section.

“Im not sure that’s a valid excuse.
Have a look.”

She handed the paper over to Sean,
who glanced down it. It was a photo
page of casualties in the Middle East
wars.

She said, “Fourth row, fifth photo
over.”

Sean looked there and read, “Samuel



Wingo, age forty-five, sergeant first
class, part of a battalion out of the
Eighty-Second Division from Fort
Bragg. Killed by small-arms fire in the
Kandahar province.”

“Pretty much everything Tyler told
us,” noted Michelle.

“Meaning everything they told him,”
said Sean.

“So you’re having doubts too?”

“Don’t read too much into this. It
could still be nothing,”

“They printed his picture, his name,
and his rank in the paper along with the
fact that he’s dead. So how confidential
can it be? They wouldn’t even confirm
to you that he’s dead, but all the readers
of the Washington Post know that he is?



How exactly does that make sense?”’

“At one level maybe it doesn’t,” he
said. “But keep in mind that they’ve had
thousands of casualties over there. My
contact might not have even known that
was printed in the paper today. The
Pentagon is a pretty big organism.”

“Okay, but I know that Tyler was
holding something back from us.”

“So how do you want to proceed?”

“We told Tyler we would check into
it and report back. We checked into it
and now we’re reporting back.”

“We have nothing to report, Michelle.
Unless you count abject failure.”

“We have to get him to open up.
Maybe 1t’ll be better i1f I go alone.”

“To his house? With the wicked



stepmother there? She might not let you
mn.”

Michelle held up her phone. “I’1l text
him and arrange to meet him at the same
place before swim practice.”

“You’re really going out on a limb
with this, Michelle.”

“He’s a kid who lost his dad. He
needs help, Sean.”

“I’'m not saying don’t do it. Just be
careful.”

“l don’t consider Tyler Wingo
dangerous.”

“Im not necessarily talking about
him.”

She glanced out the window. “They’re
calling for snow today.”

“Great, Washington drivers have a



hard enough time driving in the
sunshine.”

“While I’'m with Tyler, why don’t you
try another angle on the Pentagon?”’

“I’1l see what I can do. But those guys
usually close ranks pretty fast.”

He shot a reproachful glance at her
messy desk. “Come on, Michelle? Can’t
you do something about that crap? Even
a symbolic gesture would be
appreciated.”

She smiled brightly, picked up a
single piece of paper amid the mounds
of it, and dropped it into the trash can
next to her desk. “Feel better?”

“It’s a start.”

Later that afternoon Michelle pulled into



the parking lot next to the Panera, cut her
engine, and stared across the street at the
high school where Tyler was a student.
It was a relatively new school, but was
still probably bursting at the seams with
students. The Washington area just
couldn’t seem to keep up with the
population growth.

She slipped the page out of her jacket.
It was the Washington Post article with
Sam Wingo’s picture. He was a good-
looking man, she thought. Ruggedly
handsome, strong features, intense eyes,
his face stamped with the years. He
looked a little like Sean, she realized.
By comparison most of the other faces of
the dead on the page were tragically
young. They had barely had a chance to



live their lives, and now there were no
more chances left to them.

She checked her watch. At three
sixteen on the dot she saw Tyler Wingo
emerge from a door at the school and
start to walk in her direction. The chilly
rain had turned into light snow. In
deference to the weather Tyler wore a
hoodie.

She climbed out of her truck when
Tyler passed by.

“Hey,” she said.

He turned and spotted her. “Where’s
your partner?”’

“Following up some other leads.”

They walked into the Panera together.
The place was busier than last time.
Michelle figured that it would start to



fill up even more since the school had
let out. It really was a gold mine, having
a coffee shop with a pretty full food
menu located across from a high school
and perpetually hungry teens.

This time they both got bottles of
water. Michelle added a muffin.

“Haven’t really eaten today,” she
explained.

They took seats at a table in the rear.
Michelle opened her bottle, took a drink,
and then attacked her muffin.

“So what did you find out?” Tyler
asked.

“You saw the newspaper today?”

“No.”

“Sorry, I guess teenagers don’t read
print media anymore. Anyway, your



dad’s picture was init.”

She pulled out the page and slid it
across to him. “Just for positive ID.”

Tyler glanced down at the page and
then looked away. “That’s him.”

“Small-arms fire with his unit in
Kandahar,” said Michelle.

“Yeah.”

“Hi, Tyler.”

They both glanced up. It was the same
pretty brunette from yesterday. She
looked from Michelle back to Tyler and
then down at the page.

“I’'mreally sorry about your dad,” she
said.

She was barely five-two, with soft
brown eyes.

“Thanks,” said Tyler, not meeting her



gaze.

“Michelle Maxwell,” said Michelle,
putting out her hand.

The girl took it. “I’'m Kathleen
Burnett, but I go by Kathy.”

“Are you in class with Tyler?”

“Yes, she 1s,” interjected Tyler. “We
were just meeting on some stuff, Kathy,”
he added in obvious embarrassment.
“About my dad.”

“Oh, I'm sorry, Tyler. I’'ll talk to you
later.”

She hurried off. Michelle watched her
go.

“She’s really cute.”

“I guess.”

“You’re friends?”

“We’re in some classes together.”



“She was here yesterday before us
even though you came over right after
school ended. How come?”

“She’s really smart. Skipped a grade
and everything. And she doesn’t have a
last-period class. She gets out early.”

“Nice to be smart. But she also seems
to care about you.”

Tyler was now staring at the page of
photos.

Michelle folded it up and slipped it
back into her pocket.

“Does she care about you, Tyler?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know, why?”

“It’s good to have people who care,
that’s all. Especially during times like
this.”

“So what did you find out?”



“Nothing more than you saw in the
newspaper. The Pentagon apparently
does not want to talk about your dad. |
wonder why?”

“I guess they have their reasons.” He
hesitated. “So how much do I owe you?”

Michelle gazed blankly at him. “Why
do I detect finality with that question?”

Tyler looked up. “What?”

“You just hired us and now it sounds
like you want to fire us.”

“I’m not firing you.”

“Okay, that’s good to know. I came
here to ask you something so let me just
get to it.” She leaned in closer. “What
aren’t you telling us?”

“You asked me that before.”

“And you didn’t answer me. And just



so you know, I’m the sort of person that
when I don’t get an answer, 1 keep
asking until I do.”

“I’ve told you everything.”

“Your voice says you have, but your
face says otherwise. I was a Secret
Service agent. We read faces like
nobody else, Tyler.”

He immediately looked away from
her.

She sat back, folded her arms over her
chest. “Okay. Is that how it’s going to
be?”

Tyler stared down at his hands.

“You could have saved me a trip here,
you know. I do have other things to work
on,” said Michelle.

He let out a long breath. “I’'m sorry.



It’s just—I mean, I guess I was just
being stupid. My dad’s dead. Nothing
you could do will bring him back,
right?”

“No, Tyler, there’s nothing we can do
about that,” said Michelle quietly.

“And I was thinking about things last
night. And... and I guess—" He faltered
here and looked so miserable that
Michelle’s heart went out to him.

“Tyler, if you want us to stand down,
I’'m okay with that. It’s your decision.
Don’t beat yourself up over it. You have
enough to deal with as it is.”

“I... T guess that’s what I want. |
mean, for you to, like, you know, stand
down, like you said.”

“You’re sure?”



He nodded. “So, how much do I owe
you? I brought some cash with me.”

“Consultations are free, so you can
keep your wallet in your pocket.”

“You sure?”

“Are you?” she said curtly.

He wouldn’t look at her. “I gotta go
now.”

“Right, swim practice.”

He rose.

Michelle said, “Oh, we need to bring
your dad’s gun back to you. I didn’t want
to do it here because having a gun on
school grounds would be pretty bad. We
can drop it by your house tonight. You
going to be home?”

Tyler looked nervously at her. “Um,
I’m not sure. [ might have stuff tonight.”



“No problem. We can just drop it off
with your stepmom. That okay with
you?”

Tyler turned and fled. He looked back
twice at Michelle before he even got to
the front door, and the distance i1n
between was not that great.

Michelle sat there for a bit wondering
one thing.

Who had gotten to Tyler Wingo?
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The sNow was comiNg powN harder when
Michelle stepped out of the Panera.

As a Secret Service agent she had
spent years dissecting the physical
world into discrete grids as part of her
security matrix, looking for danger in all
the right places. Though she had been out
of the Service for a while now, that
instinct still rode with her. It probably
would forever. And right now her
antennae were quivering.



The parking lot was half full, which
still constituted a great many cars
because the lot was a large one. Yet
there was only one vehicle that drew her
attention. She stared across at it.

Government plates, one silhouette
inside, motor off, and the driver had
been there awhile because the sedan was
covered in snow. And no one had gotten
out of the car, because there were no
footprints in the snow around it. This
was a strip mall where one made quick
stops, in and out and on one’s way. Yet
this driver had pulled in, cut the engine,
and sat there in the freezing cold waiting
for something,

Or someone. Maybe me.

She walked to her truck, climbed in,



and started it up. Without appearing to
do so she was watching the government
sedan. The silhouette had not moved.
She was considering whether she had
been wrong in her deductions when the
situation status abruptly changed.

The silhouette transformed into a man
with wide shoulders and military-
cropped hair, wearing a long, dark
overcoat and regulation black shoes. His
military rank rode on the sleeves of the
overcoat in the form of pinned-on bars.

Bars, not stars. But then again,
Michelle hadn’t expected them to send
out a general to grapple with her.

When the man drew close, she rolled
down her window. “You must’ve been
cold sitting in the car all that time. Want



to jump in and get warm?”

In response he showed her his
credentials.

“Captain  Aubrey Jones, military
police,” Michelle read off the ID card.
“What can I do for you?”

Jones said, “You were meeting with
Tyler Wingo?”’

“If you say s0.”

“Why?”

“That’s confidential.”

“I understand that you’re a private
investigator?”

“Again, if you say so. But if I am and
if T was meeting with him, you can
understand why I can’t reveal
confidences.”

“Wingo is a minor. He can’t be your



client.”

“On the contrary, yes he can,” replied
Michelle.

“Why would he need a P1?”

“Could be lots of reasons. Why does
it matter to you?”

“He just lost his father.”

“I'mwell aware of that.”

“He’s vulnerable and scared and the
Army does not want to see him taken
advantage of. Did you ask for money
from him?”

“So you think I’m shaking down a
grieving teenager for cash?”

“Are you?”

“Yeah, that’s how I make my living. |
look up dead soldiers in the newspaper
and then arrange to meet with their



crushed kids so I can get rich one dollar
bill at a time.” She paused. “How likely
does that sound?”

“We know that you were formerly
with the Secret Service but were asked
to leave.”

“Actually, 1 was offered full
reinstatement but chose to voluntarily
resign instead. And that’s ancient
history.”

“You and your partner have been
involved in some high-level cases.
Serial killers, CIA, national security.”

“Stop, you’ll make me blush.”

Jones drew closer and leaned in so
that his head and shoulders nearly filled
the window. “We are politely asking that
you stay away from the Wingos. They’re



going through a lot right now. They don’t
need this sort of distraction.”

“So how were you made aware of our
involvement?”” asked Michelle.

“The Army has lots of resources.”

“Do you do this for all the families
that have lost service members?”

“No, just for the ones who have
people like you trying to mess with their
lives at a particularly tragic point.
Fortunately, not that many stoop so low.”

“That’s your opinion, and for the
record it’s the wrong one,” Michelle
said firmly.

“His father was KIA. He was notified
of that fact. I don’t know what he asked
you to do, but whatever it was, you
shouldn’t have accepted. In my book



you're just taking advantage of a
heartbroken boy. Maybe you’re doing it
to make a few bucks, or scoring some
points somehow with someone. Maybe
you’re doing it because you feel sorry
for him. I don’t know and I don’t really
care. But what I do care about is that you
leave this family alone so they can
grieve properly and get through this in
one piece.” He paused and said, “Did |
deliver the message clearly, Ms.
Maxwell?”

“Crystal clear, Captain Jones.”

He spun on his heel and walked back
to his sedan. Ten seconds later he was
gone.

Michelle sat in her truck tapping the
steering wheel with her fingers as she



thought this through. Military police
watching. Military police delivering a
message. Stay away from the Wingos.
They must have already talked to Tyler.
Perhaps they were monitoring his phone,
saw the meeting set up, and went
directly to him. That could explain his
sudden decision to have her and Sean
stand down.

She called Sean and told him what
had just happened.

“What do you think?” he said.

“Jones sounded legit, but maybe all
they told him was what he needed to
know to deliver the message loud and
clear.”

“Well, coupled with the stone wall I
got at the Pentagon I’'m coming down on



the side of this starting to look really
suspicious. The question now is what do
we do about 1t?”

“We still have the German Mauser to
take back.”

“Michelle, they’ll be watching the
Wingos’ house. They see us pull up, the
next visit we get will not be from an MP
delivering a polite if tough message.”

“It’s not like they’re going to
waterboard us, Sean.”

“There are worse things than
waterboarding.”

“Name one.”

“Maiming? Death?”

“Come on, this is our government
we’re talking about. And I can’t leave it
like this. And I don’t think you can



either. Tyler is holding something back. I
really believe he needs our help, but
he’s been warned off too. I doubt even
the Army can afford to have its
personnel wait in snowy parking lots to
dress down somebody they think might
be taking advantage of a slain service
member’s family.”

“I know. Something is off, way off.”

“But you’re right about the Army
fence around the Wingos now. We go
there, it won’t be pleasant. So what
other angle can we attack this thing
from?”

“Well, if we can’t get to Tyler right
now, we can dig into his dad’s
background. Tyler said he worked at a
company called DTI in Reston. We can



start there.”

“But if we go there, the Army will
probably find out.”

“We don’t have to go there. There’s
this thing called the Internet. It has lots
of information you can access from a
computer. Maybe you’ve heard of it?”

“Okay, you go tap your little keys. I’'m
going to do some real detective work.”

Michelle was staring back up at the
Panera.

He said, “Like what? I don’t want you
to go off half-cocked. Finesse is needed
here. Not the Charge of the Light
Brigade. And didn’t they get wiped out
to a man?”

“Man being the operative word. If
they had been led by a woman, that



slaughter never would have happened.”

“So what are you going to do?”

“Talk to one teenager about another
teenager. Female-to-female.”

Michelle clicked off, climbed back
out into the snow, and headed into the
Panera once more. She was going to find
out how much Kathy Burnett really cared
about Tyler Wingo.



CHAPTER

“Hi, Katny.”

Kathy Burnett looked up from her
computer to find Michelle staring down
at her. She was holding a cup of coffee
and a tray on which sat a bowl of soup
and a roll.

“Oh, hi.”

“Mind if I join you?”

Kathy glanced around. “I thought you
and Tyler had gone.”

“He did. To swim practice. And I was



thinking of leaving but I thought I’d see
what the snow was going to do. And then
I decided a cup of coffee and a bowl of
soup were calling my name.”

Michelle sat down across from her
and took a few seconds to situate her
coffee and her soup while Kathy pulled
her laptop and backpack out of the way.

“Thanks,” said Michelle. She took a
spoonful of soup and smiled. “Not many
things better than soup on a cold, snowy
day.”

“I guess not,” said Kathy, smiling
awkwardly.

Michelle looked at her computer. “I
hope I’m not interrupting homework.”

“No, it’s okay. This stuff isn’t due for
another week. I’'m just trying to get a



jump on it.” She closed her laptop and
looked questioningly at Michelle. “So
you were meeting with Tyler about his
dad?”

Michelle dipped a chunk of bread into
the soup and took a bite. She nodded,
swallowed, and said, “It’s really tragic.
Nothing worse for a kid than losing a
parent, especially like that.”

“Are you with the Army?”

“No. I wasn’t helping Tyler with that.
Just some other things. He said you two
were in a few classes together. He also
said you were really smart and had
skipped a grade.”

“He said that?” Kathy asked as a
smile spread across her face.

Michelle took a sip of coffee and



nodded slowly. “Yes he did.”

“He’s a straight-A student too, really
smart. But he doesn’t brag about it like
some of the other people do. He’s, well,
he’s just sort of quiet.”

“I take 1t you two are good friends?”

“We’ve known each other since
elementary school.”

“Friends are important right now for
Tyler. I’'m sure you can see that.”

“Yeah, I guess so0,” she said somberly.

“Did you know his dad?”

“He and Tyler have been to our house
for dinner quite a few times. And he
picked me and Tyler up from school a
few times. He was always really nice. |
knew he’d been deployed overseas. My
mom was over there two years ago.



She’s back now and I hope she never has
to leave again.”

“Your mom in the Army too?”

“Air Force. She’s a pilot.”

“That’s pretty cool, Kathy.”

“I’'m really proud of her. She can fly
anything. ’ve been up with her in a
Cessna. She did some things that made
my stomach do flip-flops but it never
fazed her.”

“I’'m sure.” Michelle took another
swallow of soup. “I guess everyone at
school knows about Tyler’s dad?”

“They made an announcement today.
Everybody was so sad. But I think Tyler
was really embarrassed by it.”

“So if you’ve known Tyler since
elementary school, I guess you knew his



mom?”

Kathy nodded. “I did. That was tragic
t00.”

“Yeah. Considering how old Tyler
was when she died, she must’ve been
very young.”

“She was.”

“Did she die of cancer?”

Kathy looked startled. “Is that what
Tyler told you?”

“No, he didn’t say. But judging by
your look, I’'m guessing that’s not what
she died of.”

“Look, if Tyler didn’t tell you I don’t
think I should. He must have had a
reason.”

“Well, frankly, I don’t think Tyler is
thinking all that clearly right now. So she



didn’t die from an illness?”

“Well, I guess you could call it an
illness.”

“I’'mnot following,” said Michelle.

“Mental 1llness. Depression.” Kathy
paused. “Mrs. Wingo killed herself.”

Michelle took another spoonful of
soup. She wasn’t particularly hungry, but
she also wanted a few beats of time to
digest this and decide how best to
proceed.

“My God,” she finally said. “His mom
killed herself and now his dad dies in
combat.”

“I know,” said Kathy, her voice
starting to tremble. “I feel so bad for
him.”

“But at least he has his stepmom,”



Michelle threw out.

Kathy frowned. “I’'m not sure how
good that is for Tyler.”

Michelle nodded thoughtfully. “He
never came out and said, but I could tell
he doesn’t really get along with her.”

“Why should he?” Kathy said, her
voice rising. “I mean, Mr. Wingo goes
off and gets married to a woman a lot
younger than he was and they hadn’t
even known each other that long. Tyler
didn’t know her at all really. And did he
tell you they got married by a judge?
There wasn’t even a wedding. They just
showed up at the house one day and they
were married. Tyler was so upset.”

“And his dad never explained to him
why he did that?”



“Not that Tyler ever told me.” Kathy
stopped and stared at Michelle. “You
never said what you were helping Tyler
with.”

Michelle took out a business card and
slid it across to Kathy. She looked down
at it and her eyes widened.

“What does Tyler need with a
detective?”

“Answers. That’s why most people
hire detectives.”

“Answers to what?”

“I’'m not sure he knows yet, Kathy.
Tyler told me that his dad was in the
reserves now but he’d been in the
regular Army as well.”

“I remember when I was in second
grade Mr. Wingo came to our class and



spoke about serving our country. He was
in uniform then. He told my mom about it
and she came in and spoke to us t00.”

“So your parents knew him well?”

“My mom knew him pretty well
because of the military connection. And
like I said, they came over for dinner
quite a few times after Tyler’s mom
died. And we’d bring care packages
over. And Tyler sometimes stayed with
us. He’s a good cook. He even taught my
mom a few dishes to make.”

“You live near each other?”

“Not in the same neighborhood. But
it’s only about five minutes by car.” She
brightened. “Tyler has his permit but he
gets his real license soon. He was
talking about us driving to school



together sometimes.”

“He’s a year older than you?”

“That’s right. I’'ll be sixteen next
month. He turns seventeen in May.”

“He ever talk to you about something
troubling him?”

“I haven’t really spoken to him since
his dad died, if that’s what you mean.”

“Before that, was everything okay
with him?”

“Seemed to be. I mean, he and his
stepmom didn’t get along,”

“How about his dad? Anger still there
over his dad getting remarried?”

“There was. But I think Tyler had
finally just accepted it. He loved his
dad. He wouldn’t stay mad at him long.”

“But now with him gone?”



“Yeah, now it’s just him and his
stepmom. Not good.”

“He have any other relatives in the
area?”

“Not that he ever talked about.”

“Would you mind giving me a call if
anything occurs to you that might help me
help Tyler?”

“Like what?”

“Hard to say at this point. But you
might know it when you see it.”

“He’s not in any trouble, is he?”

“Any reason why he should be?”
asked Michelle.

“No. He’s a really good person.”

“That’s what I think too. And that’s
why [ want to help him, if I can.”

Kathy slipped the card into her coat



pocket. “Maybe you’ll hear from me.”
Michelle said, “Fair enough.”
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MICHELLE MET SEAN LATER THAT EVENING at a
bar in Georgetown. They sat at a table
near the window and over beers tried to
reconcile what they each had learned
about the Wingo case.

“Any blowback from the Pentagon?”
asked Michelle.

“Nothing like you got,” he answered.
“But that’s not to say tomorrow won’t
bring something. Suffice it to say I don’t
think any of my other contacts there will



be returning my calls anytime soon.”

Michelle took a sip of her beer and
leaned back in her chair. The snow had
stopped falling and the temperature had
risen to a level sufficient to melt what
had already accumulated. “So if we
can’t go to see Tyler or his stepmother
and the Pentagon is a stone wall, that
leaves the dad’s employer, DTI. You
said you were going to do a web search
on them.”

“I did. They’'re a government
contractor.”

“Every other company located here is
a government contractor. What sector
are they in?”

“Providing translator services for the
military.”



“I hear that’s pretty lucrative.”

“It certainly can be. But it only goes
as far as our engagement over there.
They specialize in the Middle East, so if
the military pulls out they might be
hurting.”

“And was Wingo a salesman, like
Tyler said?”

“I never got a chance to actually ask a
human being that question.” He drank
some of his beer. “I think we’ve hit a
dead end, Michelle.”

She inserted her finger in the long
neck of her beer and swung it back and
forth over the table. “I don’t like to
admit defeat.”

“And you think I do?”

“You’re a miracle worker, Sean. You



know everybody. Are you telling me you
can’t think of some other angle to hit this
with?”

“I’'m actually trying to decide whether
this 1s worth it or not.”

“l thought we were past that
analysis?”

“Maybe you were.”

“I might have an in through his friend
Kathy Burnett. I laid the groundwork
with her already.”

“And you don’t feel bad involving an
innocent young girl in all this?”

“If I knew what ‘all this” was, maybe
I would feel bad. Chicken and the egg.”

“I'still don’t like 1t.”

“I didn’t ask her to spy on Tyler,
Sean. I just asked her to contact me if



she thought she had any information that
might help him.”

“I’'mnot sure she’s in the best position
to make that decision.”

“Then I can tell her to stand down, if
it’ll make you happy.”

The two sat there staring stonily
across at each other.

Sean said, “Look, I’'m not wussing
out. ’'m just not sure what we can
accomplish.”

“Well, considering we’ve
accomplished nothing so far it wouldn’t
take much to move the bar up.”

“I can see we’re not going to reach
common ground on this.”

“I’m being as reasonable as I possibly
can be.”



“Really? Because I'm not seeing
that.”

She eyed him severely. “What’s that
supposed to mean?”’

He hunched forward. “You barely
know this Wingo kid and it’s like he’s
suddenly your little brother and all his
problems are your problems. How is
that reasonable?”

Michelle set her beer down and
pointed her gaze out the window.

Sean said, “You want to tell me
what’s really going on here, Michelle?”

“You think it’s wrong of me to want to
help this kid?”

“Im not saying it’s right or wrong.
I’m just saying it’s... it’s a little off.”

She turned to him. “I know what it’s



like to be a kid and scared, Sean. Him
running through that storm, I saw the
terror in his eyes.” She looked off. “And
the gun,” she added quietly. “That could
have been me running with that gun.”

“It wasn’t you running with that gun,
Michelle,” he said firmly.

She didn’t appear to have heard him.
“The only thing is he couldn’t fire his. I
did.”

“That was a long, long time ago. And
you were what, six?”

“Six or sixteen, what does it matter? It
happened.”

“You know 1it’s not that simple,” said
Sean.

“It took a whole lot of shrink work
and time in a psych hospital and going



back to the old homestead to even
remember it. And even then I can’t fully
understand it. And because 1 can’t fully
understand 1it, it scares the hell out of
me.”

“So you’re relating your experience
as a kid to Tyler’s situation now?”

“Maybe I am. Is that wrong?”’

“I don’t know 1if it is or not. But why
put yourself through this? It’s too much.”

“I wish I had an answer for you about
that. I don’t. Life isn’t nearly as simple
or perfect as we would like it to be.”

“Okay.”

Michelle shook her head, as though
clearing away perilous thoughts. “Look,
you’'ve always been there for me.
Always. | have no right to involve you in



something you don’t want to be part of.
It’s not fair.”

“Actually, you have every right. Yeah,
I’ve been there for you. But you’ve also
been there for me. And saved my life
more than a few times.”

Sean finished his beer and drummed
the table with his fingers. “I have one
more contact who might be able to help
us.”

“But you said they’d close ranks on
this.”

“My contact doesn’t exactly conform
to strict military protocols.”

“Who i1s 1t?”

Sean hesitated and then said, “My ex-
wife.”

Michelle gaped at him. “Your ex?”



“You knew I was married before.”

“Yeah, but you never talk about her.”

“Well, I don’t like talking about her
because there’s a very compelling
reason she’s my ex-wife. And I’m not
into self-flagellation.”

“I didn’t know she was in the
military.”

“Dana’s not. Her current husband is.
She got remarried about eight years ago.
He’s a newly minted two-star stationed
at the Pentagon. Major General Curtis
Brown.”

“I’ve heard that name.”

“He’s a sometimes spokesperson for
the Pentagon. He looks like a general.
Tall, handsome, and ramrod-straight.
Combat vet. Yet I’'m very surprised he’s



survived Dana. She’s a real piece of
work.”

“Did you go to the wedding?”

“What do you think? The only reason |
knew was because I could finally stop
paying alimony.”

“Did you ever meet General Brown?”

Sean shook his head. “If I did I'd wish
him luck. Dana’s not exactly low-
maintenance.”

“It doesn’t sound like she’s someone
you can call up and ask a favor of.”

“I can do anything if the motivation is
right.”

“Meaning what?”

“Meaning that if you wanted me to, |
would call up Dana and see what she
could do for us. She might hang up on



me. She might tell me to go to hell and
then hang up on me. But it’s the only path
I can see right now. So, you tell me. Is
Tyler Wingo worth it?”

“That’s not exactly fair, Sean. You’re
putting me on the spot here.”

“No, I’'m just stating the reality of the
situation.”

Michelle sighed and gazed down at
her empty beer bottle. “Maybe one
phone call to her?”

“Consider it done.”

“So you know how to reach her?”

“I have ways, yes. If not, I can always
hire a good private investigator.”

She gave him a playful smirk. “You
know, you’ve met my brothers and my
father, but I’ve never met your family.”



“My sisters are in Ohio. They never
come here and I haven’t come up with a
good reason to go there. My parents are
in Florida leading the good life in
retirement.”

“Do you talk to them much?”

“Hardly ever. When I got drummed
out of the Secret Service, well, let’s just
say they didn’t really see a need to
support me.”

“Funny family.”

“Look who’s talking!” he said
sharply.

She pursed her lips and said, “I’m
sorry ’'m so screwed up.”

“It’s actually one of your most
endearing qualities.”

“Let’s never find out what it would be



like not to have each other.”

“I’m always on your six,” he said.

“I know,” she said quietly.

Sean gazed off, his mouth edging
downward.

“l didn’t die, Sean. I’'m still here,” she
said, obviously reading his look.

“But you don’t realize how close you
came to not being here,” he replied,
turning his gaze to her.

“I actually do know. I could see it in
your face when I finally woke up. And
don’t forget that I’ve stood over your
hospital bed and wondered the very
same thing.”

He looked away again. “I guess it’s
what we signed up for.”

“Never doubted that for a second.



Now let’s focus on Tyler Wingo.”

“I’ll get my ex on it.”

“I think I need to be doing something
t00.”

“Michelle, we’ve been warned off. At
least you have.”

“We have a gun to return, Sean.”

“So you want to go to their house?”

“We don’t have to be that direct, do
we?”

He considered this. “No. You have an
idea?”

“I think I have an idea,” she replied.
“But it’11 be better if I go alone.”
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TYLER WINGO CUT THROUGH THE WATER a8 fast
as he could. He was at swim practice at
a local aquatic facility that his school
used. The facility had multiple pools, but
since this one was the largest the adult
members also used it. Tyler touched the
tile wall and came up for air. He slipped
his goggles off, cleared them of
condensation, and put them back on.

In the lane next to him a female
swimmer wearing a swim cap and



goggles was just about ready to push off.
Tyler grinned and timed it so he pushed
off at the same time. He was feeling the
need to rip through the water like a
dolphin. And it didn’t hurt that the
woman was tall and lean and attractive,
at least the glimpse he had gotten of her.
Despite all his troubles, he was sixteen
with hormones about ready to explode
and he suddenly felt the urge to show off.

As he cut through the water he
wondered how far ahead of her he
would be at the end. He contemplated
what he might do when she broke the
surface of the water and saw him
already there. Could he come up with
something clever? In reality, he was
terribly shy and would be unlikely to



muster the courage to say anything. But
still, she would at least see him.

Then as he looked to his right the only
thing visible were her long feet. Stunned,
he redoubled his efforts, swimming as he
never had before. He gave it every
ounce of stamina he had—and still she
was actually pulling away from him.

When he touched the wall and stood,
she was leaning on the lane divider
rope. Her cap was off, her goggles on
her forehead. And she was staring
directly at him.

“Wow. What a coincidence seeing
you here,” said Michelle.

“You’re not even breathing hard,”
said Tyler, who was gasping. “I thought
you said you didn’t swim?” he added in



a hurt tone.

“I said I preferred keeping above it
and dry. I didn’t say I couldn’t swim.”

“You’re really fast for your age.”

“Ill take that as a mixed
compliment.”

Tyler looked around. “Where’s your
partner?”

“He doesn’t like the water nearly as
much as [ do.”

“I know 1t’s not a coincidence you’re
here. What do you want? I’d thought we
had, you know, finished stuft.”

“I'still have your dad’s Mauser.”

“Oh, crap, that’s right.”

“It’s in my bag. I can give it to you
after I finish up here.”

“Hey, Tyler!”



They looked over to see Tyler’s
coach, an older man in dungarees and a
sweatshirt with a whistle around his
neck, staring at them.

“Yeah, Coach?”

“Since this 1s swim practice do you
think you can tear yourself away from
the nice lady to actually practice your
swimming?”’

Tyler turned red. “Okay, Coach.
Sure.”

“Ill be waiting in the lobby,” said
Michelle. “How do you get home
usually?”

“A friend.”

“I’1l take you.”

“I don’t think that’s a good 1dea.”

“I think it’s a great idea, Tyler. I think
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you need to think things through on your
own. Not just do what people are telling
you to do. I’ll be in the lobby. It’s up to
you if you go with me or not. I’ll give
you the Mauser either way. I put it in a
canvas bag so no one can see it.”

Michelle slipped her goggles back on,
turned, and kicked off to do more laps.

Admiring her athleticism, Tyler
watched her cut through the pool lane.
Then he dropped back into the water and
started swimming to the other side,
though his strokes weren’t nearly as
clean.

When he came out of the locker room
about an hour later Michelle was
waiting for him in the lobby, a canvas
bag in one hand and a knapsack over her



shoulder. She had on a knitted cap with
her damp hair bundled under it, jeans, a
North Face jacket, and a long muffler
wrapped around her neck.

Tyler’s hair was slicked back and his
jeans hung low; his sneakers had no
laces and he wore his high school
hoodie. He crossed the lobby to her.

She held up the canvas bag. “Here it
is. You riding with me or taking your
usual way home?”

Tyler looked around at the other team
members passing by. He nodded to some
and knuckle-smacked one boy who
lustily eyed Michelle and then grinned at
Tyler and mouthed the word, Sweet.

The boy said in a normal voice, “See
you tomorrow, Ty.”



After he passed by, Michelle said,
“You go by Ty?”

“Just to some of the guys,” Tyler said
absently.

“So what’s it going to be?”

“Can we stop for some hot chocolate?
The water was freezing.”

She handed him the canvas bag with
the Mauser.

At a nearby Starbucks, Michelle
bought Tyler a hot chocolate and herself
a latte. They got back into her Land
Cruiser. Tyler stared around at all the
mess on the seat and the floorboard.

Michelle scooped the junk off the seat
and tossed it into the back.

He peered into the backseat, where
the piles of junk were even more



pronounced.

“Is that a shotgun back there?” he
asked, his eyes wide.

“Yeah, but it’s not loaded. I’ve been
meaning to clean my truck out for like
two years.”

“It might take you that long,” muttered
Tyler as he stared at the piles.

“I get enough crap from my partner
about my untidiness, thank you very
much.”

“So what do you want?” he asked.

“I think you know.”

“Idon’t.”

“A military policeman was waiting
for me outside Panera after we met. He
read me the riot act about trying to shake
you down for money.”



“I didn’t know about that.”

“But someone did come and talk to
you, right?”

Tyler sipped his hot chocolate and
didn’t answer right away. He stared up
at the sky.

“Looks like more snow is on the
way,” noted Michelle as she glanced
over at him. He seemed so conflicted
that her empathy for him suddenly
swelled.

Are my maternal instincts finally
kicking in? How scary is that?

More miles passed in silence.

“We’ll be home soon,” prompted
Michelle.

Tyler kept staring out the window.
“They told me not to talk to you.”



“Who is ‘they’?”

“The Army.”

“So guys in uniform?”

Tyler glanced at her. “They weren’t
wearing uniforms. They had on suits.”

“So how do you know they were from
the Army?”

“Because they were there to talk about
my dad. He was in the Army. Who else
would they be?”

“Did they show you some ID?”

“Yeah, but they flashed them so fast |
couldn’t see what they said. Besides, I
wasn’t really focused on that.”

“Was your stepmom there?” Tyler
nodded. “So what else did they tell
you?”

“That you were probably trying to



take advantage of me. That you couldn’t
find out anything they hadn’t already told
me.”

“About your dad’s death, you mean?”

“Yes.”

“And what did you say to that?” she
asked.

“I... T didn’t say much,” Tyler
admitted.

“What else did they say?”

“That you could cause trouble for us.
That it might mess up our getting stuft
from the Army—you know, like
benefits.”

Michelle sighed, but then looked
angry. “So they really laid a guilt trip on
you. Talk about taking advantage of
someone.”



“I don’t want to mess things up for my
dad, Michelle.”

“Trust me, neither do we. Are you
going up to Dover to get your dad’s
remains?”’

Tyler shook his head.

“Why not?”

“Because of what else they said.”

“Which was?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Come on, Tyler. You chose to ride
home with me. You must want to talk to
me.”

Another mile went by without either
of them breaking the silence.

“They said there wasn’t enough left of
my dad to put in a coffin,” he finally
said.



Michelle jerked the wheel and the
truck did a little wobble across the lane
before she righted it. “What! I thought he
was shot?”

“He was. Only a mortar hit right at the
spot where he had gone down. It... it
sort of blew him to pieces.”

Now Tyler put his sleeve up to his
face and quietly wept into his arm.

Michelle pulled the Land Cruiser oft
onto a side road, put it in park, and
handed him some tissues from her
console. He took them without looking at
her. She wanted to lean over and hold
him, but decided that might be
unwelcome and more than a little
awkward under the circumstances.

So she simply sat there staring straight



ahead and watched shimmers of heat
vapor lift off the hood of her truck and
disappear into the darkness.

“Thanks.”

She turned to Tyler and accepted the
crumpled pieces of now wet tissues. She
tossed them into the backseat.

“Why didn’t they tell you that
before?” asked Michelle. “Why wait
until now?”

“I don’t know,” said Tyler softly.

“What did Jean say to all this?”

“Not much. She just took it all in and
then started crying so hard the men in
suits got up and left.”

“Very compassionate of them to drop
the hammer and then flee the scene. What
did you do?”



“I went up to my room and locked the
door.”

Michelle reached out an arm and
lightly touched him on the shoulder.

He glanced over at her. She read
apprehension on his features.

“Tyler, why were you so determined
to hire Sean and me? Your father was
dead. Nothing would change that. Any
other details would be hard to come by
since his death happened in Afghanistan.
It’s not like Sean and I can fly there and
start investigating.”

He shrugged but said nothing.

“There has to be something, Tyler.
You’re a smart young man. You don’t
strike me as the type to just jump into a
decision without thinking it through.”



When he still said nothing, Michelle
asked, “Will you be driving Kathy to
school next year?”

He glanced at her in surprise. “Kathy?
How did you know about that?”

“I spoke to her at Panera. She really
likes you. And she’s worried about
you.”

“I was thinking about maybe driving
her to school. Sometimes,” he added.

“I think she’d like that.”

Michelle grew quiet and waited.
Nothing might come out of the next few
seconds. Then again, everything might
come out of the next few seconds. She
surreptitiously crossed her fingers
wishing for the latter.

“The thing is, it was the date the guys



gave me.”

“What date and what guys?”

“The Army guys who came the first
night to tell me about my dad.”

“Okay. What about the date?”

“He died the day before they came to
tell us.”

“All right. Sometimes it takes that
long to confirm everything. They don’t
want to get it wrong.”

“Yeah, I know that.”

He stopped talking but Michelle said
nothing. She sensed he was about to
drop a bombshell.

“See, the thing 1s, my dad sent me an
email.”

Michelle shot him a glance. “When
did he send you the email?”



“After he was dead.”



CHAPTER

Py
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SEAN WATCHED HER ENTER THE RESTAURANT .
She was thinner and healthier looking
than the last time he’d seen her. Her hair
and makeup were immaculate. She was
dressed in a hip fashion that belied her
actual age. The fishnet stockings and
stilettos made her long legs even longer
and sexier. The skirt was a little too
short for Sean’s taste, and the neckline
revealed a bit too much. Several men at
other tables gaped at her, earning the



instant wrath of their wives or dates.

Sean had to admit his ex was even
more put together than when they were
married, and still a very lovely woman.

On the outside.

He rose when she walked over. When
she attempted a hug, he instead quickly
put out his hand for her to shake. She
looked amused and shook it. They sat.
She hooked her coat over the back of her
chair.

“I was very surprised to hear from
you, Sean.”

“I guess I surprised myself, Dana.”

She leaned forward, eyeing him
closely.

“Let me guess, you want some of the
alimony back?”’



He managed a chuckle. “Little late for
that. Statute of limitations has expired.”

“Lucky me.”

“Plus, what grounds would I have?”

“Don’t look to me to tell you.” She
ran her eye over him. “You’ve kept
yourself in shape.”

“So have you.”

“You like the new hair color? Blonde
never seems to go out of style so I made
the switch, permanently.”

“Very becoming.”

“Very  understated  compliment,
thanks.”

“How 1is the general?”

“Piling up the air miles and working
longer hours than I would like.”

“Nature of the beast. You want a



drink?”

“Your memory is failing if you even
have to ask.”

Sean motioned for the waitress, who
came and took their drink orders.

Sean ordered a Bombay Sapphire and
tonic; Dana, Johnnie Walker Black solo
on the rocks.

“That’ll put hair on your chest,” said
Sean after the waitress left.

“Would you like to see for yourself?”

He sat back. “Ever the flirt.”

“Nothing wrong with that. It brings me
joy.”

“But you go home to the general every
night, of course.”

“I would, except he’s not there most
nights. The military is like bigamy on a



massive scale. Curtis is married to me
and the DoD.”

“So why did you marry him?”

“Because he comes from a prominent
family and has a trust fund that helps
support us. We live in a beautiful home
complete with a housekeeper. I drive an
SL550 Roadster. I travel where I want
when I want. We’re invited to great
parties and I get to meet the most
interesting and influential people. And
he loves me.”

“I note that you put the love part at the
end.”

“I like to prioritize.”

“I can see that.”

“So what have you been doing with
yourself? Still a private detective with



what’s-her-name?”’

“Her name would be Michelle
Maxwell.”

“Right. T read about some case you
were involved in recently. She almost
got killed, didn’t she?”

“She’s very much alive and fully
healed.”

“What a relief,” she said casually.

Sean gritted his teeth and said nothing.

When their drinks came he took a sip
of his. She took a longer pull of hers.

“I thought you would go for the Gold
Label. It’s even more expensive,” he
said.

She put her glass down and licked her
lips. “At a base level ’'m a simple girl. |
have my desires, and not all of them are



expensive. In fact, some of the best are
free.”

“Nothing is really free.”
“Well, you found that out, didn’t
you?”

“That I did. You screwed around on
me and ended up with half my money
and alimony for more years than I care to
count. Doesn’t seem fair, does it?”

“The fact 1s, we never should have
divorced, Sean. You were just overly
sensitive.”

His features darkened. “About your
sleeping with other men while I was out
of town working? I wouldn’t call it
overly sensitive. I’d just call it
appropriately pissed.”

“You were gone. I was bored. What



exactly did you expect? You know my
sex drive has always been insatiable.
It’s math, one and one gets you to two.
Anything less than that just doesn’t
work.”

An older man at the table next to
theirs who had been lasciviously eyeing
Dana nearly choked on a mouthful of
pork.

“Did you ever consider getting a pet?”
asked Sean.

“No. And for the record I don’t have a
pet now.”

“So what the general doesn’t know
won’t hurt him?”

She shrugged, took a sip of her drink,
and said, “Can we get down to why you
called?”



“Ineed a favor.”

She looked suitably surprised. “Then
your foreplay was quite underwhelming.
Care to try again?”

He leaned forward. “I’ve got a client,
a very young client who just lost his dad
in Afghanistan.”

“I assume the father was military?”

“Yes.”

“So you really want the favor from
Curtis, not me.”

“In a roundabout way, yes.”

“What do you mean roundabout?”’

Sean took another drink of his gin and
tonic. “It’s sensitive.”

“I thought these things were pretty
straightforward. Soldiers die, the Army
notifies the next of kin. They go to Dover



to see the flag-draped coffins and then
they bury the dead at Arlington, if that’s
their wish.”

“Very clinical of you.”

“In all the time I’ve been married to
Curtis we’ve been at war. I’ve seen this
film play out a lot. I hate it that we’re
losing young men and women over there
every damn day. It has aged Curtis like
you wouldn’t believe. Years ago, while
we were dating and he didn’t have a
single star on his shoulder, he was a
field commander over there. He was in
combat. He was badly wounded. He
very nearly came home in a coffin. I sat
next to his hospital bed at Walter Reed
for over a month wondering if he was
going to make it.”



“I'm sorry, I didn’t know that.”

“I may not be the perfect wife, but |
do care about him. We have a good life
together.” She looked away. “And the
fact is 1 haven’t, well—" She paused
and glanced down for a moment before
staring directly at him. “The fact is I've
been completely faithful to Curtis. I just
wait at home like a good wife until he
comes back, whenever that might be.
And even though he’s technically
stationed at the Pentagon he goes to the
Middle East on a regular basis and I
wait here holding my breath and praying
he gets back in one piece. I’'m not sure
why I go for the guys who carry guns and
get shot at.”

Sean gave her a puzzled look. “Then



why are you all dressed up like you’re
going to walk down a Victoria’s Secret
runway? And why all the ‘insatiable’
talk?”’

She pursed her lips. “Because I
haven’t seen you in a long time and I
thought it was the act you wanted to
see.”

“How could you possibly think that,
Dana?”

“Because I know you would never
believe that I’ve changed so why should
I even bother trying to convince you?
The old Dana was just easier and not
nearly as soul searching. And today has
been a long day and I guess I just
couldn’t muster the energy.”

“As crazy as that sounds, it actually



makes sense.”

“Oh goody.” She pulled her coat on,
covering her chest. “I'm freezing I
should have worn a sweater, and these
stilettos are killing my feet.” She kicked
them off and rubbed one foot against the
other. “And these stockings look a lot
better than they feel. It’s like being a
tuna caught in a net.”

He smiled. “Why do I feel like I'm
talking to an entirely different person?”

“Do you not realize that I know how
much I hurt you?”

“I guess I never thought about it. Your
actions spoke quite loudly.”

“I was selfish and stupid. We could
have had kids.”

“We could have had lots of things,



Dana.”

“I’mtoo old for that now.”

“You’re not that old. Women your age
have kids all the time.”

“Curtis 1s set in his ways. And I’m not
sure | have the energy to run after
toddlers, Sean.”

“We all make choices.”

She finished her drink. “Can we order
some food? And then we can talk more
aboutyour kid who needs my
roundabout help.”

Later, when their plates were cleared
and the coffees had been brought, Dana
said, “Okay, talk to me.”

“His name is Tyler Wingo.”

Sean went on to tell her most but not
all of what had transpired.



He was about to add something else
when his phone buzzed. He looked down
at the text he had just gotten from
Michelle.

In it she had recounted what Tyler had
told her on the drive home about his
father.

Dana watched his face and said,
“Developments?”

“Could be. Now they’re telling him
that his father was first shot and then hit
by a mortar. There are no remains left to
bring home.”

“They always bring the remains home,
Sean, trust me on that. If a mortar shell
did hit him, the coffin will be closed and
sealed. But the Army is really good
about identifying the dead. I know from



Curtis that the Pentagon is borderline
fanatical about that.”

“Im sure they are. It’s just curious
they didn’t tell him the first time.”

“It could be as simple as they didn’t
want to tell the son or the wife
something that disturbing when they
were already  delivering  such
devastating news. They have protocols
for this but each situation is different.
You said Tyler was running through the
rain with his father’s old collectible gun.
It could be the Army reps deemed it
unwise to tell him about the condition of
his father’s body at that time since he
was so clearly upset. They wouldn’t

have wanted to risk traumatizing him and
his mother further.”



“Stepmother,” he corrected. “But that
does make sense. So why the stone wall
at the Pentagon?”

“Confidentiality. =~ They take it
seriously there, particularly about
combat deaths.”

“Tyler seemed like he was holding
something back, though. Something that
only he knew but didn’t want to tell.”

“Something about his father?”

From Michelle’s text Sean knew
exactly what he had been holding back.
His father had sent him a message after
he was supposedly killed. He debated
whether to tell Dana this, but then
decided against it. She was married to a
general, after all, and owed him far more
allegiance than she owed Sean.



“I don’t know. Michelle seemed to
think so, and she has good instincts.”

Dana drank her coffee and appraised
him keenly. “So are you two a couple as
well as business partners?”

“What’s it to you?”

“I’ll take that as a yes. I’ve seen her
picture, read up on her. Quite a beauty.
Quite an overachiever. I mean, an
Olympian who can shoot straight? What
a combination.”

“Why did you read up on her? And
before it seemed you could barely
remember her name.”

“Just a game we girls play. ’'m sure
she’s a ball of fire between the sheets.”

“Now, there’s the Dana I know.”

“I never said 1 had changed



completely. What exactly do you want
me to do about Tyler Wingo?”’

“I would appreciate whatever you
could find out.”

“I’'m not a spy. I do some work with
wounded soldiers and their families and
I’'m involved in many of the
organizations that generals’ spouses
typically are. But I don’t have the
security clearances or computer skills to
get into the Pentagon’s inner rings or
hack into databases.”

“Don’t underestimate your skills,
Dana.”

“What do you mean?”

Sean ran his eyes over her. “I was
thinking more along the lines of pillow
talk.”



She smiled. “Okay, now that I can do.
Curtis is a stickler for protocols, but any
man can be manipulated given the
right... inducements.”

He smiled. “Like riding a bike.” His
expression quickly turned serious. “But
let’s be clear. Just try to work it into a
conversation with the general and see
what comes of it. I don’t want you to go
out on a limb or take unnecessary
chances. That would not be good.”

“You’re making this seem dangerous,”
she scoffed.

“It potentially is very dangerous.”

She stared across the table at him.
“You’re giving me your steely Secret
Service stare.”

“Surprised you remember what it



looks like after all these years.”

“There were many things that were
unforgettable about you, Sean. That just
happens to be one of them.”

“If you do decide to help us and
anything weird happens you call me.”
He slid his card across to her.

“Okay, you’re officially scaring me,”
she said in a mirthful tone, although her
troubled look clearly said otherwise.

“Good,” said Sean.
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MicreLLe proPPED TYLER OFF ABOUT three
blocks from his house. She watched him
walk away and then slowly followed
him to make sure he arrived safely. She
didn’t see any Pentagon cars lurking like
feral cats in an alley, ready to pounce on
unsuspecting prey. But that didn’t mean
they weren’t there.

She drove off with one thought
nagging her.

Tyler had refused to tell her what his



father had written him in the email. She
had asked nicely and then less politely
when her frustration got the better of her.
Yet the more she tried, the more Tyler
had dug his heels in. They had not parted
on the best of terms. She had promised
him she would keep digging. He had
been largely unresponsive to her on this
point.

He had walked away, head down, feet
shuffling, looking very much like a young
man who had lost everything of value in
his life.

She was annoyed and empathetic at
the same time, and the disparate
emotions were making her feel a bit
dizzy.

She had texted Sean all of this



information and wondered how his
meeting with Dana was going. It had
surprised her at first when Sean had
started talking about his ex-wife.
Michelle learned shortly after the two of
them met that Sean had once been
married. Yet Dana’s name had never
once come up since then. It was as if she
had disappeared from the earth, and it
was a little jolting to discover that this
was not the case, and that Sean would be
meeting with her.

She wasn’t feeling jealousy, really,
just apprehension. Yet maybe at some
level they were the same thing. She also
wondered if Dana would actually
consent to use her husband’s status in the
military to help the man who had



divorced her.

As she was driving back to her
apartment her phone buzzed. It was
Sean. She arranged to meet with him at
their office.

“How did i1t go with Dana?” she
asked.

“Not what I expected,” he replied.

Michelle put the phone away not quite
knowing how to take that statement.

The offices of King and Maxwell were
on the second floor of an unremarkable
low-rise building in Fairfax. The views
were limited, the building not overly
clean, but the rent was cheap, or as
cheap as it got around here.

He was already waiting for her when



she opened the door and came in. They
only had the one large room. The benefit
of a secretary was not in their budget—
nor was it necessary, Michelle felt. They
did quite well on their own; adding a
third person to the mix might destroy that
delicate balance.

She sat across from him at her still-
messy desk. He was seated in his chair,
his feet up on his desk.

“So how was it unexpected?” she
asked, looking at him pointedly.

He stopped staring at the ceiling and
focused on her. “I felt like a priest
witnessing a confession.”

“A catharsis for the soul by your ex?”

“I think she really loves her husband.”

“That’s refreshing. Will she help us?”



“Yes. But I told her to be careful.”

“Does she know about the email?”

“l didn’t think that would be
productive. I told her about the mortar
shell part. She had a reasonable
explanation for why they wouldn’t have
told the family about that the first night.”

“What do you really think she can
do?”

“I have no idea. I don’t know what we
can do actually.” He lifted his feet off
the desk and sat up in his chair. “So he
wouldn’t tell you what the email said?”

“No. And believe me I tried. Maybe
too hard in retrospect.”

“Do you believe him?”

Michelle looked surprised. ‘“Why
would he lie about something like that?”



“Pm just mentioning it as a
possibility. Since we don’t have
independent verification of it, I can’t
really treat it as fact yet.”

“Yes, I believe him.”

Sean nodded absently. “We really
need to see that email. It could tell us
lots of things.”

“You’d think the Army would be
monitoring things like that. Emails from
soldiers in the battlefield coming back,
they have to be under surveillance.”

“No, they don’t. At least not typically.
You can use your government email or
even a Gmail account to send and
receive messages.”

“Even so, maybe Wingo was treated
differently?”



“I don’t know. But maybe Sam Wingo
figured out a way around that and got a
message to his son that only he knows
about.”

She said, “Or maybe there was a
technical snafu somehow. Maybe the
email got delayed and it was sent before
Sam was killed but Tyler only received
it afterward.”

“Did the email have a time stamp
showing when it was sent?” asked Sean.

“I suppose it did. I didn’t actually see
it.”

“Right. But someone else with access
to Wingo’s computer could have sent it
from his father’s email account after
Wingo officially died.”

“I asked Tyler about that. He was



adamant that only his dad could have
sent it.”

“Based on what?”

“He wouldn’t say. And why would
someone write such an email in the first
place making it seem like it was from
Sam Wingo? Pretty cruel trick to play on
a kid.”

“We really need to know why Tyler
believes his dad wrote it.”

“Sean, he flat-out refused to tell me.”

“It’s tough having an uncooperative
client.”

“Do we ever get any other kind?” she
shot back. “Our last one initially refused
to talk to us at all.”

“Edgar Roy. That’s right, he did.”
Sean swiveled around in his chair and



then swung it back around to face her. “I
wonder if Edgar could get access to that
email?”

“How?”

“Do we have Tyler’s email address?”

“I can get 1t from his friend Kathy. |
don’t think kids email much anymore. Or
use Facebook. They don’t talk on the
phone either. They text or Tumblr or
whatever the hell else they do.”

“You sound really old,” Sean pointed
out.

“Compared with that age ’'m ancient.
I’'m Maggie Smith in Downton Abbey
wondering where the horse and carriage
is when the Model T drives up.”

“So get the email from Kathy and
we’ll give it to Edgar. If he can sit in



front of this huge wall of screens with
data flowing in from around the world
and make sense of it, I think he can
probably hack a teenager’s email.”

“So how did you leave it with Dana?”

“She would see what she could find
out. I told her to be careful. It might be
dangerous.”

Michelle straightened out a paper clip
on her desk. Without looking up she
said, “So how was it seeing your ex
after all this time?”

“I felt lucky.”

She glanced up frowning. “Lucky?”

“Yeah, lucky that I escaped with my
sanity and manhood intact.”

“Think you’ll ever take the plunge
again?”’
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“I don’t know. You’ve never taken it.

“I’m a lot younger than you,” she said,
smiling.

“Yes you are.”

“But we’ve both been aged by life’s
events,” she added, her smile fading.

He leaned forward, resting his elbows
on his desktop. “Yes we have. Regrets?”

“Wouldn’t have missed a minute of it.
Well, maybe the minutes that hurt like a
bitch.”

“I wonder if Jean Wingo knows about
the email?” asked Sean.

“If I had to guess, I would guess not.
They don’t seem to be two people who
share much of anything except a house.”
Michelle added, “But if Sam Wingo is
alive, why is the Army saying he was



shot and killed?”

Sean said, “And then mortared. Which
gets them around the pesky detail of
remains that can be identified by family
members.”

“l was thinking the same thing,
actually,” said Michelle.

“So again, why? Because the Army
has to be in on the subterfuge. They
would certainly know if the man was
alive or dead, as would members of his
unit.”

“Pity we can’t get to them and ask
them,” said Michelle.

“I guess it would behoove us to find
out when his unit’s coming back
stateside.”

“Do you think Dana could wheedle



that out of her hubby?”’

Sean nodded. “Soldiers are made of
strong stuff. But Dana has a way of
making men talk.”

“Really?” said Michelle, but her
features were clearly annoyed.

Sean didn’t see this warning sign. He
gazed at the ceiling, a smile playing oft
his lips. “She came into the restaurant
dressed in a mniskirt, fishnets, and
stilettos, with her cleavage spilling out
and this really hip blonde hairdo. I have
to admit, she looked great. 1 thought
every guy in the restaurant was going to
fall out of his chair. One old guy almost
choked when she talked about being
sexually insatiable.”

“Every guy?” said Michelle, a



definite hard edge to her words.

Sean looked at her, suddenly taken
aback. “No, of course not every guy.”

“Sexually insatiable? How the hell
did that come up in the conversation?”

Sean sputtered, “We were just... |
mean, we were just talking... about what
went wrong between us, and [—”

Michelle rose. “I’m beat. I’'m going to
bed. See you in the morning.”

She headed for the door.

“Michelle, you’re being silly,” he
called after her.

“Great, Sean, just what a woman
wants to hear.”

She slammed the door behind her.
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WHEN MICHELLE CAME OUT OF HER APARTMENT
the next morning it was early, the sun
barely up.

Yet there he was.

Sean was standing next to his Lexus,
two cups of coffee in hand. He was
shivering with the chill in the air.

“Why are you here?”” she asked.

“To beg forgiveness for being a total
ass last night.” He held up the coffee.
“It’s not much, but it is hot. I timed your



appearance just right. You are definitely
not one to linger in bed.”

She stared at him for a few
uncomfortable seconds, then walked
over and snagged the Styrofoam cup.

“I.am sorry,” he said quietly.

“You have nothing to be sorry about.
We’re business partners. What you
fantasize about in your spare time is
entirely up to you.”

“I don’t fantasize about her. Don’t
forget, I only looked her up because you
asked me to.”

Michelle’s anger faded with this
statement. She took a drink of her coffee
and just stared at the pavement.

“Look, Michelle, Dana 1is happily
married. I know it sounds incredible, but



she really cares for her general. She
went on and on about him.”

“And you?”

“m really happy she loves the
general.”

They eyed each other.

“I guess I get that,” said Michelle.

“Trust me, my years with Dana were
some of the worst of my life. I do not
have enough time left to go back down
that road, even if I wanted to, which I
don’t.”

Michelle sipped her coffee. “Okay,
what now? We’re waiting on Dana and
Kathy. We really can’t approach Tyler at
this point.”

Michelle’s phone dinged. She looked
at the screen and then held it up for Sean



to see. “We just got Tyler’s email
address from Kathy.”

“Then our next stop is Edgar Roy.”

“At his farm?” she asked.

“No, I checked. He’s working in D.C.
the rest of this week.”

“Bunting Enterprises?”

“Satellite office thereof,” replied
Sean.

“Can we see him there? Isn’t it
classified and firewalled with attack
dogs ready to eat trespassers?”

“I'm sure it is. But we can call and
arrange to meet with him outside the
Emerald City. I’ll tell him to bring his
laptop. And his big brain.”

Sean started to get in on the driver’s
side of his Lexus.



Michelle said, “I’ll drive.”

“But—" Sean started to protest.
Michelle was already climbing into her
truck, however.

Sean opened the passenger door to the
Land Cruiser and a pile of junk fell out
onto the pavement. He jumped when a
half-empty carton of orange juice spilled
on his shoes.

“Just throw it 1n the backseat,”
advised Michelle.

“How about I just put it all in that
trash can over there?”” he said angrily.

“But it’s not all trash.”

“If it looks like trash and smells like
trash...?”

“In the backseat, Sean. Thanks.”

Sean glared for a moment at the pile



of stuff and then proceeded to hurl it into
the backseat with velocity. Finished, he
slammed the door shut.

“Feel better?” she asked.

“No, not really,” he said between
gritted teeth as he stared straight ahead.
“I have orange juice in my socks.”

“Then your feet will never get a
cold.”

Sean called Edgar on the drive over.
He did not keep normal hours and had
been at work for some time already.

When they reached the office building
a block over from K Street, they both
saw him at the same time. Edgar Roy
was hard to miss. He was six foot nine,
which was extremely tall on any surface
other than an NBA court. He was also



exceedingly thin, which made him seem
even taller. He was carrying a laptop
computer under one arm.

They pulled to the curb and Sean
rolled down the window.

“Hey, Edgar.”

Edgar glanced over at him. Partially
obscured behind the thick glasses was a
pair of eyes that fronted one of the
premier minds in the country, if not the
world. Edgar Roy was America’s most
invaluable intelligence analyst. The
amount of material his mind was able to
burrow through to find small nuggets of
intelligence gold was truly
unprecedented.

Yet right now all Sean was hoping
was that he could hack a teenage boy’s



email.

Sean and Michelle hopped out of the
truck and approached. Both tall, they
still had to stare nearly straight up to
come close to an eyeball-to-eyeball with
Edgar.

Edgar nodded at both of them and then
turned his gaze fully to Michelle.

“I didn’t say this the last time we met
but I'm glad you’re doing so well, Ms.
Maxwell.”

Michelle had tried and failed to get
him to call her by her first name.

“Thanks, Edgar. But I should be doing
the thanking. You’re the one who saved
my life. And we appreciate your taking
the time to meet with us. It won’t take
long.”



Sean said, “I’ve got an email account
here that I’'m hoping you can hack into.
We need to see some of the most recent
flow.”

Edgar looked at the email address.
Sean knew that he had instantly
memorized it. He sat down with his
laptop on a nearby bench, opened it, and
started hitting keys.

“You don’t have to do it now, Edgar,”
said Sean. “When you get a break from
whatever it is you do in there, you can
work on it, not sit out here in the cold.
And then—"

“Here,” said Edgar.

He had turned the laptop around so
that they could see the screen. On it were
Tyler Wingo’s email postings.




“How did you do that so fast?” asked
an amazed Sean.

“I’'m not sure you would understand,”
said Edgar politely.

“You’re right there,” said Michelle.
She sat down next to Edgar while Sean
perched on the other side of the bench.
They ran their eyes down the screen.
There weren’t many emails.

“I don’t see it,” said Sean. “He might
have deleted it. That means we’re SOL.”

“Highly doubtful,” said Edgar. “There
are ways to fry drives. Unless you do,
simple deletions mean nothing.”

Edgar hit some more keys, and a new
list of posts appeared. “He also deleted
1t from his trash, but there was another
cache it was copied to that wasn’t so



apparent. Easy enough if you know
where to look.”

“I’'m glad you know where to look,”
said Sean.

“There,” said Michelle, pointing at
the third email from the top. “It’s from
Sam Wingo.”

Sean and Michelle read it and then
looked at each other. Sean said, “I don’t
see anything in that message that Tyler
wouldn’t want us or anyone else to
know. It’s pretty short, and it’s just his
dad talking about school and Tyler’s
swimming.”

“Maybe that’s why he merely deleted
it and didn’t truly erase it,” suggested
Edgar.

“Did he reply to the email?” asked



Sean.

Edgar hit some more keys but finally
shook his head. “No.”

Michelle said, “Sean, look at the time
stamp. It was sent after they told him his
father was dead. Just like Tyler said.”

Sean ran his eye over the message
again and an idea occurred to him.

“It might be in code, Edgar. Think you
can help us out?”

“Right.” Edgar ran his eye over the
message, his pupils flicking back and
forth at speed. His lips were moving but
no words were coming out.

He opened another screen and typed
the letters JASPFM.

He said, “I ran 1t through the typical
hundred or so initial possibilities. Looks



to be an every seventh word, initial
letter substitution cipher. Low security
value point, but it’s so old and seldom
used that it could have some worth.
Useless against a real cyber strike, of
course. And any legitimate code breaker
would have had no trouble with it. But it
is a bit more sophisticated since it spells
out an acronym and not actual words,
meaning it’s a double-layer encryption.”

“But what does the acronym mean?”
asked Michelle.

“Ordinary web shorthand,” said
Edgar, sounding surprised. “Initial letter
based with straightforward extrapolation
intended. I thought you would know.”

“I missed that class,” said Michelle.

“Me too,” added Sean quickly.



“Along with all math and science
courses.”

“It means ‘I am sorry, please forgive
me,” ” said Edgar.

Sean and Michelle exchanged a
glance.

“Does that help?” asked Edgar.

“It certainly doesn’t hurt,” said Sean.
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SEAN AND MICHELLE HAD JUST RETURNED TO
their office when the phone rang.

It was Peter Bunting, head of a large
defense contracting firm and Edgar
Roy’s employer.

And the man was a little upset.

Sean actually held the phone away
from his ear as Bunting’s screams
poured out.

“Who exactly are we talking about,
Mr. Bunting?” Sean asked when the man



stopped to take a breath.

Bunting said something and Sean
nodded. “Okay, we will look into this.
And ’m sorry.”

Bunting yelled something and hung up.

Sean turned to Michelle.

“What was that all about?”

“DoD just came and yanked Edgar
Roy from his office.”

“What? Why?”” exclaimed Michelle.

“Cause and effect apparently.”

“Meaning we were the cause?”

Sean nodded. “Because of the timing
Bunting can’t think of any other reason
he would’ve been snatched, and I tend to
agree with him. Edgar told him of our
meeting.” He added, “Bunting’s a little
mad right now.”



“I could hear. What did he say right
before he hung up?”

“Something about damaging my
testicles, although he used a less polite
term.”

Michelle plopped into her desk chair
and glanced at the door. “Should we be
prepared for invasion too?”

“Edgar Roy is employed by a
government  contractor and  thus
technically works for the government.
He did us a favor on government time.
They may be able to ding him a little for
that but there’s no way they’ll keep him
locked up somewhere. He’s too valuable
an asset.”

“Which doesn’t really answer my
question. We're not that valuable. So



they wouldn’t have a problem locking us
up and throwing away the key.”

“We’re also not employed by the
government. And there’s the little issue
of habeas corpus. That still means
something in this country.”

“Yeah, but we got a government
genius to hack a private account for us.
Isn’t that 1llegal ?”

“We also have the permission of the
account holder to investigate. Tyler did
hire us.”

“And he also fired us,” Michelle
reminded him.

“A technicality only.”

“So you say.”

“Il am a lawyer.”

“And lawyers are full of bullshit. In



fact, they charge more for that.”

“If they break our doors down, I think
we’ll have enough of a defense to
escape any real trouble.”

Michelle feigned a smile. “Five years
in prison versus ten, what a relief.”

“I tend to believe that the email came
from Sam Wingo. Which means the
Army is lying its collective ass off.”

Michelle said, “But what was he
sorry for and why did he want his son’s
forgiveness?”’

“For lying to him? For getting into this
mess and causing Tyler to suffer?”
suggested Sean.

“Okay, but that leaves us with hunches
and not a lot of paths to follow them up.”

“We have Tyler. We have Kathy. We



have Dana. And we have DTL” noted
Sean.

“Let’s go with the low-hanging fruit
first.”

“Dana?” said Sean.

“I was thinking Kathy.”

“You want to split up?”

“I’1l take Dana. You take Kathy.”

“You’re kidding, right?”” he said.

“Am I?” she said, staring at him.

“Kathy doesn’t know me. And it might
be a little awkward for me to be meeting
a high school girl.”

“Okay, let’s partner up on both then.
I’ve always wanted to meet your ex.”

“Always?”

“Always since yesterday.”

“She might not know anything yet. It



hasn’t been very long.”

“From what you said, she can be very
persuasive, particularly with her choice
in clothes.”

“Why don’t you text Kathy first? If
she’s found something out we can meet
her. I’'ll text Dana.”

“And DTI?”

“I’d love to hit those folks, but DoD
has to be watching them.”

“Is there any law against us asking
questions? People don’t have to
answer.”

“Sometimes people make up their
own laws. By the time it’s all figured out
we’re eligible for Social Security.”

Michelle said, “It would help if we
knew the names of some of Sam Wingo’s



co-workers there.”

“Well, from what I could find out the
actual office where Wingo worked isn’t
that big. Maybe twenty people. I bet they
all knew each other. At least somewhat.”

“Do we wait outside and see who
looks promising when they leave work?”

“Maybe. But that will be after we
meet with Kathy, if she has anything.
Text her now.”

Michelle did.

Five minutes went by.

“Maybe she cut us off too,” said
Michelle as she stared at her phone.

“Give it time.”

Another minute went by, and then a
text popped up on Michelle’s phone.

“She talked to Tyler. She’ll meet us at



the same café.”

“You should get a Panera card,”
advised Sean.

Michelle frowned. “This thing is
looking stranger by the minute. I don’t
want to end up back in a CIA cell that no
one knows about.”

Sean laced his fingers behind his head
and leaned back in his chair. “Frankly,
I’m more worried about Tyler and his
stepmom than I am about us.”

Michelle shot him a glance. “Why?”

“Tyler got that email. Edgar hacked it
and figured it out. Who’s to say a third
party won’t do the same?”

“So  they know  the  father
communicated with the son?”

“After he supposedly died.”



“And Tyler knows that because he
told me that. Do you think he might tell
anyone else?”

“I sincerely doubt he’ll confide
anything to his stepmom Jean.”

“Kathy said she’d talked to him.
Maybe he told her.”

“I hope they talked without using their
phones or computers.”

Michelle nodded in understanding,
“The Pentagon would have all of that
locked down. The thing is, kids these
days don’t seem to actually falk to each
other anymore. They just text each
other.”

“Well, for their sakes I hope they
broke that rule this time.”

“Sean, why would the Army say a



soldier is dead if he really isn’t?”

“I guess 1 can think of a few reasons,
but none that make any sense at all.”

“And Dad wanted his son’s
forgiveness. For pretending to be dead?
For putting him through all of that
horror?”

“Maybe. And now Tyler believes that
his father 1s alive,” Sean pointed out.

“Part of me hopes he is. Because if he
isn’t and Tyler finds out the truth?”

Sean nodded in understanding. “He’ll
have lost his dad. Twice.”
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“How 1s TYLER DOING?” ASKED MICHELLE.

She and Sean were sitting across from
Kathy Burnett at the Panera.

“Not that good. He’s really moody
and doesn’t want to talk.”

“But you said he did talk to you?”
noted Sean.

Kathy fiddled with the paper cover
from the straw for her soda.

“Alittle.”

“Face-to-face?” asked Michelle.



“Meaning not over your phones?”

“No, he drove over to my house
earlier today. We talked in my
backyard.”

“What did he tell you?” asked
Michelle.

“Is Tyler in some sort of trouble?”
Kathy blurted out.

“No,” said Sean. “Does he think he
18?7

“I know he’s worried.”

“Just tell us what he said and maybe
we can make some sense out of it,”
advised Michelle.

“And you’re really wanting to help
him, right?”

“He came tous, Kathy,” replied
Michelle quite truthfully. “He hired us to



look into this for him. Since he’s our
client, our only interest is what’s best
for him.”

Sean nodded in agreement and then
they both eyed the teenage girl.

“He told me there’s something weird
with his dad’s death.”

“Weird how?”

“The Army is saying that he’s dead,
but Tyler thinks there’s more to it.”

“Based on what?” asked Michelle,
though she knew the answer.

“He wouldn’t say. But he did tell me
that the Army is jerking him around.
Changing the story on how his dad died.
They were supposed to go up to Dover
to see his dad’s coffin come in. But then
they said there was a delay.”



“Did they tell him for how long?”
asked Sean.

“If they did he didn’t tell me. He was
really upset about that.”

“Did he mention any emails he might
have gotten from anyone?” asked Sean
quietly.

Kathy shot him a glance. “Emails?
From who?”

“I don’t know. I’m just asking. Trying
to feel out the situation.”

She looked suspiciously at both of
them. “If Tyler hired you, why aren’t you
asking him these questions?”’

Sean and Michelle exchanged a
glance.

Sean said, “It’s a little complicated,
Kathy.”



Michelle added, “We wanted to get
some information from a friend of his, to
gauge how he’s doing, what he’s talking
about. We know he’s really upset and
maybe not thinking too clearly. But what
you’ve said so far is consistent with
what Tyler has already told us.”

Kathy nodded, apparently satisfied
with the explanation. “He did tell me
that he doesn’t trust the Army.”

“l can understand that,” said Sean.
“How are things with him and his
stepmom?”’

“Tyler didn’t mention her. He never
really talks about her actually. I know
they live in the same house, but that’s
about it. I don’t think there’s much
interaction at all.”



“When did his dad go into the Army
reserves?”

“About a year or so ago.”

When Kathy again seemed to be
growing suspicious from all the
questions, Sean quickly said, “How
about your mom? How much longer will
she be in?”

“She has two more years to go to get
her full pension. Then she gets it right
away, so she can enjoy it before she’s,
you know, really, really old, like fifty.”

Sean exchanged a glance with
Michelle.

“Perish the thought she should have to
wait until she’s that old,” said Sean
dryly.

“Foot in the grave,” added a smiling



Michelle.

“I wonder 1f Sam Wingo pulled his
full twenty?” said Sean.

Kathy said, “I don’t think so. Tyler
said his dad went into the Army after he
turned twenty-five. The paper said he
was forty-five when he was killed. That
means he’s not old enough to have
served twenty years if he left the Army a
year ago.”

Michelle said, “Okay, but then he
apparently left the Army only one year
short of a full pension. Why do that after
busting your hump for nineteen years?”

“Maybe he got a better job that would
pay him a lot more money,” said Kathy.

“Could be,” said Sean, who sounded
far from convinced.



“Have you seen any sign of more
money in the Wingo household?” asked
Michelle. “I mean, they haven’t moved,
right? But what about a new car,
computers, renovation to the house?”

“No, nothing like that. And Tyler
never mentioned anything. Their house is
nice but it’s, you know, like just a
regular house.”

“So 1f not money, why else would he
have left?” wondered Sean. He glanced
at Kathy. “Did Tyler ever talk to you
about what his dad did at work? DTI?”

“He just said he was in sales. You
know, he’d meet with clients and stuff
and sell things.”

“DTI specializes in foreign translators
for the country of Afghanistan



primarily,” said Michelle. “You
wouldn’t think you’d need a big sales
force to push that product.”

Kathy shrugged. “My mom says it
takes forever to sell stuff to the
government because of all the rules and
red tape. But when you do sell
something you can make a lot of money.
But you have to know people, she told
me.”

“Which would make sense to use an
Army vet to sell things to the Army,”
said Michelle, looking at Sean.

He nodded slowly. “Kathy, can you
think of anything else that might help
us?”’

She started to shake her head no, but
then stopped. “Well, Tyler did say one



thing. It might not be important,
especially since his dad is dead.”

“What?” asked Michelle.

“He and his dad had this code
language they used that only the two of
them could understand. They’d use it in
emails when his dad was deployed.”

Michelle asked, “Why would they use
a code?”

“The mulitary’s not supposed to
monitor personal emails but lots of
people think they do. And I think it meant
a lot to Tyler that he and his dad had this
special code. I did something similar
when my mom was over there.”

Sean said, “Did he tell you what the
code was?”

“No.” Kathy drew a long breath. “I



don’t understand why all this is
happening to him but I know it’s not his
fault.”

“No, it’s not,” agreed Michelle.

Kathy checked her watch. “I have to
get going. My mom is expecting me.”

“Do you need a lift?” asked Michelle.

“No, the bus picks up right outside.”

“We can take you,” said Sean. Kathy
looked at him warily and he added,
“And you’re very smart not to accept
rides from people you don’t really
know.”

Kathy gave him a shy smile, collected
her bag, and started to walk off.

“I hope you can help Tyler,” she said.

“We will help him,” replied Michelle.

After she left Sean turned to Michelle.



He said, “Okay, we learned a lot, but not
much that was actually helpful.”

“What’s bugging me is why leave the
Army one year short of getting your full
pension? [ mean, who does that?”

“Well, whoever does it has to have an
awfully good reason. And with Wingo it
can’t be because of disciplinary
problems,” observed Sean.

“Right. He was in the reserves and
they sent him back over there so it
wasn’t like he’d screwed up or gotten a
bad-conduct discharge.”

She looked over at the doorway and
stiffened.

“Okay, this is about to get a little
dicey.”

Sean looked at the door.



Two men in military uniforms were
standing there. They spotted Sean and
Michelle and started walking toward
them. And both men were armed.
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“WouLp you Two LIKE SoME corree?” asked
Sean as the uniforms stopped in front of
their table. “It’s cold out there. Almost
as cold as it’s gotten in here.”

“Sean King and Michelle Maxwell?”
asked one of them.

“The military knows all,” said Sean
pleasantly.

“Could you please step outside?” said
the same uniform. His stripes and
insignia showed him to be a sergeant in



the military police.

“I think we’re just fine right here,
actually,” said Michelle.

“Could you step outside?” said the
uniform again.

“Why?” asked Sean.

“We need to talk to you.”

“Which is something you can do right
here.” He motioned to two empty seats
at the table.

“We would prefer if this took place
outside.”

“Then we have a difference of
opinion. But since you’re military police
and neither of us is in the military, I’'m
not seeing how you get us outside against
our wishes when we are breaking no
laws that would allow you to execute a



citizen’s arrest.”

“You the lawyer?” said the other
uniform. “You sound like one,” he added
when Sean nodded.

The sergeant laid a hand on top of his
sidearm.

“That would be a career-ending
mistake, Sergeant,” said Sean. “And
neither you nor I would want that.”

“Then I guess we do this the harder
way.”

“What way would that be?” asked
Michelle warily.

The sergeant slipped his phone out
and sent a text.

Five seconds later the door to the
Panera burst open and in walked three
men in suits.



“Sean King and Michelle Maxwell?”
said the lead man.

“Who wants to know?” replied Sean.

Three Homeland Security badges
were shoved in their faces.

“Let’s go,” barked the lead agent.

As Sean and Michelle were yanked
from their seats, the sergeant said, with a
smile, “That’s the harder way.”

The forty-minute ride in an SUV with
blacked-out windows landed them at a
facility in Loudoun County, Virginia, that
was surrounded by large stands of trees.
They were hustled through the front
doors, taken past security after their
weapons were confiscated, and led
down a hallway.



Sean said, for the umpteenth futile
time, “What the hell is this about?”” And
for the umpteenth time he received not a
single answer.

They were taken to a small, bare
conference room and told to sit. The
door was closed and locked behind
them.

Sean looked around the space.

Michelle said, “DHS? Why are they
involved? Isn’t the DoD enough of an
eight-hundred-pound gorilla?”

Sean put a finger to his lips and
pointed to a small listening device
poking out above the molding next to the
ceiling.

A few minutes later the door opened
and a man entered. He was about Sean’s



height, around fifty, still trim, with thick
legs that stretched his pants to near
capacity. He wore no jacket. Against his
white dress shirt was a shoulder holster
with no pistol 1n it.

He was holding a file. He sat across
from them and read from the file for so
long that Sean was about to say
something when the other man looked
up.
“Interesting stuff,” said the man. “I’m
Jeff McKinney, by the way. DHS
Special Agent Jeff McKinney to be
precise.”

“And I’'m an especially pissed-off
private citizen,” replied Sean.

“Make that two,” said Michelle.

McKinney sat back. “Coffee, water,



tea?”

“Answers and apologies would do
just fine,” answered Sean. “With the
apologies preferably up front.”

“Apologize for what? Doing our
job?”

Sean shook his head. “Not gonna cut
it, McKinney. I don’t think Homeland’s
job is to jerk law-abiding citizens out of
their chairs at a public place without
telling them why or reading them their
rights. So we’ve technically been
kidnapped. Unless you've added
felonies to your official duties, you’ve
got a massive lawsuit coming your way.
I’1ll want to spell your name right. Is it
M-c or M-a-c?”

McKinney smiled and tapped the file.



“Let’s talk Tyler Wingo.”

Sean leaned forward. “Let’s talk you
letting us the hell out of here.”

“But I haven’t asked my questions,”
McKinney said pleasantly.

“You can direct them to my lawyer.
I’m going to call him right now.”

“You don’t need a lawyer. You
haven’t been arrested.”

“We have been detained against our
will. Same thing in my book. But if we
haven’t been arrested, then you have no
power to hold us.” He started to rise.

“National security trumps a lot of
what’s in the Constitution, Mr. King. So
please sit back down. I don’t want to
resort to restraints, but I will if I have
to.”



“You're only digging your hole
deeper.”

“I think we both want the same thing.
What’s good for Tyler Wingo.”

Sean sat back down while Michelle
warily watched both men.

“Well, if you're working with the
Army I seriously doubt that.”

“What do you have against the Army?
They’re good people.”

Sean leaned back in his chair and
seemed to make up his mind. “Okay, ask
your questions.”

“What’s your connection with Tyler
Wingo?”

“Confidential. Unless he’s waived it.”

“He’s not old enough to be your
client.”



“While it’s true we couldn’t enforce a
contract against Tyler because he has not
yet reached the age of majority, we
accord all clients, regardless of age, the
same  professional  courtesy  of
maintaining confidentialities.”

“Then this conversation will be very
short.”

“What I was hoping for, actually,”
said Sean.

McKinney opened the file, pulled a
piece of paper from it, and slid it across
to Sean. He looked down at it while
Michelle read over his shoulder.

“As you can see, Tyler Wingo has
waived any confidentiality rights he
might have. So you can answer my
question. What is your relationship with



him?”

Sean pushed the paper away. “How
much did you have to threaten to get him
to sign that?”

“We don’t threaten kids, Mr. King. He
signed it because he wanted to. Now,
what is your relationship?”’

“He retained us to investigate his
father’s death.”

“His father was KIA in Afghanistan.
He and his stepmother were duly
informed of this. There is nothing you
can add to that. It’s not like you can fly
into Afghanistan and start poking around.
It’s a war zone and a military zone and
you would have no jurisdiction
whatsoever as your PI license does not
extend to international domains. I



checked.”

Sean said nothing to this.

“So were you trying to take advantage
of the boy? Did he pay you money? Did
you ask for a retainer?”

“We haven’t gotten a cent from
Tyler.”

“You mean not yet? But you would
have billed him, right?”

“Have you really checked us out?”
asked Michelle. “I’'m assuming you
have. So you have to know that we’re
legitt We don’t run around like
ambulance chasers trying to get money
out of grieving teenagers. We found
Tyler running down the street in the
middle of a storm. He was upset. We
took him back home. He contacted me



and said he wanted us to look into his
father’s death. We told him there wasn’t
much we could do.”

“And so why didn’t it end right
there?” interjected McKinney.

“Because he was insistent. We really
didn’t want to take the case,” said Sean.
“But at the same time, if he was going to
pursue it, I would rather it be people
like us than others who might take
advantage of him.”

“What more did you possibly think
you could learn about his father’s death?
It occurred in Kandahar in combat, for
God’s sake.”

Michelle said, “On the surface it
seemed like nothing. His father was
dead. Small-arms fire. Coffin was



supposed to arrive at Dover.” She
paused and looked at Sean. “But then
things started getting a little squirrelly.”

“Squirrelly how?” asked McKinney.

“For starters, now the Army is telling
him that his father was also hit by a
mortar shell and there is really nothing
left of the body. So no Dover.”

“So  what?” asked McKinney.
“Combat is not neat and tidy. The man is
still dead. He’s certainly not the first
casualty, nor will he be the Ilast
unfortunately.”

“Right,” said Sean. “So why is the
Army and now DHS so interested? You
said this was a national security issue.
How?”

“Youreally think I can answer that?”



“Well, if it is a national security issue
then you’ve just as good as told us this
situation 1s different, because most
soldiers who get killed in combat are not
normally at the epicenter of a DHS
matter. You can’t have it both ways,
Agent McKinney.”

“On the contrary, I can have it any
way I want. What I’'m telling you is to
back off and stay away from Tyler
Wingo.”

“So the kid 1s not going to be told the
truth?”

“His father is dead. That’s all he
needs to know. Now let him grieve
properly.”

“But is his father really dead?” asked
Michelle. The statement drew a warning



glance from Sean that she ignored.

“What the hell do you mean by that?”
snapped McKinney.

Michelle leaned forward and went
eye-to-eye with him. “Well, national
security claims are so  often
accompanied by bullshit that I was just
wondering. Are you guys going back to
the daily color updates anytime soon?
What was orange for again, imminent
annihilation or perilous peril? 1 could
never keep them straight.”

“Do you know how miserable I can
make your life?” said McKinney,
pointing a finger at her.

“Pretty miserable,” replied Sean as he
hooked Michelle’s arm. “We’ll be going
now unless you have any more questions



or objections.”

McKinney glared at Michelle. “I do
not want to see you again. If I do, it will
not be pleasant for you. That’s a promise
and I always keep my word.”

“Is that 1t?” asked Sean.

McKinney leaned forward. “This is
your last warning. You’re at the edge of
the cliff. Don’t take the next step.”

A minute later Sean and Michelle
were being escorted out of the building.

They were dropped off at the Panera.
The black SUV roared away, leaving
them staring at each other in the parking
lot.

Michelle folded her arms over her
chest and leaned against her Land
Cruiser.



“I am officially and majorly pissed
off,” she exclaimed.

Sean wearily rubbed his temples.
“Why did you think it was smart to let
him know we doubt Sam Wingo is
dead?”

“Because 1 was unofficially pissed
off back then and he was acting like such
a smug bastard. I lost control.”

“You need to control your emotions
better, Michelle, or we’re going to get
our asses handed to us. This is DHS and
DoD we’re facing. Together they are the
one-ton gorilla that stomps on anyone it
wants to.”

She pushed off from the truck. “How
can we leave this alone now? There is
something going on, Sean. You know it



and [ know it.”

“I’m not disputing that. The question
is how do we keep going and stay out of
jail at the same time.”

“We haven’t done anything wrong.”

“Do you think they need a real reason
to stick us away somewhere? He as
good as told us that. National security,
Michelle. Like McKinney said, it trumps
the Constitution. Hell, they might even
send us to Gitmo. No one would ever
find us.”

“Well, ’'m not giving up.”

“I didn’t say anything about giving up.
I just meant we had to do it smart.”

“So what’s the plan?”

“Oh, don’t worry. When I think of one
you’ll be the first to know.”



CHAPTER

Py

2

Tvier WinGo saT oN s BED in his room
and studied the piece of paper. He’d
written down the message he’d received
from his father before deleting it. Not
that he could ever forget it. But he’d
written it down because that made it
seem more real than if it was just in his
head.

His father’s message was both
straightforward and puzzling.

I am sorry. Please forgive me.



Sorry for what, Dad? What do you
want me to forgive you for? Dying? But
you can’t be dead. You aren’t dead.

Tyler folded the paper twice and
slipped it into the front pocket of his
jeans. He lay back on his bed and gazed
around his room. Every surface carried
memories of his father, from the sports
and music posters on the walls, to the
baseball glove and football gathering
dust on a shelf, to the framed photo of
the two of them at a swim meet where
his father had been a timer.

Tyler snaked a hand inside his T-shirt
and pulled out the pair of official dog
tags his father had had made for him. He
rubbed the flat metal between his fingers
and wondered where his dad might be



right now. Did he have his dog tags?
Was he safe? Was the email sent after he
was supposedly dead really from him?
Or was it somehow a big mistake? He
knew his father had written it, because it
had been in their special code.

He rolled over onto his stomach and
stared at the raindrops on his window. It
had been a gloomy day and now a cold
overcast night and thus a perfect match
for what he was feeling. He had always
thought that he would know if his dad
had been injured over there. He thought
he would just feel it. But then again he
thought he would be able to tell that
about his mom. And he and his dad had
found her on the floor of her bathroom
with a bullet in her head and the gun



beside her. Her suicide note had been
neatly folded and on the counter next to
the sink. Its contents had been terse.

I can't do this anymore. I'm sorry.
I’ll miss you.

He shook his head to rid himself of
the image of this final message from her.
But it was always there, just in the back
of his mind, ready to poke out when he
least expected it. It could drive the smile
off his face in a split second or drown a
laugh in his throat.

He rose and walked over to his desk,
an old-style military metal model that his
father had gotten when the Army had
cleaned out some surplus inventory
during the expansion of Fort Belvoir in
Alexandria.



He sat down, slid open the top
drawer, and pulled the photo out.

He traced the faces of his father, his
mom, and him. They had been at the
Army 5K that he had run with his dad.
They were happy, all smiles; the sun
was shining and they were celebrating
with ice cream cones after the run. Hugs,
smiles, and ice cream barely five years
ago. Then less than a year later
everything had changed. No, everything
had collapsed. His life became
something else entirely. It was as though
this room, this photo even, didn’t belong
to him. As though it were telling the
history of someone else, because Tyler
really no longer recognized the person
that used to be him.



First, his mom dying. And then his dad
marrying a woman Tyler didn’t really
even know. And now his dad was gone.
In a way each of the people in that photo,
his dad, his mom, and even him, was
truly gone.

“Tyler?”

He didn’t move. He just sat there
staring at the photo.

Jean slipped into the room and
perched on the edge of his bed.

“Tyler?” she said again but barely
above a whisper.

He still didn’t move.

“Can you at least look at me?”

He finally looked at her blankly.

She said, “You didn’t eat your
dinner.”



“Wasn’t hungry.”

“You swim miles at practice. How
can you not be starving?”

“Just not.”

He turned back to the photo.

“They told me about those people.”

He glanced at her sharply. “What
people?”

“The man and woman who brought
you home that night. I don’t remember
their names.”

“Sean King and Michelle Maxwell.”

“Right. Anyway, they won’t be
bothering you anymore.”

“They weren’t bothering me. I hired
them.”

“To do what exactly?”

“You wouldn’t understand.”



“Try me.”

“No, I’m not going to ¢y you.”

“Your father is dead, Tyler. We can’t
change that.”

“That’s right, we can’t.”

“So why hire those people?”

“Like I said, you wouldn’t
understand.”

She stood. “Don’t you think I miss him
t00?”’

“I don’t know, Jean. Do you?”

“How can you possibly say that? |
loved him.”

“If you say s0.”

“Why do you have to be this way to
me?”’

He spun around in his chair. “Because
[ don’t really know you. It’s like I'm



living with a stranger.”

“I’ve been your stepmother for nearly
a year.”

“Okay, but that doesn’t mean I know
you. We’ve never spoken more than a
few words to each other. I wasn’t
invited to see you get married. I didn’t
even know you two were getting
married. Don’t you think that’s weird?
I’m his only kid.”

“Your father wanted it that way.”

Tyler rose, his face flushed. “No,” he
snapped. “My dad would not have
wanted it that way. He would have
wanted me to be a part of it.”

“He was afraid you’d be upset that he
was remarrying.”

“And his solution was to just bring



you home one day and tell me you’re my
stepmom? How does that make sense?”

“Regardless, honey, we have to try to
get along. We’re all that’s left for each
other.”

Tyler looked like he might be sick.
“We don’t have each other, Jean. We’ve
never had each other. I'm an orphan
now. I don’t have anybody.”

There was an awkward silence and
then Jean said, “The Army is sending
some care volunteers here tomorrow.”

“Care volunteers? What for?”

“To help us. They can run errands.
Take you to school. Help with meals.
I’ve got a lot on my plate right now. A
lot of things to cope with.”

“Well, you can take me off your



coping list. I don’t need any help. And I
can get myself to school.”

“Tyler, you can’t just shut everyone
out.”

“m going to find out what really
happened to my dad. And I've got
people who will help me. I’'m going to
find the truth, Jean.” He added with a
shout, “I will.”

He jumped up and rushed down the
stairs.

She started to go after him but then
stopped. She walked to his desk, gazed
down at the photo of the three Wingos,
and then slipped a phone from her jeans
pocket.

She thumbed in a text message and
sent it off. It was only four words, but



they actually said quite a lot.
We have a problem.

Tyler grabbed a set of car keys off the
hook next to the fridge, went out the side
door, and climbed into his father’s
pickup truck. Every scent was his dad’s.
There was a gun rack in the back
window and an American flag sticker on
the lower right-hand corner of the
windshield. A pair of miniature plastic
army boots dangled on a chain hung from
the rearview mirror.

The two floor mats read, I Am Army
Strong.

Tyler started the truck, popped it into
reverse, and backed out of the driveway.
He glanced at the clock on the dash.



Nearly eight p.m. He stopped at the curb
and thumbed in a text. He waited. A few
seconds later he got a reply. He hit the
gas and sped down the road.

Five minutes later he pulled up in
front of Kathy Burnett’s house. She was
waiting for him on the sidewalk. She
climbed into the truck and shut the door
firmly behind her.

He looked at her. “What did you tell
your parents?”

“That I was going to see Linda down
the street. She’ll cover for me.”

He nodded and drove off.

“What did you want to talk about?”
asked Kathy.

Tyler didn’t answer her right away.
“Stuff,” he said at last.



“What kind of stuff? About your dad,
you mean?”

He nodded.

“Tyler, what’s really going on?”

He glanced at her and slowed down.
“What do you mean?”

“m talking about those two
detectives you hired? Why did you need
them?”

“Stuff about my dad, I told you.”

“But your dad was killed in combat.
The Army told you that. ’'m a military
brat like you. We all understand that
could happen. There’s no mystery about
it.”

“Well, there might be some mystery
here,” he replied.

“Like what?”



“I hired these detectives because I
didn’t think the Army was telling me the
truth about my dad.”

“I know you were upset about what
they told you. But why in the world
would you think they’d lie about that?”

“Because at first they told me he was
shot. Then they said he was blown up
and that there was nothing left of him and
there was no need to go to Dover. I'm
not really sure how the Army could have
gotten that so wrong.”

“Well, maybe they did. Mistakes
happen, even in the military. The stories
my mom could tell you.”

“Yeah, well, they shouldn’t make
mistakes about stuff like this,” Tyler
replied, his voice sounding hoarse.



Kathy put a hand on his shoulder.
“No, you’re right, they shouldn’t.”

“But then some more men from the
Army came to see us. And also guys in
suits who they said were with another
agency, only I don’t know which one.”

“Why did they come to see you?”

“To tell me to fire King and
Maxwell.”

“Why?”

“I don’t think they wanted them
digging around into my dad’s case.” He
looked over at Kathy. “Something is
going on here that’s really weird.”

“Like what?”

He pulled the truck off to the side of
the road and put it in park. He turned to
her. “I got an email from my dad.”



“When?”

“After he died.”

Kathy stared at him, her face growing
pale. “How could that be?”

“It was date-stamped. They told me
when my dad was supposed to have
been killed. The email was sent days
after that.”

“Maybe somebody else sent it.”

“Couldn’t have. It was in the code
only my dad and I would know how to
read.”

Kathy looked out the window and
shivered. “This is really creepy, Tyler.”
She glanced back at him. “Do you... do
you really think your dad might be
alive?”

Tyler didn’t answer right away. He



was afraid that if he said what he
believed, it would not come true. “Yeah,
[do.”

“But your dad was a sergeant in the
reserves. Nothing against him but why
would this be such a big deal for the
Army? It wasn’t like he was a general.”

“I think my dad was a bigger deal than
people knew.”

“What do you mean?”

“He left the Army right before his
twenty years was up. Who does that? He
blew his pension.”

“That lady detective said the same
thing.”

“You met with Michelle?” he said,
surprised.

“And Sean. Earlier today. They knew



we were friends.”

“So that means they’re still working
the case,” he said thoughtfully.

“The Army might not like that, Tyler.”

“I don’t give a crap what the Army
doesn’t like. This is my dad we’re
talking about. If he’s not dead, I want to
know where he is. I want him to come
back home. I’m not letting this drop.”

“I guess if it were my mom, I
wouldn’t let it go either.”

“You can’t tell anybody about this.”

“I'won’t. I promise.”

He stared at her intently and then
turned the truck around and drove her
back home.

When Tyler got back to his house, his
stepmother wasn’t there and her car was



gone. He went up to his bedroom and
studied his cell phone. He started to
make a call on it but then stopped. What
if they had his phone under surveillance?

He ran back downstairs, climbed into
the truck, and drove off again.

There was a payphone, one of the last
in the area, at a 7-Eleven about two
miles from his house. He dropped in the
coins and dialed the number.

Michelle answered on the second
ring.

Tyler said, “I want to hire you again.”

“You sure?” said Michelle.

“Very sure,” replied Tyler.

“Good, because we were never really
off the case.”



CHAPTER

1

SaM WINGO HAD FINALLY DOZED OFF on the
bus on which he was a passenger, but he
was nearly lifted out of his seat when the
vehicle struck a particularly large
pothole. He looked out the window into
the gathering dawn. The terrain was
bleak and would grow bleaker still. He
might as well have been on the moon.

He turned to the person sitting next to
him. She was an old woman dressed in
traditional Muslim garb. A crate of



vegetables was in her lap. She was
softly snoring. She was obviously more
used to the rough roads than he was.

Years ago he had traveled from
Turkey into Iran for some clandestine
work with a team of soldiers. They had
made their crossing at the foot of Mount
Ararat where Noah, according to the
Scriptures, had completed his voyage on
the Ark. The trip from Istanbul to Tehran
could normally be made overland in
three days. But Wingo’s team had not
been able to avail itself of ordinary
modes of transportation, nor could the
men make the border crossing at a
legitimate site because they would have
been arrested on the spot. Thus a three-
day journey had taken a week.



Six hours after the team had arrived at
its destination in Iran, three terrorists
who had escaped American justice were
dead. Wingo and his team had gotten out
of the country a lot faster than they had
taken to get in. The exit plan had been
carefully constructed and still they had
barely made it, with Iranian security
forces right on their heels.

His journey now wasn’t carefully
constructed. He was flying by the seat of
his pants. His odds of success, he knew,
were abysmal. And yet he didn’t care.
He was going to make this work because
he was going to get back to his son.

From Kabul to Peshawar in Pakistan
normally took about ten hours’ driving,
with a border crossing in between.



Buses were slower and relatively cheap.
Taxis were faster but they cost more.
Wingo didn’t really care about money;
the difference of a few euros was not
important. The problem was getting
across the border. And while he had
originally been given papers that would
have allowed him to do that, he couldn’t
use them now. He couldn’t trust anyone,
not even, 1t seemed, his own
government.

While the road between Kabul and
Jalalabad was not the best, major
portions of it had been resurfaced
recently. However, the route was
considered one of the most dangerous in
the world because of the numerous
traffic accidents, many of them fatal.



And the driver of Wingo’s bus seemed
determined to add to that count. He
drove with barely concealed ferocity,
both cursing and swerving with
regularity and pushing the bus forward
with  bursts of  stomach-lurching
acceleration, followed by abrupt braking
that threw passengers around like
pinballs. Sometimes it seemed like the
creaky bus would simply flip over.
Wingo gazed around for at least the
twentieth time at his fellow passengers,
who didn’t seem to care about the
maniacal driver. They appeared to be
typical Afghans or Pakistanis making
their way back and forth across the two
countries. Wingo was the only
Westerner on board, which alone made



him stand out. He had tried to lessen this
some by darkening his face and covering
himself with a hoodie and glasses. And
he had grown a full beard since being
deployed.

The largest city in between Kabul and
the Pakistani border was Jalalabad,
which was the second-largest city in
eastern Afghanistan and also the capital
of the Nangarhar province. Despite
being considered one of the most
beautiful of all Afghan cities, with its
prime location at the confluence of the
Kabul and Kunar Rivers, it was not
considered safe for Westerners because
the political climate was too unstable.
This was so despite the presence of the
largest American base in Afghanistan,



Forward Operating Base Fenty adjacent
to the Jalalabad Airport.

Wingo knew that the mujahideen had
taken the city in the early 1990s after
expelling the Soviets. Commencing at
that point and continuing until the present
virtually every Afghan man had at least
one automatic weapon, many of them
Russian-made AK-47s. The Taliban had
taken control of the city after the
expulsion of the Soviets before being
defeated by the United States and driven
from power in retaliation for 9/11.
Wingo also knew the Taliban was
desperate to take over Afghanistan once
more. And Jalalabad’s proximity to the
Pakistani border made it a prime goal
for the insurgents’ efforts to reclaim the



country; hence the current instability.

The road ended at the border.
Travelers crossed over on foot and then
were picked up by buses or taxis for
their onward journey—unless it was
lunchtime, when the border was closed.
Yet there was another complication
involved for Wingo. This part of
Pakistan was not controlled by the
government.

This was Khyber Pakhtunkhwa,
formerly the North West Frontier
Territory, and the area was under the
rigid rule of local tribes. Foreign
travelers had to obtain permission to
pass through here, which followed the
legendary Khyber Pass between the two
countries. The trip would be made by



taxi, and in the taxi with you there would
be a solider. The permission was free.
The taxi ride and accompanying soldier
were not. All in all, the price was
astonishingly cheap by  Western
standards. But then again, what was your
life worth?

Wingo could not cross at the border.
He had no permission and no papers he
could use, and he was in no position to
ask for permission, free or not. Thus he
was getting off at Jalalabad. He was the
only one who did. The bus would
continue on and reach the border before
it closed at lunchtime. His crossing, if it
came, would be at night.

He had a contact in the city, though,
and he intended to exploit that contact to



the fullest. Because of the heavy
American presence here he had to be
careful. There would be watchful eyes
everywhere, both Americans and locals.
And right now neither side was his ally.
He was fluent in Pashto, which was the
primary language spoken in the country.
He was also conversant in Dari, the
second most popular language here. But
he could not speak either one in a native
dialect; virtually no American could. He
would simply keep his mouth closed for
the most part.

He had arranged to meet his contact
later in a room in a hotel that was as far
from the airport as he could manage. He
got to the hotel early so he could see if
anything was amiss. He had to trust his



contact to a certain degree, but he trusted
no one fully.

It was early in the morning, but the
temperature was already nearing sixty.
In the heat of the day it would soar into
the eighties this time of year. Still,
Wingo had endured far worse; a
thermometer even close to triple digits
was not a particular hardship.

He waited in the hall outside the
room, keeping to the shadows. Through a
window in the corridor he could see
planes lifting off from the airport. They
used to be all military aircraft, but the
Americans had released the airport back
to the Afghans, and commercial flights
had started up soon thereafter. Wingo
wished he could have climbed aboard



such a flight. The trip in the air to New
Delhi would have taken only about
ninety minutes. On land the nearly
thousand-kilometer distance would take
him far longer. But traveling by plane,
particularly in this region, involved lots
of security checkpoints and required
specific documents, none of which he
had. So he was grounded, for now.

He continued to wait in the shadows
until he heard someone coming. When
the man approached the door, Wingo
was next to him in an instant, one hand
around the butt of his pistol. The two
men entered the room, and Wingo locked
it behind them.

The man was a Pashtun whom Wingo
had met three years ago. It was a mission



that had ended successfully and allowed
the Pashtun to rise higher in his official
organization. The men had become as
friendly as they possibly could under the
circumstances. His name was Adeel, and
right now he was Wingo’s last and only
hope for getting out of the country.

Adeel sat on the rickety bed and

looked up at him.

“] understand that it 1s bad,” he said
solemnly.

“What have you heard?” asked
Wingo.

“Your name over official

communication channels. The comments
were not flattering.”

“What are they saying?”

“A botched mission and missing



assets.”

“Where do they think [ am?”

“No one seems to know. I doubt they
think you are in Jalalabad.”

“I don’t want to be here long. I need
to get across the border, unofficially. I
have to think my photo will be in the
border guards’ hands. And though I look
a bit different now, it’s not enough.”

“Can you tell me what happened?”
asked Adeel.

“A mission did go to hell, Adeel. But
I was set up. By who, I don’t know right
now. But I can’t trust my own guys,
that’s how bad it 1s.”

Adeel nodded. “Do you trust me?”

“It’s the only reason you’re sitting
here.”



Adeel lifted a packet of papers from
his jacket. “This will get you through to
New Delhi. That is all I can promise.”

“You get me to India, I can make it the
rest of the way back to the States.”

Adeel looked surprised. “You will go
back there even though you do not trust
your own people?”

Wingo took the documents, examined
them, came away satisfied, and thrust
them into the inner pocket of his duffel.
“I have a son back there who thinks I’'m
dead.”

Adeel nodded. “I have four sons.
They often think that their father is dead.
I understand. And now I know that you
are innocent. Guilty men do not return to
their homes.”



“So you didn’t believe in my
innocence from the start?”

Adeel shrugged. “This part of the
world is not known for its trust in
anything or anyone.”

“I have to make this right, Adeel.”

Adeel rose and said, “Then may Allah
be with you, my friend.”

That night Wingo made the crossing
into Pakistan at Torkham, along a route
devised by Adeel, while two uniformed
guards, cash bribes in their pockets,
looked the other way.

Wingo was out of the fire and now
into the frying pan—Afghanistan
swapped for Pakistan. His next
destination was the city of Peshawar,
about sixty miles distant through the



switchbacks of the Khyber Pass. He was
traveling by private taxi, with a member
of the Khyber Rifles sitting next to him
as a guard. The journey would take the
better part of two hours. Without the
local guard, Wingo would be going
nowhere. This protection was costing
him all of two euros while the taxi was
setting him back about four times that.
He considered it money well spent. With
Adeel’s help he had avoided going
through 1mmigration control at the
border. Traveling from Afghanistan into
Pakistan was a bit more rigorous and
chaotic than going the other way.

He looked out the window of the taxi
as they traveled along the pass. This was
the same route taken by the likes of



Alexander the Great and Genghis Khan
on their way to violently annex large
parts of the known world. The pass had
been largely closed during the Soviet
occupation, and it was still shut down
sometimes to foreigners. Wingo noted
the blazing lights of drug smugglers’
massive estates, which dotted the stark,
denuded hills, complete with anti-
aircraft guns. There would always be
money in drugs, he knew, but that wasn’t
his concern right now.

The guard never once looked at him,
perhaps on orders from Adeel. Wingo
was fine with that. He was not a chatty
person and never said with ten words
what he could say with only one, or
better yet simply a glance.



After Peshawar would come the
capital city of Islamabad. From there he
would make his crossing into northern
India with the documents provided him
by Adeel. Then it was a straight shot
south to New Delhi. And from there a
long-haul  flight home with one
connection in Doha, provided he could
get a fake passport in India. Total flight
time to go halfway around the world,
about twenty hours. It had taken him far
longer than that to go only two hundred
miles.

Yet he had a lot farther to go to catch
his ride on a jumbo jet to the States.

When he glanced behind him and saw
the other vehicle closing in, Wingo
suddenly realized that he might not even



make it to Peshawar.
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WinGo's FirsT THOUGHT WAS THAT this had
been a total setup, with the guard next to
him fully in on the conspiracy. When the
shot came through the window and blew
through the back of the guard’s head,
Wingo didn’t think that anymore.

He screamed at the driver in Pashto to
basically put the gas pedal through the
floorboard if he wanted to keep living.
The taxi surged ahead even as shots
pinged off the car.



As the dead guard slumped against
him, Wingo grabbed the man’s AR-15.
He aimed it through the blown-out
window, waited for the other car to edge
closer, and then pulled the trigger. There
were three men in the other car, but he
was aiming for only one of them.

Wingo fired and the other driver’s
blood exploded against the windshield.
The vehicle veered off to the side,
slammed against a solid road barrier,
caught fire, overturned, and a few
seconds later exploded.

Wingo turned back around and looked
at his driver.

“Shit.”

He felt the cab drift. He leapt over the
front seat and settled next to the driver.



He was an older man who would not age
one day more. A bullet to the back of his
head, probably a ricochet, had seen to
that.

Wingo took control of the steering
wheel, then stretched his leg out and hit
the brakes. He guided the car over to the
side. Luckily there were no other
vehicles on this stretch of road. He lifted
both bodies out of the vehicle, pushed
them over the barrier, and watched as
they rolled down the dirt slope and
settled at the bottom on a pile of
boulders. He did not have time to give
them a proper burial. He simply
muttered a prayer.

Then he glanced over at the flaming
car. His first impulse was to run over



and find out who they were and why they
were after him. But the flame ball
increased as the gas in the tank was
burned off. He quickly realized there
would be nothing useful left. Just
blackened corpses, bone, and twisted
metal.

He drove off with no guard and no
driver and his clothes covered in the
guard’s blood. He had a destroyed rear
window, a blood-splattered interior, and
no guarantee that he had not been
betrayed. If they did know where he
was, another car would be sent after
him. Or they might simply be waiting up
ahead for him. And “up ahead” was
formidable enough as it was, and it
didn’t involve men with guns.



Wingo had read Rudyard Kipling,
who had described the Khyber Pass as a
“sword cut through the mountains.” This
was an apt description, he felt, only
unlike a sword blade the road was far
from straight. The area here could have
been the landscape on another planet that
did not allow for human life. It was
beyond bleak, beyond foreboding. No
trees grew here. No animals made their
homes here. No humans really lived
here. It was simply here so one could go
from one country to another as fast as
possible, with “fast” being a relative
term.

The pass was largely shut down in the
late fall and winter. The grade was too
steep and the climate too dangerous



during those times. And Wingo was
perilously close to “those times.” He
could feel the winds coursing through the
mountains settling under his car and
lifting it slightly. The pass was
essentially a series of switchbacks
connected by short distances of straight
roads and tunnels through the Hindu
Kush Mountain Range. It could be
nauseating to drive even at slow speeds.

Wingo was not driving slowly. He
was channeling his inner Formula One
driver. The wind was blowing in
through the shattered window and
making his teeth chatter despite his
having the heat cranked.

As he raced along, in his mind he was
sorting through the possible scenarios



and his counter for each one. He checked
his watch and calculated how much
farther it was to Peshawar. Then he
debated whether he needed to even go
there. Peshawar was a large city, with
more than two and a half million
residents spread over nearly five
hundred square miles. That was good in
that 1t was easier to hide among so many
people. But it was bad in that you had
many more eyes that might be spying on
you, and the authorities would be only
minutes away no matter where you were.

He decided to head directly to the
Indian border. The documents that he
had been given by Adeel should be
sufficient to get him across. However, if
Adeel had betrayed him, tipping off the



men in the destroyed car, these
documents were useless.

Wingo had to make a judgment call.
Trust Adeel or not?

Normally, the answer would be an
easy one for Wingo. You couldn’t trust
anyone. But he had looked the man in the
eye. He had heard his words for himself.
He decided that he trusted Adeel. The
men in the car coming after them might
have simply been criminals looking to
rob or kidnap an American and hold him
for ransom. That was not unusual in
these parts.

Once through the pass he pulled off
the road and changed into fresh clothes
from his knapsack, burying the bloody
ones. He drove into a small town late



that night and left the shattered and
bloodied taxi on a side street. He took a
room in a local hotel where the manager
accepted cash and asked no questions.
The next morning he arranged for the
rental of a motorbike using the document
that Adeel had provided. He rode off on
the bike. His next goal was to make the
Indian border. Pakistan’s national
highway system was a good one, and the
kilometers flew past. He stopped to eat
and refuel. As he neared the border, he
slowed.

This would be the real test of Adeel’s
loyalty. Or betrayal.

Wingo had been through this border
before. The crossing was right down the
middle of the village of Wagah. It had



been split in half when demarcation took
place in 1947, creating the country of
Pakistan from land that had formerly
been part of India. Wagah had perhaps
the most elaborate border closing
ceremony in the world. It took place
right before sunset each day and
involved the Indian and Pakistan border
guards putting on an elaborate dance of
exaggerated marching and high stepping
with feet routinely reaching above
heads. Crowds gathered, music was
played, and the opposing guards would
confront each other with aggressive
posturing and grim faces, like two
roosters about to duel.

Wingo didn’t care about the
performance. He simply wanted to hit



the crossing shortly before the
performance was to begin, because the
crowds would have gathered and the
guards would be focusing more on their
upcoming performances than on border
scrutiny. He timed it well, because he
was the last person to cross the border
before it was closed. When he reached
Indian soil he looked back only once as
the music started, the guards marching
out to do their dancing battle. No one
would remember the sole American on
the motorbike who was so eager to leave
Pakistan.
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“I see wHAT You MEAN; sap Michelle to
Sean as she watched the lady walking
toward them.

They were sitting in a food court at a
local mall. It was late afternoon so there
were few patrons at the court. They
were at a table as far away as possible
from the other diners eating there.

Approaching from one end of the food
court was Dana Brown. She was
dressed down from the last time Sean



had seen her, but her black tights and
long white shirt rode well on her curvy
and buxom figure.

“Pretty complete package, at least on
the surface,” noted Michelle, staring at
the approaching woman.

“Yeah,” said Sean. “But just keep any
and all thoughts like that to yourself.
We’re here for information, and to get
that we have to play nice.”

“I always play nice.”

He glanced at her, shook his head, and
looked back at his ex as she arrived at
their table. They rose and Sean said,
“Michelle Maxwell, Dana Brown.”

The two women exchanged tight,
polite smiles and a quick handshake.
They all sat and Sean said, “I’'m



assuming you have something for us
since you called to meet?”

Dana kept her gaze on Michelle for a
second longer and then turned to Sean.

“It was harder than I thought.”

“Did you think it would be easy?”
remarked Michelle.

“Since I was dealing with my
husband, yes, actually. I’'m sure you
know how easily a man can be
manipulated if a woman merely
addresses his basic needs.” She glanced
demurely at Sean. “Pillow talk, like you
said.”

Michelle shot a glance at Sean and
said, “I’'m sure.” She added, “But it
sounds like addressing basic needs
wasn’t enough here.”



Dana smiled and sat back. “That’s
why you have a Plan B, which I did. I
won’t go into great detail about how I
accomplished it. I’m assuming you
simply want the results.” She turned to
Sean. “This Wingo situation is being
treated very seriously at the Pentagon.”

“But how did you broach it with
him?” asked Sean. “Like I said, I didn’t
want you to go out on a limb.”

“I told him I was worried about him.
He hasn’t been eating; he’s been moody.
I knew something was up. So I just flat
out asked him what was wrong and I
wouldn’t take national security BS for an
answer. I was his wife and 1 trumped
that. And if he couldn’t trust me we had
big problems.”



“And what did he tell you?” asked
Sean.

Dana looked down, her features not
nearly as confident. “I know this might
sound somewhat surprising for me to say
at this point, but I do feel guilty about
doing this, Sean. He told me certain
things in the strictest confidence, and I
guess I’'m having some doubts.”

“He will never find out you told us,
Dana. I promise you that. I don’t care if
they subpoena us and we have to commit
perjury and go to prison. Your name will
never come out fromus.”

He glanced at Michelle, who nodded.
“You have my word too, Dana. As you
know, we’re former Secret Service
agents, with emphasis on the ‘secret.’



We’re just trying to help a kid who’s
trying to find out the truth about his dad.”

Dana took a deep breath and leaned in
closer. “Sam Wingo wasn’t really in the
reserves. He was still regular Army, but
he left a year before his pension
technically would have kicked in.”

“Why?” asked Sean.

“To establish himself as a civilian. To
take a job with a company.”

“And to get married to a woman he
hardly knew?” said Sean.

“Curtis didn’t come out and say that,
but I suspect that was also true.”

“A lot of subterfuge. With what goal
in mind?” asked Michelle.

“Something happened in Afghanistan.
Wingo was on a top-secret mission to



deliver something to someone. Only it
never got there.”

“What was 1t?”

“Curtis drew the line there and
wouldn’t tell me. And he might not even
know. Okay, he’s a two-star but there
are lots of two-stars and they seem to
have built a wall around this, at least the
most important elements.”

“And Sam Wingo?”

“Can’t be located.”

“Do they suspect that he might have
pulled off some sort of a double cross?”
asked Michelle.

“Curtis seemed to think he was a good
man. But since he hasn’t come in, things
aren’t looking too positive for him.” She
looked at Sean. “What do you know



about 1t?”

Sean and Michelle exchanged glances.

He said, “Since you’ve been frank
with us, I’'ll be frank with you. Tyler
thinks his dad is alive.”

“Well, according to Curtis it seems
the Pentagon thinks he is too. The KIA
stuff might have just been made up to
cover the situation.”

“While they look for Wingo?” noted
Michelle.

She nodded. “And with the DoD after
him I doubt the man can remain at large
much longer.” She glanced sharply at
Sean. “But why does Tyler think his dad
is still alive? He certainly isn’t privy to
the inner workings at the DoD.”

Sean hesitated. “If I tell you, will you



tell your husband?”

“Realistically I can’t tell Curtis
anything without revealing all of this.
And I’m afraid doing so would wreck
my marriage. So, no, your secret is safe
with me.”

“Sam Wingo sent Tyler an email.
Apparently after he was supposed to
have died.”

“What did it say?”

“ ‘Please forgive me. [ am sorry.” ”

“Was that a  confession of
wrongdoing?”’

Michelle said, “Or an apology for the
military telling his son he was KIA.”

“I guess 1f I had a child and that had
happened, I would feel the need to
apologize too,” Dana said. She tapped



the Formica tabletop with her
fingernails. “What will you do now?”

Sean said, “What you’ve told us
certainly helps answer some questions
we’ve had. But it doesn’t get us any
closer to Wingo and the actual truth.”

“I suppose you were right telling me
to be afraid,” said Dana. “This all
sounds highly clandestine and not for the
average citizen to know about.”

“It 1s,” said Michelle. She glanced to
the left and stiffened just a fraction. Her
Secret Service training had just aided
her once more.

She picked up her cup of coffee and
said in a low voice, “Three bogies, six
nine and twelve, armed and with comm
packs. And while they look legit,



something is telling me they’re not.”

Sean didn’t look in that direction. He
simply stared over at Dana.

He said, “Dana, I want you to listen to
me very carefully and then do exactly as
Isay.”

His tone startled her, but she quickly
regained her composure.

“Pm listening,” she said a little
breathlessly.

“There is a mall police substation
right down that hall and to the left. Two
policemen are stationed there. 1 want
you to get up and go there. Don’t hurry.
Don’t look around. Just walk normally.
When you get there, tell them that you
saw three men with guns in the food
court and you were scared. They will



call in backup and will go to investigate.
You will proceed to your car by the
shortest route possible and drive straight
to the Pentagon. Is Curtis there?”

She slowly nodded.

“Okay, you will call him on the way
and tell him that something has you
concerned. You need to speak to him.”

Dana frowned. “And what about
you?”

“We’ll be fine.”

“That’s what you always told me
when you were with the Secret Service.”

“Sean,” hissed Michelle. “They’re
almost here.”

“Just do 1t, Dana. Do it now.”

Dana smiled, rose, and said, “See you
next time. Take care.” She turned and



walked away and toward the police
substation that was just around the
corner.

Sean rose, and Michelle did, too. But
they turned the other way, to face the
three men heading toward them. Sean
and Michelle split up, one heading right
and the other left, which meant their
opponents had to watch two targets
instead of one.

Sean knew that if they were the
authorities, creds would have come out
by now. They hadn’t. He searched each
of the men’s faces. His conclusion:
military. But if so, where were the
creds?

They could be former military.

They were within five feet of each



other. In his periphery Sean saw
Michelle’s hand drift to her waist. His
own hand rose nearer the gun in his
shoulder holster. He would prefer to do
this outside; although the food court was
sparsely inhabited right now, there was
still the potential for a lot of collateral
damage.

The man directly in front of Sean
stopped and said, “We need you to come
with us. And the woman who was just
with you too. Get on your phone and call
her back here.”

“And who might be asking?”

“All will be explained once you
accompany us outside.”

“Don’t think so. My mother always
told me to never go anywhere with



strangers.”

“You don’t have a choice.”

Michelle called out, “There are
always choices.”

Sean was about to say something
when a voice yelled, “Freeze!”

The three men in front of Sean could
see who was calling out. When their
hands reached for their guns Sean knew
it was the mall police behind him.

Michelle had already darted forward
and kicked the gun out of the man’s hand
directly in front of her. Then she laid
him out with a blow to his throat. He
dropped to the floor, gasping for air.

The man in the middle pulled his
weapon and opened fire at the
approaching police. One of the cops



dropped dead to the floor. The other
threw himself over a fast-food counter.
Sean leapt forward, grabbed the gun
hand of the man who had spoken to him,
and wrestled with him over the weapon.

The surviving policeman shouted,
“Drop your weapons.”

All that got him was more shots fired
at him. He ducked back down as all the
civilians in the vicinity ran away
screaming.

“Call in backup,” Sean yelled at the
cop.

Michelle had dipped low, used one
arm as a pivot point, swung her long legs
around, and clipped the feet out from
under the middle shooter. He went down
hard but kept his gun. He pointed it



upward at her, but she was no longer
there. She slid on her back, feet-first at
him, ramming one of her heels into the
side of his face. He yelled and grabbed
her ankle. She rolled up and came down
on top of his head with her right elbow.
The back of his head smacked the hard
floor, knocking him out. She rose in time
to see Sean whirling at her after being
thrown off by the man he had been
fighting.

The man grabbed a second gun from a
backup holster, aimed, but did not fire.

This was because Sean had turned and
shot him in the chest with the gun he had
ripped from the man’s grip. The man fell
to the floor.

Sean and Michelle turned in time to



see the man she had first fought with
lining up his sights on the second
policeman as he tried to climb back over
the fast-food counter.

Michelle pulled her gun and shot him
in the side of his head right as he fired.
He dropped back to the floor, dead. But
his round had clipped the cop in the arm
and he fell to the floor bleeding.

Michelle slid over to the dead shooter
and searched his pockets.

“Nothing,” she called out. “No wallet.
No ID.”

Sean ran over to the downed cop,
ripped open his shirtsleeve, and
examined the wound.

“Round went in and out. You’re going
to be okay,” said Sean. He fashioned a



tourniquet from the torn sleeve. “You
called in backup?”

The cop nodded, pain hardening his
features. “What the hell is going on?”

“I'wish I could tell you.”

Michelle knelt near him. “Is he okay?”

“He will be. Can’t say the same for
his partner.”

An instant later they heard an ominous
sound behind them: a gun slide being
racked back. They turned. The man in the
middle had regained consciousness and
had his gun pointed at them.

“No!” a voice shouted.

In disbelief Sean watched as Dana
darted toward the man and hit him with
her purse. “Dana, no!” shouted Sean.

The man turned and shot Dana in the



chest. She stood frozen for a moment and
then dropped to the floor.

Sean lined up his shot and put a bullet
right into the man’s brain.

He lowered his weapon and stared
down at Dana on the floor, the blood
pouring from her wound.

Sean ran toward her. “Dana
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When SEaN HAD REACHED Dana he used
every procedure he had learned from his
Secret Service days to stop the bleeding.
But she had still lost a lot of blood,
perhaps too much. Then she stopped
breathing and Sean performed CPR on
her, and finally her lungs expanded and
her heart restarted. The paramedics
arrived, took over, and stabilized her.
Sean rode over in the ambulance while
Michelle followed in her truck.



Sean and Michelle were now in the
waiting room at the hospital. They had
been interrogated by both local Virginia
police and federal authorities. They told
some but not all of what they knew. It
was fortunate that witnesses to the
events at the mall had uniformly reported
that the three dead men were the
aggressors and that Sean and Michelle’s
actions had been in self-defense, and had
actually saved the life of one of the
police officers.

That still did not buy them many
points, particularly with the Feds.

A despondent Michelle looked up
when she heard the door to the waiting
room open. She hoped it was a doctor
with good news. But her features grew



even more depressed when she saw who
it was.

Agent McKinney from Homeland
Security stood there.

“What part of ‘stay out of it’ didn’t
you get?” he barked.

“We were just at the mall having
coffee,” said Sean wearily. “If there’s a
law against that, I must’ve missed it.”

McKinney plopped into a chair across
from them. “You know exactly what I’'m
talking about. The woman who was
shot? She just happened to be the wife of
an Army two-star and your ex?”

“I was meeting with Dana, yes,” Sean
said stiffly. “She was helping us out on
something.”

McKinney snapped, “On the Wingo



something? The something I told you to
stay the hell away from?”

“l don’t remember you being
appointed to tell us which cases we
could or couldn’t take,” said Sean
sharply.

“Oh, I’'m exactly that person. So you
got her to help. How? Getting info from
her hubby? Did you really stoop that
low? Because it looks like you might
have killed her in the process.”

Sean said nothing to this, because
McKinney was actually right. He had
used Dana and she’d been shot and might
not live. All because of him. What had
seemed like a fairly innocuous way to
get some helpful information now
seemed like the most insane idea he’d



ever had. And the most selfish.

They heard a noise at the door and
looked up. General Curtis Brown stood
there in full uniform, red-eyed, his lean
face sagging with despair. He had
obviously heard this exchange.

“Sean King?”

Sean rose, his face pale. “Yes?
How’s Dana?”

In answer Brown lunged and slammed
a fist into Sean’s face, knocking him
over a chair and onto the floor.

Michelle instantly put herself between
the general and Sean.

“Back off!” she snapped.

“m going to kill you,” screamed
Brown, and he tried to lunge past
Michelle to get to Sean. She gripped his



wrist and twisted it sideways and ripped
his arm behind his back. He gasped, bent
over in pain, and then with a massive
effort broke free. When he took a swing
at her, Michelle ducked and neatly
clipped Brown’s legs out from under
him. He fell heavily to the floor. She put
a boot on his back.

“Stay down,” ordered Michelle.

When Brown ftried to rise again,
Michelle kicked him to put him back
down.

“Stop, Michelle, just stop.”

Sean had gotten to his feet. His face
was cut and bruised and already
swelling. Brown rose, too.

Sean stood in front of him. “You want
to take another swing, go ahead. I



deserve it. Go ahead.” He grabbed the
general’s hand and made a fist with it.
“Go ahead,” he shouted.

But Brown backed away, obviously
confused by Sean’s outburst. He sat
heavily in a chair, put his face in his
hands, and silently wept.

McKinney stood, flashed his ID
although Brown wasn’t even looking at
him, and said, “General, I’'m with DHS.
My sincerest apologies for what
happened to your wife. Please rest
assured that I will do all I can to make
sur e everyone responsible for this
horrendous state of affairs is held fully
accountable.”

He glared at Sean when he spoke this
last part.



Sean stood there, his face bloody and
puffy. He looked at no one other than
Brown.

The door to the waiting room opened.
The surgeon appeared, still in his
operating room scrubs.

“General Brown?”

Brown looked up, his eyes wet with
tears. “Yes,” he said shakily.

The surgeon moved over to him and
spoke in a low voice, but one that Sean
and Michelle could still hear.

“Your wife is out of surgery. She did
well. Now, the bullet did quite a bit of
damage and she’s still not out of the
woods, but I’'m hoping for a fairly
complete recovery.” He added, “It was a
miracle she didn’t bleed out. Whoever



stopped the blood loss right after she
was shot saved her life.”

Michelle glanced encouragingly at
Sean, but he was now staring at the
floor.

“Would you like to see her?” the
surgeon asked Brown. “She’s not
conscious of course, but—"

Brown quickly said, “Yes, please.”
He followed the surgeon out of the room
without a backward glance at any of
them.

Sean sat down while Michelle
grabbed some tissues out of a box on a
table, wet them at the water fountain
outside the door, and used them to clean
Sean’s face. He neither stopped her nor
assisted her. It was as though he didn’t



even know she was doing it.

McKinney sat down across from them.
“Damn, he really cleaned your clock.
Can’t blame him, though.” He added
snidely, “Good thing you had your
partner here to defend you or else you
might be in the hospital too.”

Michelle snapped, “Sean didn’t
exactly fight back, did he? And just for
the record the person who stopped her
bleeding out is this guy,” she added,
pointing at Sean.

“But she never would have been shot
in the first place if not for him.”

“Actually, he was the one who told
her to get the police and then go to her
car and drive to the Pentagon. If she had
listened to him, none of this would have



happened.”

“No, if he hadn’t gotten her mixed up
in this none of it would have happened.”

“He’s right, Michelle,” said Sean. He
pushed her hand away from his face and
stood. He looked down at McKinney.
“You’re right.”

“Glad we agree on something. Now
let’s get down to it.”

“To what exactly?” said Michelle
since Sean did not appear to be
listening.

“To what exactly you two are
involved in.”

“We already told you that, Agent
McKinney,” said  Michelle in
exasperation. “This all started with Sam
Wingo disappearing and then coming



back from the dead.”

“Back from the dead?” said
McKinney.

Sean looked down at him. “Why were
you called in on this to shake us down?
Who made the call?”

“I’mnot going to answer that.”

“Well, you should at least try to
answer it for yourself. Any IDs on the
dead guys?”

“Part of an ongoing investigation and
thus not any of your business.”

“They looked like military but they
had no ID,” said Sean.

“Military like  Wingo?”  asked
McKinney curiously.

“Who wasn’t really in the reserves at
all.”



“How do you know that?”

“That’s confidential and 1 keep
confidences. So, did some higher-ups at
the Pentagon sic you on us?”

“That is no concern of yours.”

“Oh, it’s very much a matter of
concern for me. Those men were going
to kill us, Agent McKinney. And they
almost did kill someone I care about. |
always take things like that very
personally.”

McKinney grabbed Sean’s arm. “If
you keep this up, I will have your ass
arrested.”

Sean pulled McKinney’s hand off.
“And if you keep stomping on my
constitutional rights I will have a field
day with you and DHS both in court and



in the press.”

Sean rubbed a trickle of blood off his
face and started for the door.

Michelle glanced at McKinney. “You
really are a piece of work.”

McKinney ignored this and said,
“Hey, King. What’s next for you?
Getting the kid shot?”

Sean kept walking.

Michelle followed and slammed the
door behind her.
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Sean sat v THE truck, Michelle next to
him. They were in the hospital parking
lot. Sean hadn’t yet started the vehicle.

Michelle said, “Just take deep
breaths. And we need to get some ice for
your face before it gets really swollen.”

“This was my fault, you know that,
right?” He kept staring straight out the
windshield.

“No, I don’t know that. I think it was
the fault of the prick who shot her.”



“She never would have been involved
in this except for me, Michelle.”

“Actually, I think I was the one who
forced you into calling her. So if you
want to place blame, lay it on me. But
this kind of talk 1sn’t getting us
anywhere. If you really want to make it
up to Dana, then | say we need to get to
the bottom of what’s going on.”

Sean started the Land Cruiser. “Your
logic is overwhelming, but logic is not
going to cut it this time. We are going to
attack this thing, though. Only not head-
on.”

“Why not?”

Sean pulled out of the parking lot.
“Three guys at the mall. They weren’t
Feds. They looked to me like ex-



military. They had the beef, the buzz
cuts, the firepower, the veneer of
authority.”

“Ex-military. What would ex-military
be involved in here?”

“Well, Sam Wingo wasn’t in the
reserves. He was regular Army. The
DoD built a subterfuge and put him on a
mission to deliver something. That
mission got screwed and Wingo is off
the grid. He contacted his son to tell him
he was sorry. So, what was he
delivering and who has it now?”

“Do you think Wingo took it?”’

“I don’t know. You vet a guy for a
mission like that, you must feel he’s
pretty solid.”

“So maybe the mission was a setup



from the get-go and Wingo the fall guy.
That might explain the email to Tyler.”

Sean nodded in agreement. “The man
Tyler described to us does not sound
like a traitor. But if the mission sad gone
off as planned, what would the Army
have told the Wingos? That Sam was
KIA? MIA?”

“If that was part of the plan,” said
Michelle, “I’m betting a dad like Sam
Wingo would have wanted someone
there to be with Tyler. They don’t have
any other family, so...”

“So enter Jean Wingo as the
stepmom.”

“Which would explain the weird
circumstances of the wedding. Tyler not
even being invited. It being before a



judge and all.”

“Hell, they might not even be
married,” pointed out Sean.

“Right. I doubt Jean is even her real
name.”

He said, “So much deception,
whatever that asset was it must’ve been
really important.”

“But now we have possible former
military in the mix. What could they
want?”

“You think they might have the asset?”

Michelle shrugged. “Maybe. But if so,
do they also have Sam Wingo?”

“He got the email off to Tyler. What if
he escaped and is now on the run?”

“Then he has the military and these
other guys on his butt.”



“Lucky him.” Sean looked out the
window. “We almost bit the bullet today
t00.”

“I know. It was close.”

“So these guys are good.”

Michelle said, “More than good, I'd
say.”

“But we can take them. We did take
them, in fact.”

She glanced at him. “In the future it
depends on how many of them there are.
I left my superpowers back on my home
planet.”

“Well, they have three fewer bodies
to throw at us after today.” Sean rubbed
his swollen jaw.

“When General Brown hears all the
facts, Sean, he’ll be sorry he punched
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you.

“I seriously doubt that. The next time
the guy might just shoot me.”

“So how are we going after this if we
can’t hit it straight-on?”

“Tyler is vulnerable, Michelle. If they
went after us, they’ll go after him in a
heartbeat.”

“So we stay away from him?”’

“No, I think we need to be his
protection detail.”

“We can’t cover him twenty-four
seven,” countered Michelle.

“No, but we can do our best.”

“And solving the case?”

“I have an 1dea,” he said.

“Care to share?”

“If Sam Wingo communicated with his



son?”

Michelle caught on instantly. “Then
Tyler can communicate with his dad by
hitting reply.”

“That’s right. Only we’ll be asking the
questions.”

“Sean, what do you think is going
on?”

He drew a long breath. “Like Dana
told us, I think the Army had some top-
secret mission and it all went to hell in a
handbasket. And whatever Wingo was
brought in to deliver is out there in the
wrong hands.”

“But what could it be? A nuke? A
biological agent?”

“I don’t know, Michelle. I really don’t
know. But if it is a nuke or some



turbocharged version of the Black
Plague, we might find out about it a lot
sooner than we’d like.”

“Why do we humans make things so
complicated?”

“Because we’re afraid that keeping
things simple makes us unsophisticated.
And uninteresting.”

“You could be a philosopher. But
how do we engage Tyler without making
him a target?”

He said, “There’s no way to do that.
So we have to keep him safe at the same
time he’s helping us.”

“But he lives with his stepmother.”

“Did I say it was going to be easy?”

Sean gazed gloomily out the window.
This was as bad as he had felt since,



well, since watching Michelle fighting
for her life in a hospital bed. He blamed
himself for that one, too. If he had
figured things out faster, she never
would have been harmed.

“Why don’t you text Tyler and see if
he can meet us later? We’ll have to keep
it under the radar.”

Michelle keyed in the text and fired it
off.

Five minutes passed and then she got
a response.

Michelle read it twice to make sure
she was actually seeing what she was
seeing.

“Sean?”

“Yeah.”

“I think we might have a lot more



access to Tyler than we thought.”
CGWhy?j,
“Because  apparently his  fake
stepmom has disappeared t0o.”
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THEY DIDN'T MEET AT THE PANERA, oOr at the
pool.

It was a spot off a rural road about ten
miles west of where Tyler lived. When
he pulled up in his dad’s pickup truck,
Sean was already there.

Tyler climbed out of the truck and
looked at him.

“Where’s Michelle?”” he asked.

Sean pointed over his shoulder.
“Right behind you.”



Michelle pulled up in her Land
Cruiser and got out. Sean eyed her. “Any
problems?”

“No one followed him,” she reported.

Tyler glanced sharply at her. “I didn’t
see you following me.”

“That’s sort of the point,” she said,
coming forward and standing next to
them.

The air was chilly and damp and the
sky overcast. They all shivered at the
same time.

She said, “Let’s do this in one of the
vehicles.”

“Not yours,” said Sean quickly. “I
hold the line against having meetings in
Dumpsters. Let’s use my sedan.”

Giving him a brief scowl, Michelle



followed them over to the Lexus and
they climbed in. Michelle sat in the back
keeping watch out the windows while
Tyler and Sean sat in the front.

“Tell us about Jean,” Sean said. “Why
do you think she’s disappeared?”

“She’s always at home when 1 get
back from swim practice. She makes
dinner. She nags me about homework.
Always.”

“But she wasn’t there tonight?” said
Michelle. “No dinner, no nagging.”

“Not only that. Her car is gone. And
her clothes too.”

“Any note?” asked Sean. “Text, phone
message?”’

Tyler shook his head. “But I asked
one of the neighbors. Mrs. Dobbers, the



old lady across the street, said she saw
Jean leaving around noon. She said she
saw her put a suitcase in the trunk.”

“Any reason why she would head out
somewhere?” asked Michelle. “Sick
relative somewhere close? Anything
happen between the two of you?”

“I don’t know about any sick relative.
She never mentioned anyone. She and I
had some words the other night. But it
was nothing more than usual. She wasn’t
mad or crying or anything.”

“What did she say exactly?” Sean
asked.

“That she was sorry my dad was gone
too. That we were all we had left. That
got me mad. I told her I’d rather be an
orphan.” He looked embarrassed. “I



shouldn’t have said that. It was stupid.”

“But she didn’t break down crying or
anything?” said Michelle.

“No. I just walked. Oh, I did tell her I
was going to get to the truth. And that |
was hiring you guys back to look into
stuff.”

“Bingo,” said Michelle.

Sean nodded and looked at Tyler. “I
think that’s why she left.”

“I don’t understand. What does she
have to worry about? I just want to find
my dad.”

“This 1s just speculation,” began
Sean.

“And we could be wrong,” added
Michelle.

“What!” Tyler snapped.



“Your dad married her really fast.
They didn’t seem to have a lot in
common. You weren’t even invited to
the ceremony at the courthouse. That
doesn’t sound like your dad, does it?”

“No. That’s what I’ve been saying.”
He stopped abruptly and his eyes
widened in realization. “Are you saying
it was all made up?”

“It could be,” corrected Sean. “But
right now it’s just a theory. We have no
proof. Not yet anyway.”

“Why would my dad do that?”

“We learned some things about your
dad today, Tyler.”

“Tell me,” he said quickly.

“He wasn’t really in the reserves. He
was still in the regular Army.”



“What?” Tyler exclaimed, looking
stunned. “My dad never told me that.”

“He probably was barred from doing
s0,” said Sean. “We believe he was on a
special mission for the military in
Afghanistan.”

“But I don’t understand. Why would
he need to pretend to marry someone for
that?”’

Sean said, “There could be any
number of reasons. He was going to be
gone, Tyler. He had to have someone
here to look after you. You couldn’t
really live on your own, not at your age.
It might have been his only option. And
they might not have even been married.
You didn’t attend the civil ceremony,
right? You said they just showed up and



said they were married.”

Tyler looked away, his lips trembling.
“So 1t was all a lie. He just lied to me.”

Sean, seeing the hurt look on Tyler’s
face, added, “Which shows how much
your dad cared about you. He didn’t
want you to be alone.”

“That’s bullshit,” yelled Tyler. “If he
really cared about me he wouldn’t have
pulled crap like this. He would have
told me the truth. He told me he got
married. He made me live with Jean for
a freaking year. And it was all a bunch
of lies?”

Michelle said, “We don’t know that
for sure, Tyler. Like Sean said, it’s just
one theory.”

“I bet 1t’s true,” exclaimed Tyler. “I



could tell my dad didn’t really love her.
They never held hands. I never saw them
kissing. I never even saw them hug the
whole time. It was all crap.”

Sean looked at Michelle and drew a
long breath. “The mission must have
been really important, Tyler, and a long
time in the making if he purportedly left
the military a year ago and then
‘married’ Jean in preparation for it. You
know when soldiers go into combat they
can’t tell anyone where they are, not
even their families.”

“l know that, okay? But this is
different.”

“It’s a little different but not entirely.
Apparently your father’s mission was
really dangerous and really covert. They



chose him for it, which shows how much
the Army thought of him. He sacrificed a
lot. But most of all, leaving you.”

“And not being able to tell you
anything, Tyler,” added Michelle. “I bet
that was just eating away at him.”

He glared at her. “You’re just saying
that stuff to make me feel better. Well, 1
don’t feel better, okay? My dad lied to
me. It’s that simple.” He was silent for a
bit and then blurted out, “What sort of
mission? And is it finished?”

Michelle said, “We’re not exactly
sure what the mission was. Apparently,
to deliver something in Afghanistan.”

“Will he be coming back home then?
Is he really alive?”

Sean replied, “Unfortunately, I can’t



answer any of those questions, Tyler,
because I don’t have the answers. I can
tell you that apparently something went
wrong with the mission. I can tell you
that the Army believes your father is
alive. They just don’t know where he
1s.”

“Was he captured?”

“Don’t think so. If he’d been captured,
I doubt he would have been able to
email you.”

“They could have captured him after
he emailed me,” Tyler pointed out.

“Yes they could,” Michelle agreed.

Sean said, “There’s something else
you need to know.”

Tyler looked at him apprehensively.
“What?”



“A friend of mine who gave me the
information about your dad was shot
today at a local mall. Michelle and I
were actually there. There were three
gunmen. We managed to subdue all
three.”

“We managed to kill all three,”
Michelle corrected. “Before they could
kill us.”

“You killed people?” Tyler said,
looking astonished. “At the mall?”

“I’m afraid so. And a police officer
was also killed.”

“And you think this had something to
do with my dad?” Tyler said slowly.

Michelle said, “We don’t have any
other active cases. And the shooters did
look like, well, like former military



although they carried no ID.”

Tyler looked at Sean. “That bruising
on your face? Was that from what
happened?”’

“It’s nothing for you to worry about,”
said Sean quickly.

“Will they be able to find out who the
men are?”

“If they’re 1in some database
somewhere, the answer is yes. If they’re
not, there’s no guarantee.”

“So they came to the mall to get you
and Michelle?”

“They wanted us to come with them.
We just politely declined,” said
Michelle.

Tyler looked back at her, his face pale
as cream. “I’m sorry. I never wanted



anything like this to happen.”

Michelle gripped his shoulder. “It’s
okay, Tyler. It’s not your fault. It comes
with the territory.”

Tyler glanced anxiously at Sean. “I
hope your friend gets better.”

“Thanks,” said Sean. “Me too.”

They all sat in silence for about a
minute.

Finally, Tyler said, “I’m not sure what
to do now.”

Sean said, “Well, the most pressing
issue is, with Jean gone, what happens to
you? You’re sixteen. I don’t think you
can live on your own.”

“But nobody knows that Jean is gone,
not really,” said Tyler.

Michelle said, “An excellent point.”



She looked at Sean. “He can stay with
one of us.”

“I have to go to school,” said Tyler.

“That we can manage,” said Sean. He
looked at Michelle. “I think we need to
double-team this. My place with both of
us there. When Tyler’s in school, we can
do our job.”

Michelle nodded. “Sounds
workable.”

Tyler said nervously, “Move in with
you guys? Hey, maybe I could stay with
Kathy’s family?”” he added hopefully.

“And maybe put them in danger?”
pointed out Sean.

Tyler’s face fell. “I didn’t think of
that.”

“There is just one other thing, Tyler,”



said Sean.

“What?”

“Did you try to contact your dad?
After you got the email?”

Tyler shook his head. “I thought about
it. I wanted to, but...” His voice trailed
off.

Michelle said, “But you were afraid
he might not answer?”

Tyler nodded his head. “And if I try to
email him now, other people might find
out. They’re probably monitoring my
emails. You said he was on this
important mission and everything.”

“Probably,” said Sean. “But you can
write him from another email account.
And you can use your code so he’ll
know it’s you.”



“How do you know about our code?”
Tyler asked, looking suspicious.

“Didn’t we tell you?” said Michelle.
“We rock at code breaking.”

Sean added, “Well, at least we know
someone who rocks at code breaking.”

“But then they could break the code
too,” persisted Tyler.

“Anything’s possible. But we think
it’s worth the risk to contact your dad
and see what he says.”

“We can’t be sure it’s my dad, not just
from an email.”

“No, but I don’t think a face-to-face is
a possibility right this instant. For now,
we need to get your things and take you
where you’ll be safe.”

Tyler glanced up at him. “Where I’ll



be safe?”

Sean looked directly at him. “Yes.
Because after what happened at the mall
today we need to take every precaution
we can. Right now, none of us 1s really
safe, Tyler.”
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THE MaN HAD A PROBLEM, a large one, but
not unsolvable.

Forty-eight hundred pounds was a big
part of it, but not all. At least it had gone
where he had planned for it to go. But
Sam Wingo was still out there. And then
there was the son, Tyler Wingo. And on
top of that he had lost three men at a
mall.

He had assets but they weren’t
infinite, and it wasn’t like he could hire



the replacements he needed quickly and
quietly. It all took time. That was the
thing he didn’t have much of: time. He
had a lot left to do and the minutes were
ticking fast. The window of opportunity
was just that, a window. It closed at
some point and would not come back.
All elements of his plan had to come
together at the exact right time.

At this moment he had the two faces
imprinted on his brain: Sean King and
Michelle Maxwell. Former Secret
Service, now private investigators. They
had royally screwed up his plans and
cost him valuable assets on the ground.

Problems all around. He didn’t like
problems. He liked solutions.

He would figure out the solution to



each of these problems, including King
and Maxwell, and get this mission back
on track. He had every incentive to do
so. He had been planning this for a long
time, assembling the pieces he needed.
But soon, if things went as they should,
he could finally let it go.

He took a cab to the airport and
shortly was on a jet climbing into the
sky. He arrived at his final destination
and took a moment to slip on the lanyard
with his ID badge and his creds settled
against his chest. They marked him as a
government contractor full of security
clearances. He had once served his
country in uniform. Now he was really
serving only himself.

He picked up his car at the airport



garage and drove to the “big house,” as
he always had referred to it. He passed
through security. His creds would get
him into many places here. All the ones
he needed to get into, anyway. He
walked down one long corridor, turned
left, and kept going, passing military
personnel all along the way.

Since he was no longer in uniform he
never had to stop and salute. But there
were so many enlisted personnel and
officers here that there were designated
“No  Salute Zones.”  Otherwise,
personnel would be spending all their
time doing that.

He nodded to a few he knew but said
nothing. Everyone was bustling to get
somewhere else. It was just that sort of



place. No time for much chitchat.

He knocked before entering the office
that was situated on the last corridor he
had turned onto.

“Enter,” said the voice.

He opened the door and looked
around.

This was the outer office of the
Army’s  assistant  secretary  for
acquisition, logistics, and technology.
The assistant secretary was a civilian
now, a retired two-star who ran a
program that decided how billions in
defense money would be spent in the
Middle East. There had been scandals
and fraud and waste in this sector during
the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.
Investigations and commissions had



ensued and folks had lost their jobs and
their careers; some had gone to prison.
The current assistant secretary, Dan
Marshall, was in his sixties and had a
sterling reputation as a scrupulously
honest administrator. He had come in
and cleaned house, and things were
running a lot more smoothly by most
accounts.

The woman behind the desk looked up
at the man, smiled, and greeted him. He
asked for Marshall. She picked up her
phone and buzzed the interior office.

A few moments later Marshall came
out of his office. He smiled and came
forward, not with an extended hand to
shake but with both arms out for a hug.

“Alan, my favorite son-in-law,



welcome back. How was your trip?” he
said.

Alan Grant smiled, hugged his father-
in-law back, and said, “Interesting, Dan.
Interesting but productive.”

“Come 1n and tell me all about it,”
said Marshall.

Grant followed him into his office and
shut the door.

He would tell his father-in-law some,
but of course not all.

He looked over at the shelf that
housed an array of photos. His gaze
locked on one—it always did.

Marshall followed his look and
smiled sadly.

“I still miss your father greatly even
though it’s been so many years now. I



was friends with your father long before
you and my little girl were even born.
He was the sharpest cadet in our West
Point class.”

Grant walked over to the photo and
picked it up. His father was in his dress
greens, his fresh oak clusters on his
broad shoulders. He looked happy. That
didn’t last. Not after he became a
civilian and had gone to work in D.C.

Grant put the photo back and turned to
Marshall.

“Yeah, I still miss him too. Maybe
more than ever.”

“At some point, Alan, you have to let
it go. Leslie’s been telling me you’ve
been on edge lately. Everything okay?”

“Your daughter is a great wife, Dan.



But she worries too much about me. I’'m
a big boy. I can take care of myself.”

“Well, you came back from Iraq alive.
No one is questioning your toughness.”

“Lots of very tough soldiers died over
there. I was just one of the lucky ones.”

“I thank the almighty you were. Don’t
know what I’d do without you. And
Leslie would be lost.”

“She’s a strong woman. She’d be
okay.”

“Let’s get off this morbid talk, Alan.
But you really do need to move on from
what happened to your parents. It’s been
over twenty years.”

“Twenty-five,” said Grant quickly. In
a calmer tone he added, “And I am
getting over it, Dan. In fact, before long |



think I’1l be completely over it.”
“That’s good to hear.”
Yes it is, thought Grant.
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THE carco PLANE BUMPED AND bounced
along crappy air at twenty thousand feet
as it made its way over the Atlantic.

Sam Wingo sat tethered to a canvas
sling seat. It had proved impossible to
obtain a ride on a commercial aircraft
coming out of India. Once he had made
his way to New Delhi, he had spent a
day changing his appearance as much as
possible and then had identification
documents created with the new image



on them in a back alley store full of
computers and high-res printers. Still,
making his way through airport security
had been problematic. He had heard
rumors on the street that there was an
official search on for an American
solider; it was believed that he might
have sought refuge in Pakistan or India.

Well, he hadn’t been seeking refuge.
He was trying to get the hell out.

After a day of trying every way he
could think of to leave the country, an
opportunity had presented itself. It had
cost him some bribe money, but in Indian
rupees the price was not bad. Thus, he
was now sitting in his canvas sling seat
trying to stop himself from being thrown
into the sides of the fuselage and keep



the little food in his belly from coming
back up.

Nothing made sense right now. He
didn’t know who had taken his cargo or
why. He didn’t know what the U.S.
government knew about it. He did know
that they blamed him and that he would
be arrested on the spot if they could only
find him.

He didn’t know that he had just
received an email on his phone, because
he had turned it off when the cargo plane
lifted into the air. The email would have
no response from him. At least for the
duration of the long flight.

All the hours in the air would give
Wingo some time to think about what he
would do once he got back to the States.



His options were limited. He had no
doubt his son was being watched. They
might have intercepted his email to
Tyler. Hell, they might have his kid
detained somewhere. That thought ate at
Wingo so badly, he thought he might go
berserk at twenty thousand feet. This
mission had been a cock-up from the get-
go. He had been in the crosshairs from
the very first and he wondered how he
had never seen it coming.

His guilt would have been established
by his decision not to come in as
ordered by his superior. In their minds
he was already court-martialed. They
probably thought he had taken the cargo
for imself. Well, part of him wished he
had. He could use it right about now.



But he didn’t have it. Tim Simons
from Nebraska did, whoever the hell that
bastard really was. He was fairly certain
his name wasn’t Tim, and he seriously
doubted he was actually a Cornhusker.

Wingo knew he had to get into contact
with his son at some point and explain
what had happened. Then he had to get a
line on the hijacked cargo. If he could
recover it, then maybe he could save his
reputation and avoid spending the rest of
his life in a prison cell at the United
States Disciplinary Barracks in Kansas.

As the plane received a hard jolt from
the turbulent air outside and dropped
about a hundred feet, Wingo also
received a jolt of sanity to his mind.

Everything he had just envisioned



doing was impossible. He would not be
able to get anywhere near his son. He
had no way to get a line on the cargo. It
was probably worlds away by now, and
he had no means to get to where 1t might
be. For all he knew the police would be
waiting for him when he landed in
Atlanta.

And he would spend the rest of his
life in prison.

He put a hand to his head, closed his
eyes, and prayed. For a miracle.

“Nothing,” said Tyler.
He had been staring at the computer
ever since he had sent an email to his

dad. He had used a Gmail account set up
by Michelle. While his dad wouldn’t



recognize the account’s sender, Tyler
had used their code to write the
message. He hadn’t said much, though, in
case others were somehow watching and
had cracked the message.

He looked up at Michelle. They were
at Sean’s house in northern Virginia.
Sean and Michelle had decided it was
too risky to let Tyler go back to his home
to get his things, so they had driven
directly here. Sean had left to go to
Tyler’s house and pack him a bag.

Michelle had been constantly
checking her watch for the last thirty
minutes.

Tyler said, “You can call or email
him.”

“No, then he’d think I was checking



up on him.”

“But you would be.”

“Exactly. He can get prickly about
that.”

It was dark outside now, and Tyler’s
belly was rumbling,

Michelle must have heard it because
she said, “I can whip up some dinner.
Although I’'m not much of a cook.”

“I can help,” replied Tyler.

“Wait a minute. Kathy told me that
you can cook. That you taught her mom a
few dishes, in fact.”

“I used to help my mom. She was a
great cook.”

“m sure she was, Tyler,” said
Michelle somberly. She brightened and
said, “And for what it’s worth, when you



get out into the real world the ladies will
really appreciate that talent.”

“You think s0?”

“Oh, trust me, I know so. There’s
nothing more attractive than a man with a
spatula and a plan.”

Then something occurred to her as she
looked out the window. “You missed
swim practice.”

“It’s okay. We don’t have any meets
coming up. I can slide for a bit.”

“But will your coach call your
stepmom or anything like that?”

“I already emailed him. Told him I
was sick. He knows about my dad. He’ll
cut me some slack.”

They decided on breakfast for dinner.
While Michelle tried not to burn the



bacon, Tyler whipped up a complicated
omelet with numerous ingredients,
buttered grits, and rolls he made
basically from scratch in under an hour.
“Sean cooks too, right?” he asked her.
“Yeah, he’s really good, which makes
up for the fact that I can barely crack an
egg properly. But how did you know?”
“His pantry and fridge are full of
some really cool ingredients. And the
layout of the kitchen and the types of
appliances and cutting knives he has
shows it.” He held up a knife. “This is
not for amateurs. And neither is that food
processor over there.”
“You’d make a good detective. Kathy
said you were smart. Straight-A
student.”



“She did?” Tyler said, trying to hide a
smile.

“Yes, she did.”

They sat at the kitchen table and ate.
Michelle had coffee while Tyler drank
orange juice. They finished, rinsed off
their plates, glass, and cup, and loaded
the dishwasher. Tyler cleaned the rest of
the kitchen while Michelle checked her
phone for messages.

“Sean will be here shortly.”

“Where has he been?” asked Tyler.

“At the hospital to check on Dana, |
suspect. And he was going to scope out a
few things while I stayed here with you.”

“I can skip school tomorrow.”

“No. It’s better that you keep to your
routine.”



“And what about Jean? When people
realize she’s gone?”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we
come to it, Tyler.”

“It might be soon.”

“It might be,” she replied.

Twenty minutes later headlights hit the
front window.

Michelle peeked out and saw that it
was Sean getting out of his car.

A few seconds later he came in
looking disheveled and depressed. He
was carrying a large duffel bag and
handed it to Tyler.

“I think I got everything you needed.”

“Did anyone see you?” Michelle
asked.

“Don’t think so. Parked a block over



and approached the house from the rear.
Left the same way. I checked the front
street for surveillance but didn’t see
any.”

“Did you go back to the hospital?”

He shook his head. “I’m not family,
not anymore. From what the surgeon said
in the waiting room the next forty-eight
hours will probably be critical.”

“Well, there’s nothing more you can
do about that,” said Michelle briskly.

“IPve certainly done enough with
Dana, including almost killing her.”

That statement hung in the air like a
ball of concrete until Michelle said,
“Did you eat?”

“No, I’m not hungry.”

“Tyler made a great dinner. We have



some leftovers.”

“I’m not hungry, Michelle,” he said
firmly.

She sat and stared up at him while
Tyler hovered nervously in the
background.

“Okay. Tyler has heard nothing back
from his email. So what now? Did you
exercise your little brain cells while you
were gone?”’

“I did. But I’'m afraid not much came
out of them.” He glanced over at Tyler.
“I’m really hoping that your dad gets
back to us, Tyler. Without that we don’t
have much to go on.”

“Anything on the three guys at the
mall?” asked Michelle.

“I’m sure there’s a lot, we’re just not



privy to any of it.”

“McKinney sure as hell won’t be
keeping us in the loop,” said Michelle
dryly.

“All he wants to do 1s arrest us.”

“Or shoot us,” added Michelle.

“I've got a few contacts at the local
police,” said Sean. “They might know
something about it.”

“Even a name would be helpful,” she
said.

“More than we have to go on right
now,” added Sean.

Tyler said, “But if my dad contacts
me, we might have a lot more to work
with.”

Sean exchanged a glance with
Michelle.



Tyler saw this and said, “My dad
didn’t do anything wrong. And he’s
going to come back here and clear his
name.”

“I’m sure he would want to do that,”
said Michelle quietly.

Tyler scowled. “But you don’t think
he’ll make 1t back. You think he’s dead,
don’t you?”

Sean said, “The answer is we don’t
know, Tyler. We hope he’s not dead.”

Tyler looked away.

“I did get one bit of information,” said
Sean.

Michelle and Tyler perked up at this.
“What?” they both said together.

“The name of someone at DTI who
your dad worked with.”



“How did you score that?” asked
Michelle.

“Yeah,” added Tyler. “He never
talked about his work to me.”

“Friend of a friend.”

Michelle eyed Tyler and said,
smiling, “Sean has lots of friends of a
friend. He’s very popular at parties.”

Sean continued, “Your dad’s co-
worker was a woman named Mary
Hesse. You ever hear him mention her?”

Tyler shook his head. “Like I said, he
didn’t really talk about work.”

Sean slowly nodded. “Right. Well,
I’'m going to see her tonight. She might
be able to tell us something.”

“I can go too,” said Michelle.

“No, you have to stay here with



Tyler.”

“Why don’t we all go?” suggested
Tyler.

“No,” Sean said firmly. “I have no
idea if Hesse will even give me five
minutes. She sounded very reluctant over
the phone. If we all show up, it might
freak her out.”

Michelle said, “Okay, that makes
sense. I’ll play bodyguard. You play
detective.”

Tyler said nothing, but he didn’t look
too happy.

A bit later Michelle walked Sean out
to his car.

“I'm really sorry about Dana, Sean,
but it wasn’t your fault.”

“Of course it was, but I don’t want to



get into that again.” He fumbled with his
keys. Michelle put a calming hand over
his shaky one.

“You have to just let it go for now,
Sean. If you keep up this way you’ll be
no good to yourself or anyone else.”

“I know,” he said resignedly. “It’s just
hard to shut it off.”

“Secret Service. Tunnel vision. Block
everything else out. Like you said, these
are dangerous waters. Bring your A-
game all around. Right?”

He nodded curtly. “A-game, right.
Thanks, Michelle, for a gentle kick in the
pants.”

“Any time. I can also do the hard kick
in the pants 1f necessary.”

“And don’t I know it.” He got into the



car. “I’ll call you when I’m on my way
back.”

“Okay_”

He gazed at his house. “A-game all
around,” he said. “Including you. You’ve
got the precious cargo.”



CHAPTER

Arter SeaN DrOVE OFf Micueiie did a
perimeter patrol then walked back to the
house. She locked all the doors and
made sure her pistol had a round in the
chamber. She looked down at the kitchen
table where Tyler sat with his
schoolbooks piled everywhere.

“Lots of homework?”” she asked.

“Always lots of homework,” he said
dully. However, he made no move to
open a book or pick up a pencil.



“Shouldn’t you be getting to 1t?”

“I suppose.” He paused, gritting his
teeth. “Where do you think my dad is
right now?”

“Maybe on a plane back here from the
Middle East.”

Tyler listlessly thumbed through some
pages in his math textbook.

Michelle doubted he was focusing on
the formulas she could see on the pages.
She eyed him more closely. “Before
your dad deployed the last time, did he
talk to you about anything?”’

He stared at her blankly. “Anything
like what? We talked about lots of stuff.”

“Anything out of the ordinary? It could
have been something seemingly
innocuous.”



Tyler thought about this and then
slowly shook his head. “He told me to
work hard in school and swimming. To
mind Jean. And to keep out of trouble.
Stuff like that.”

Michelle nodded. “Well, keep mulling
it over. Something else might strike
you.”

Michelle heard the noise before Tyler
did. She pushed him down under the
table and with one long leap reached the
wall light switch and plunged the room
into darkness.

Her Sig was in her right hand. She
blinked rapidly to adjust her eyes to the
absence of light.

Tyler whispered, “Michelle, what is
it?”



“Someone outside,” she whispered
back. “You stay there. Get your phone
out. Tap in nine-one-one. If I’'m not back
in five minutes call them.”

“But—"

“Just stay down and stay quiet, Tyler.
It’11 be okay.”

Michelle crab-walked out of the
room, her gaze swiveling and taking in
as much as her lines of sight would
allow. She did not like noises in the
night that she knew represented stealthy
footsteps. Sean had neighbors on both
sides of him, but there were buffers of
trees on both those sides, too. A nice
little screen for felons to do their work.

Michelle’s i1mmediate thought was
that the three stiffs at the mall had



friends who had returned to finish the
job.

She took a quick peek out the front
window.

A sedan was there that hadn’t been
before. She couldn’t tell if anyone was
inside or not. Her Land Cruiser was
parked in the driveway but she couldn’t
risk trying to reach it with Tyler in tow.
She continued to watch out the window,
all the while keeping her ears peeled for
sounds of intrusion.

She stiffened when she saw the man
come around the corner of the house.

“Shit!” she hissed.

She opened the front door and called
out to him. “Is there something you
wanted, Agent McKinney?”



He turned and saw her. Her manner
had been jocular. When she saw his
face, her jocularity vanished.

“What is 1t?” she asked.

He came toward her. “Can we talk?”

“What are you doing here? How did
you even know to come here?”’

“We’re DHS,” he growled. “We do
have resources.”

“Sean’s not here. But you can talk to
me.”

He nodded and passed by her into the
house. She glanced over his shoulder
and checked the perimeter one more time
before securing the door behind her.

Michelle called out to Tyler in the
kitchen that things were okay. She
flicked on the lights, and he came into



the living room on wobbly legs. He
flinched when he saw McKinney.

“Who’s that?” he asked.

“Agent McKinney with Homeland
Security.”

“Homeland Security?” said Tyler.
“Why are you guys involved?”

McKinney said, “We keep the
homeland secure. Like the name
implies.” He stared hard at Tyler and
then shot Michelle a glance. “Why is he
here? Damn, can’t you guys heed a
warning?”’

Michelle said, “It’s a long story but
Tyler is safer with us. So why are you
sneaking around Sean’s house?”

McKinney sat down and slipped out a
pack of Marlboros. “You mind if I



smoke?”

“Yeah, 1 do. And I know that Sean
sure as hell would.”

He put the smokes away and sat back.
“Do you guys have any idea what you’re
involved 1n?”

“We’re working on it,” said Michelle.
“Any help you’d like to give us would
be appreciated.”

“An international incident,” said
McKinney, who didn’t seem to have
heard her.

Michelle sat down across from him
while Tyler remained standing and
looked stunned.

“What kind of international incident?”
asked Michelle calmly.

McKinney studied her. “I’m not sure |



can answer that.”

“Then why the hell are you even
here?”” she said hotly. “To tell us you
can’t cooperate with us? Trust me, we
got that message loud and clear before.”

McKinney cracked his knuckles. “The
dead guys were former military.”

“All of them?”

He nodded. “But they’d been out of
uniform a long time and had gotten into
stuff that men who wore the uniform of
this country never should.”

“Like what?” asked Michelle.

“Drugs and gunrunning, for starters.
And some militia activity with maybe
some domestic terrorism thrown in. The
list only gets longer after that.”

“Do you think that’s what this is



about?”

“I don’t think so. But I can’t be sure.”

Michelle looked up at Tyler, who
blurted out, “My dad wouldn’t be
involved in anything like that.”

McKinney turned to him. “He seems
to be right in the middle of it, whatever
‘it 18.”

“What was the mission, McKinney?
What was Sam Wingo doing? We know
he was delivering something but it never
got there.”

“Who the hell told you that?”

“Does 1t matter?” Michelle said.

“It might,” snapped McKinney.

“Look, we’re both trying to get to the
truth.”

He looked at Tyler again. “Your old



man contacted you, didn’t he? Slipped
you a coded message?”’

Tyler  immediately looked  at
Michelle. She hesitated but then nodded.

Tyler said, “Yeah, he did. After he
was supposed to be dead.”

“And what did the message say?”

Michelle answered. “That he was
sorry and wanted Tyler to forgive him.”

“You’re sure that was all?”

“Yes,” said Tyler defiantly. “I wish it
had been more but that’s all there was.”

“Sounds like a confession to me,”
said McKinney.

“Don’t think so,” said Michelle
before Tyler could say anything.

“Why?”

“Just my gut.”



McKinney snorted with derision.

She ignored this and said, “What was
he delivering? And was it just him?”

“It was apparently just him. Which
makes no sense at all considering the
cargo. But then maybe the military does
things differently.”

“So what was the damn cargo?” asked
Michelle.

McKinney cracked more knuckles.
“Every alphabet agency and all the
uniforms are mixed up in this shit. It’s
big, really big.”

“I’'m sure it 1s. Big enough for you to
get a call from the Pentagon and read us
the riot act. But that doesn’t explain why
you’re here. Like you said, you’re DHS.
You have lots of resources. You don’t



need to come to us for anything.”

“What you say is perfectly true,” he
said.

“And still, here you are.”

McKinney let out a long breath. “I
checked you two out some more. You
and King. That’s why I’m here. People I
respect say you're both the real deal.
That you can be trusted. That you’re
sharp.”

“Okay,” said Michelle warily. “But
why do I think one reason you’re here is
that you’re having trouble getting straight
answers from your side? And maybe
there’s a lack of trust going on.”

McKinney hiked his eyebrows at this
but said nothing.

Michelle said again. “So what was



the cargo?” She added, “Come on, the
suspense is  killing me, Agent
McKinney.”

McKinney glanced at Tyler and then
back at Michelle. He seemed to have
finally made up his mind. “Forty-eight
hundred pounds.”

Michelle’s brow furrowed. “That was
the weight? Well over two tons?”

McKinney nodded.

“So what was 1t?”

“What do you know that weighs forty-
eight hundred pounds?”

“What are we playing here,
Jeopardy!?” Michelle snapped.

“A nuke or a dirty bomb?” said Tyler
anxiously.

McKinney shook his head. “No.”



She said, “Too light for a tank or a
plane. Bioweapons? Some off-the-rack
centrifuges? A few hundred al-Qaeda
terrorists?” she added sarcastically.

McKinney shook his head.

“Okay, we give, what is it?” said
Michelle.

McKinney cleared his throat. “One
billion euros.”



CHAPTER

Py

0

SEAN WAS SEATED ACROSS FROM Mary Hesse
at a restaurant in Chantilly, Virginia. She
was 1n her mid-forties, attractive with
dark hair and a slim figure. She seemed
to have a problem making eye contact
with Sean. She wore glasses but kept
taking them off and wiping the lenses
with her napkin.

Nerves all around, observed Sean.

“So you worked with Sam Wingo?”
he prompted for the second time. This



was shaping up to be like pulling teeth,
he thought. But in situations like this
patience was a virtue even though it felt
like an ulcer.

She nodded. “Sam was a really nice
guy. It was just—" She broke off,
looking slightly dazed.

“It was just what?”

He put a hand across and tapped her
wrist. “Ms. Hesse, I know this is hard.
But as I told you on the phone I'm
working with Sam’s son, Tyler.”

“Sam spoke of him all the time. He
was really proud,” she said.

“I’m sure he was. Tyler is a great kid.
But he’s terribly worried about his dad.”

“They said he had been killed in
Afghanistan.”



“We don’t believe that to be true. And
I think you were about to say that you
thought something was off about Sam,
weren’t you?”

She looked surprised at his
observation. “How did you—"

“I'm former Secret Service. We get
really good at reading body language.”

“Well, he just appeared one day at
DTI. No one had seen him previously.
No one that [ knew had even interviewed
him for the job. And while we’re not that
big a company we do have certain
protocols.”

“And these weren’t followed with
Wingo?”

“They didn’t appear to have been
followed,” she corrected.



“What else?”

“He spoke Dari and Pashto, but not,
well, not at the level of the other people
at the firm.”

“But I understood he was a salesman.
He drummed wup business for the
company.”

“We don’t need drumming, Mr. King.
We’re swamped, even with the winding
down of the wars in the Middle East.
There’s still a large military footprint.
And commercial companies are starting
to go there. They all need translators.”

“So business is booming and you
don’t need salesmen. So what was
Wingo doing for you?”

At this simple question Hesse seemed
perplexed. “I’m not really sure.”



“You’re not really sure? You told me
you worked with him.”

Her face paled, and for an instant
Sean thought she might be sick.

“Take a sip of water and catch your
breath,” he advised.

She gulped some water and wiped her
mouth with her napkin.

“You okay?”

She nodded. “You see, he wasn’t
really working for us.”

“So what was he doing?”

“I was teaching him Pashto and Dari.
At least building on what he already
knew.”

“You were teaching him to speak the
languages primarily used in
Afghanistan?”



“And other countries in the Middle
East as well, including Pakistan. And in
Iran, Dari 1s known as Farsi. It’s a very
useful language to know over there,
along with Arabic of course.”

“So if he wasn’t a salesman and he
wasn’t qualified to be a translator, were
you teaching him to be one?”

“No. We have immersion schools for
that. What I did was work with him one-
on-one three hours a day, every
weekday. I did that for nearly a year.”

“Did you ever do that with anyone
else?”

She shook her head.

“He was a reservist headed to
Afghanistan. Maybe he wanted to speak
the languages?”



“But he wasn’t paying us to do it. We
were paying him a salary to learn the
languages.”

Sean sat back, obviously flummoxed
by this statement. “How do you know
that?”

“Our company bookkeeper, Sue, is a
friend. She told me. But the thing is we
were getting fully reimbursed for his
salary.”

“Who by?”

“Some unit at the DoD. I’m not sure
which, there are so many. But we were
definitely getting paid back. It wasn’t
costing us a dime. Our company’s owner
is not known for his generosity. He
wouldn’t pay for an employee who had
no duties.”



“Did you ever talk to Wingo about
this. .. this unusual arrangement?”

“I was told not to. I considered him a
friend because we spent so much time
together. He told me about his son. I told
him about my family. I was stunned
when he didn’t show up one day. I knew
he was leaving for Afghanistan at some
point, but I didn’t know he had been
deployed. And I didn’t know he was in
the reserves.”

“He was regular Army. [ think you
were helping prepare him for a mission
that required those language skills.”

“What was the mission?” she asked in
a whisper.

“Good question. I wish I knew.”

“You said you didn’t think Sam was



dead? But it was in the paper.”

“No, I don’t think he’s dead.” Sean
leaned forward. “But that doesn’t mean
he’s not in danger or trouble or both.
Did he mention anything to you that
might help me? Anything at all?”

“He told me he hoped to retire soon.
He wanted to spend more time with
Tyler.”

“Anything else?”

“Well, there was something strange
right before he left DTL.”

“What?” said Sean sharply.

“He said he was going back to
Afghanistan soon. I told him to be
careful. That I didn’t want him to die
from an IED or a sniper. That I prayed
he got back soon.”



“And what did he say to that?”

“He said that IEDs and snipers were
the least of his worries.”

Sean rubbed his chin. “Meaning what?
That something else even worse might
happen to him over there?”

“I guess, yes.” Her features shifted to
alarm at what this actually meant. “What
other things could be worse than being
blown up or shot?” she asked.

“There might be something,” replied
Sean.

He confirmed some other information
with Hesse and then left her there staring
into her coffee cup.

He was halfway to his car when his
phone buzzed. It was Michelle. She
filled him in on her meeting with



McKinney.

“A billion euros?” he said, his voice
heavy with skepticism. “That’s about a
billion three U.S. dollars at current
exchange rates.”

“'ll take your word for it. And it
apparently weighs forty-eight hundred
pounds, crate not included.”

“And why would McKinney come to
us and offer up this information?”

Sean slid into the front seat and
clipped his seat belt on before starting
the engine, the phone wedged between
his shoulder and ear.

“I think he feels hemmed in. Not
trusting anyone, meaning on his side
too,” she said.

“Still, it was a stretch for a DHS guy



to come to us and convey that sort of
information. He could get his ass canned
for that.”

“No argument there. I was as
surprised as you are.”

“How did you leave it with him?”

“I didn’t really. He just left and 1 got
on the horn with you.”

“I’1ll be there in about forty minutes.
Hang tight.”

Sean put the car in gear.

He didn’t look in the rearview mirror.

If he had, he might have noticed the
red dot flitting across his forehead.
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Aran Grant rowerep s pistoL with the
laser sight on the Picatinny rail as Sean
drove off.

It would not be as simple as a trigger
pull, although the time would come when
it would be something that basic. He
slipped his gun back into its shoulder
holster and sat there with the engine
running while he thought through some
things.

Mary Hesse, a DTI grunt. Worked



with Sam Wingo teaching him how to
speak languages of the Middle East. She
was a dead end. But there were other
trails out there that could lead King and
Maxwell somewhere.

He put his Mercedes sedan in gear
and drove out of Chantilly, heading west
toward the foothills of the Blue Ridge
Mountains. The roads turned from
interstates to highway to state routes and
finally to rural road switchbacks.

He finally turned onto a gravel road,
drove up a hill, turned left, and skidded
to a stop in front of a small, ramshackle
cabin. He climbed out of the car and
checked his watch; it was nearing
midnight. Time was meaningless to him.
He had long ago ceased to operate on a



nine-to-five schedule.

He popped the trunk and looked down
at the woman lying there.

Her hands and feet were bound with
flexi-cuffs, mouth  taped, eyes
blindfolded. All these steps were
probably unnecessary since she was
drugged. But he was a cautious man.
Cautious people, he had found, lived to
fight another day.

He lifted her up and carried her to the
porch. He set her down, unlocked the
front door—triple locks and a security
system run off a propane-fired generator
that also provided lighting—picked her
back up, and carried her over the
threshold.

There was nothing matrimonial about



the gesture.

He walked into the back room where
the window had been blacked out.

There was a metal table in the middle
of this room. He laid her down on the
table, removed her blindfold, and
stepped back. He took off his coat and
laid his pistol aside. It would just get in
his way. He turned on the overhead light.

As he watched, she started waking up.
He looked at his watch. Right on time.

Jean Wingo’s eyes fluttered once,
twice, and then remained open. Her look
was confused at first; then she looked to
the side and saw him.

She stiffened, her eyes instantly filling
with apprehension.

Grant gently removed the tape



covering her mouth.

She said breathlessly, “What are you
doing?” She looked around. “Why did
you bring me here?”

“To talk.”

“You drugged me, tied me up, and
now [’m lying on a metal table. You
could have just called, for God’s sake.”

Grant could tell the woman’s courage
was returning.

She tried to sit up. He put on a pair of
leather gloves and forced her back down
on the table. With her legs and arms
bound it was not a difficult thing to do.

“Please let me up.”

“Not until we’ve talked. I need a
debrief.”

“Where are we?”



“In a safe place.”

He pulled up a chair and sat next to
her.

“Can I sit up, please?”

He put an arm under her back and
helped her to a sitting position.

She eyed him warily. “What do you
want to know that I haven’t already told
you?”

“For starters, why did you leave?”

“Tyler hired these detectives. I got
nervous.”

“You left without permission. You
signed on for the mission. You can’t
change the rules midway through.”

“I understand that, Alan, I’'m sorry.
But conditions on the ground change.
And I had to change with them. These



detectives—”

“I have that under control. Your
leaving has complicated things. Tyler is
now with King and Maxwell. I lost three
men to them. This all could have been
prevented if you had spoken up and
controlled Tyler. If he hadn’t gotten
suspicious he wouldn’t have hired
anyone. He would have believed what
the Army told him and that would be
that.”

“Wingo sent him an email.”

“Which we know about. But it could
have been sent by anyone. Not
necessarily his father. Again, if you had
stuck to the script, which had this
contingency built in, it would have been
taken care of.”



“Look, I’'m sorry, okay? Every plan
does not go smoothly.”

“Mine did. Until now.”

“What, did you bring me here to
torture me? Or kill me? How is that
going to help things?”

Again, Grant could tell she was
nervous but trying to cover that with
bravado.

“No and no. And it wouldn’t help
things. I just want to see if you have any
useful information to convey. Then I will
redeploy you. But you need to
understand that you screwed up. There
have to be consequences, Jean.”

“I think I more than carried my
weight. I got designated as Wingo’s
‘bride.’ I carried this whole thing pretty



flawlessly the last year. The kid never
warmed up to me. And Wingo was
Wingo. It hasn’t exactly been a walk in
the park.”

“I understand that. Just tell me
anything you might have learned and we
can head back to town.”

“I left the house when things started to
get hairy. | called you and told you what
I was doing.”

“And I told you to stay the course.”

“Easy for you to say.”

“What else?”

“That’s pretty much it.”

“Any more communications from
Wingo on his son’s email?”

“There was nothing. Wingo hasn’t
tried to contact him again.” She looked



curious. “What exactly happened over
there? You never said.”

“Wingo lost the cargo, but my people
lost him. He’s out there. Probably trying
to figure out what happened and
attempting to get back here. He has made
contact with his immediate superior.
Said superior did not believe his
explanation. He is a marked man. DoD
1S putting major resources toward
finding him. We’re of course looking for
him too.”

“So he won’t stay out there long.”

“But we don’t need the DoD to find
him, because they might just believe that
he didn’t take the cargo. Then they start
to look elsewhere. I want their focus on
him.”



“So you need to find him first.”

“As you remarked before, easier said
than done.”

“Then we better get to it.”

“Agreed.”

He pulled his knife, cut her hands and
feet free.

He flipped her his Glock 9mm.

She checked the mag, chambered a
round, pointed it at him. “Sorry, Alan.”
She fired the weapon. Or at least
attempted to. But there was no bang and
no bullet was propelled down the barrel.

“Helps to have a firing pin,” said
Grant, who seemed unsurprised by her
attempt to kill him.

He struck, the knife passing across her
neck, severing all her major arteries. He



backed away from the blood spray. Her
gaze was on him and he continued to
watch her. Waiting,

Jean fell to the floor and a few
seconds later finished bleeding out.

He stared down at her for a few
moments. “Consequences, Jean.”

He wrapped her in plastic and tied
her up tight like a present.

The dug grave was waiting in the
woods a quarter mile away. As he put
the last shovelful of dirt over the hole,
he said a silent prayer and considered
the fact that Sam Wingo was a widower
for the second time.

He doubted the man would care about
that right now. He had other things to
worry about. He walked back to the



cabin, cleaned up, and got back into his
car.

He didn’t like losing Jean, but some
things were sacrosanct. You followed
orders. You didn’t make the rules up as
you went along. There was a chain of
command for a reason. A very sound,
historically verified reason.

And Grant was, above all, a
disciplined soldier. It didn’t matter that
he no longer wore the uniform. It wasn’t
about something you wore. It was all
about what was inside the -clothes.
Discipline. Honor. Respect. Reliability.
Professionalism.

Jean had violated all of these.

He didn’t have the option of court-
martialing her.



There was really only one option left.
He had employed that option but only
after she had failed his loyalty test. He
was a fair man. If she hadn’t tried to kill
him, she would still be alive. She had
and she wasn’t.

He drove on.

He had a list. He had checked it
twice. It was time to move the ball
forward.

He had one billion euros. He didn’t
personally need all of it. He just needed
a tenth of it.

But he believed it would be money
very well spent.
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THE NEXT MORNING MicHELLE DROPPED Tyler
off at school.

She said, “If anything seems weird or
if strange people show up looking for
you, lock yourself in the principal’s
office and call me.”

Tyler promised that he would, and
Michelle watched him all the way into
the school. She had never been a mother
and had never really even imagined
herself in that role. But she felt like an



overprotective momma right now. In
fact, the weight of responsibility she felt
was even greater to her than when she’d
protected VIPs at the Secret Service. Go
figure.

She drove off and phoned Sean on her
Bluetooth.

“Baby bird is dropped oft,” she said.
“Where do we go from here?”

“You think McKinney will meet with
us again?”

“I don’t know. He left his card. I can
call him.”

“Do that.”

“Why McKinney?”

“We need official access, Michelle.
He provides it. Otherwise we are cut out
of the loop and have no leads to follow
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up.

“He’s not going to just invite us to the
investigation.”

“You might be surprised.”

“What do you know that [ don’t?”

“Just call him. Noon at our office.”

“What are you doing 1in the
meantime?”

“Checking on Dana.”

“But you said you weren’t family.”

“There are always ways.”

“What do you want me to do besides
call McKinney?”

“Play detective and try to get a line on
Jean Wingo.”

“Okay. I’d say be careful but I know
you will be.”

He clicked off.



Michelle drove to Tyler’s
neighborhood. It looked just like
thousands of neighborhoods that dotted
the country. Working-class homes filled
with working-class folks. Only this
neighborhood was different. Certain
people who lived here were definitely
not who they appeared to be.

Michelle knocked on the door of
Alice Dobbers, the neighbor who had
seen Jean leave the previous day.
Dobbers came to the door. She was well
into her eighties, short, and about sixty
pounds overweight. Her legs and arms
were swollen and she looked to be in
pain. She wore glasses; a hearing aid
poked out of her right ear. Michelle
explained who she was and what she



wanted.

She added, “We’re trying to help
Tyler.”

Dobbers nodded. “I know. Tyler told
me about you and your partner. I can tell
you what I told him. Saw her leave
around noon, my soap was just about to
come on. Aren’t many of them left, soaps
I mean, so I’'m sure of the time. Just
happened to look out the window,
commercial was on. Coffee. Don’t drink
coffee anymore. Makes me hyper and
pee at night. I don’t like hyper, don’t like
peeing at night. Too much effort getting
outta bed. Tried Depends. Didn’t like
em. Felt like I was being born again.
Not in a good way, diaper, you see.” She
slid her glasses halfway down her nose



and stared knowingly at Michelle.

“Im sure,” said Michelle quickly.
“So she had her suitcase?”

“No, first she put out the recycling.
Guess she forgot.”

“Forgot what?”

“Yesterday was trash pickup day, not
recycling. Why they can’t do it all on the
same day I’ll never know. But I don’t
have enough time left breathing to worry
about crap like that.”

“Then what?”

“Then she came back out with a
suitcase, popped the trunk of her car. Put
it in there. No overnight bag. Big sucker.
Probably everything she owned. Don’t
see her coming back. No loss there.”

“What makes you say that?”



Dobbers gave her another knowing
look. “I been married for fifty-seven
years. Not to the same man, now. It was
three of them, actually, but they totaled
up to fifty-seven years of mostly good
times until they weren’t. So I know about
love. Know about commitment. Know it
when I see it. Know it when I don’t see
it.”

Michelle glanced across the street.
“And you didn’t see it over there?”

“I knew Sam Wingo’s first wife.
Now, there was a woman in love and a
man who loved her. Not the second time
around. Don’t know why he married
Jean. But it wasn’t for love.”

“Did you talk to either one of them?”

“Talked to Sam a lot. Furnace is



always kicking out on me when I need it
the most. He’d come over and get it
going. When I still used to drive, he and
Tyler would change the oil, check the
tires, give my car a good wash. Nice
people. Now, Jean, not so much.”

“You talked to her?”

“Tried to. Hard for me to get around.
Got DVT, arthritis, Type Two diabetes,
bad kidneys, and my liver’s nothing to
write home about. You name it I
probably got it. Doctors going to pickle
me after I’'m gone so they can study all
the things I got wrong.” She stopped and
looked questioningly at Michelle. “Brain
fart, honey. Where was 17”

“You were trying to talk to Jean
Wingo?” Michelle said helpfully.



“Hell yes, excuse my French. Now,
going across that street for me is like
running a marathon, but I did it, more
than once. Even baked her a pie to
welcome her to the neighborhood and I
don’t, as a rule, bake anymore because
I’m just an Alzheimer’s moment away
from burning down the place. Now what
did she do? Took the pie, thanked me,
and shut the door in my face. Another
time saw her out in the yard watering the
flower beds. I started over to chat with
her. She looked at me like I had dog
poop on my face and went inside before
I got halfway across the street.”

“Not the friendliest of neighbors,”
said Michelle in a commiserating tone.

“Not a neighbor at all, least to my



way of thinking.”

“Any idea where she might have
gone?”’

“No. But good riddance, in my mind.
I’m just worried about Tyler. Now, that
boy loves his daddy. Now his daddy’s
gone and the woman his father was
presumably hitched to is gone. Lots of
turnover. Don’t know what’s coming
down the pike next.”

“Me either,” said Michelle. “Well,
thanks.”

“Anytime.” Dobbers squinted up at
her. “Saw that feller of yours. Tyler said
you were partners. Ex-super-spies or
some such.”

“Former Secret Service,” corrected
Michelle.



“Damn fine-looking man. If 1 were
younger | might be shooting for hubby
number four. Now, piece of advice.”
She looked the tall Michelle up and
down. “You got all the goods right
where they should be. So if I were you
I’d bag and tag his cute buns, honey,
before some hussy gets there first. And
they will. Enough of ’em out there. So
long, gotta pee.”

She turned and waddled back inside.

Michelle just stood there, her
notebook open and not a single word
written on the page.

She walked across the street and
stared at the spot where Jean’s car had
been parked. Michelle had a description
of the car and its tag number from seeing



it earlier. She just didn’t have a way to
run a BOLO on it. Only the cops could
do that. But she agreed with Dobbers.
She didn’t think Jean Wingo was coming
back. If Wingo’s marriage had been a
sham to provide cover for his mission,
what was keeping her here?

She pulled out her phone and called
McKinney. It went to voice mail. She
left a message about meeting them that
day at their office.

She walked around to the back of the
Wingos’ house. Tyler had given her a
key and permission to enter. At least that
would be her story if the cops showed
up.
She started on the main floor and
worked her way up. She didn’t bother to



check for prints; she had no database to
run them against. That was another
downside to being a private investigator.
She would love to know what Jean’s
background was. If she’d been recruited
to play a role, she might be in the
military or a contractor thereto. That
might give them a lead on her current
whereabouts. Maybe McKinney could
provide that service if he agreed to team
up.

She took a few minutes to walk
around Tyler’s room. She imagined how
much he was suffering, wondering
whether his dad was alive or not. She
hoped they could bring him some sort of
resolution.

She entered the Wingos’ bedroom. If



they were simply playing a role, she
assumed the two adults were not
sleeping together, not an easy subterfuge
in a house this small. She methodically
searched through the bedroom and closet
and didn’t find anything very helpful.
Jean Wingo had taken all of her clothes
and apparently most of her personal
possessions, since there weren’t many
feminine items left.

No computers. No hard-line phone.
No cell phones.

She sat on a chair in the bedroom and
stared around the space wondering if she
had missed something. She looked out a
window that gave her a view onto the
backyard.

Green trash can by the back door. She



might as well go through that while she
was here. She heard a loud engine and
the sound of hydraulics. She peered out
another window in the bedroom that
looked out onto the street. The trash
truck was coming down the street. She
looked at the blue container at the curb.
Or maybe it was a recycling truck
making its rounds.

The next instant Michelle was running
flat-out down the stairs, out the front
door, and leaping off the porch, landing
on the front lawn. She reached the
recycling bin seconds before the truck
pulled up to collect it.

When one of the men jumped off the
truck’s rear and eyed her she said
breathlessly, “Lost my wedding ring in



here. You can skip me this week.”

She rolled the bin up the driveway
and into the backyard.

She closed the gate behind her and
opened the top of the bin. It was half
full.

Michelle had realized just in time that
no sane person who was about to
disappear would take the time to put out
the recycling. So maybe there was
something in there that she needed to get
rid of and didn’t want possibly found on
her. Maybe that was what Jean Wingo
had been thinking when she’d mixed up
the trash and recycling days.

It took her twenty minutes of searching
but finally her hand closed around the
letter, or rather the envelope. It was



addressed to Jean Shepherd, but not at
this house. She folded the envelope and
put it in her pocket.

A minute later she was racing down
the street in her Land Cruiser.
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Nor THAT toNG AGo SEan King had been
cemented in a chair next to a hospital
bed in which Michelle had been lying
near death. Ever since that time he had
loathed the inside of a hospital. If he
could have avoided ever entering
another one, he would have. But he
couldn’t. He had to be here.

Dana was still in the critical care unit
and thus her visitors were limited to
immediate family; one had to phone the



unit to gain admission. He had lied and
told the nurse who answered the phone
that he was Dana’s brother in from out of
town.

He was directed to her room but stood
by the door before going in. Dana was in
the bed with IV and monitoring lines
running all over her. The machine
keeping track of her vitals hummed and
beeped next to the bed. The blinds on the
window were closed. The room was
fairly dark. Dana wore a breathing mask,
which was helping to inflate her
damaged lung.

He took a few hesitant steps forward,
hoping he wouldn’t run into General
Brown here. The last thing he wanted
was an altercation. His face hadn’t



recovered from the last beating. And
though Dana wasn’t conscious, he didn’t
think something ugly like that would help
her recovery.

He drew up a chair and sat next to her
bed. Her chest rose and fell slowly, if
unevenly. He slid a hand through the bed
rails and gently gripped her wrist. She
felt cold and for one terrifying moment
he thought she was dead. But she was
breathing, and the monitor showed her
vitals, while weak, to still be
recordable.

He bent lower, his head resting lightly
on the cool surface of the bed rail. He
had assumed this position for over two
weeks while waiting for Michelle to
open her eyes. He had never figured to



be repeating this ritual so soon and
certainly not with his ex-wife.

“I’m so sorry, Dana,” he said softly.
He let go of her wrist and let his hand
dangle.

He closed his eyes and a few tears
leaked out. He was startled when
something touched him. When he opened
his eyes he saw that her fingers had
closed around his. He looked at her face.
Her eyes were still shut, her breathing
still weak. He stared down at her fingers
once more, thinking he must have
imagined it. But there they were,
intertwined around his.

He didn’t make a move until about
twenty minutes later when her fingers
slipped off his and she seemed to fall



into a deeper slumber. He sat with her
for another half hour and then made his
way out, wiping fresh tears from his
eyes.

He turned the corner and ran into the
one person he had dreaded seeing.

General Brown was not in uniform
today. He wore slacks and a blue blazer
and assumed an angry expression as
soon as he saw Sean.

“What the hell are you doing here?”
he snapped. He looked over Sean’s
shoulder at the double doors leading into
the critical care unit. “Have you been in
there to see Dana? You bastard!”

He cocked his arm back to throw
another punch. This time Sean didn’t
simply stand there and receive it. He



hooked Brown’s forearm, spun him
around, and drove the arm up his back to
such an angle that Brown cried out in
pain. It was fortunate the corridor was
empty at that moment.

Sean said into his ear, “Yes, I did see
Dana. She moved her hand, in case you
wanted to know. Now I’ll remove my
hand and let you go, but if you want to
take another swing at me I suggest you
wait until we get outside.”

Sean stepped away and Brown,
rubbing his arm and grimacing, faced
him. “If you come back here again I’ll
have you arrested.”

Sean eyed him. “The men came into
the mall from the direction that Dana
did. We arrived first. No one followed



us, that I guarantee. So that means these
men followed Dana there, not us. They
asked me to call her and get her back
after I sent her to get the police from the
mall substation. They knew she was
important.”

“You sent her away to get the
police?” said Brown, looking confused.

“Only she came back and helped us.
In fact she ended up saving our lives.
She’s a very brave woman who I know
loves you very much.”

“And yet she betrayed me by telling
you information that I gave to her.”

“She did it because I asked her to. In
hindsight it was both selfish and stupid
of me to involve her. But I did it because
[ was trying to help a young man find his



father.”

Brown studied him. “Wingo?”’

Sean nodded. “But how did those men
know of Dana’s involvement? 1 had
dinner with her out of the blue. She had
no idea why. And yet men start
following her after she speaks with you.
Men who used to be in the military.”

Brown thought about this. “Are you
suggesting that I might have a leak in my
office? That’s impossible,” he added
dismissively.

“Do you have another explanation?”

“I don’t have to explain anything to
you,” Brown barked.

“No, you don’t. But your wife is lying
in there because a man who was
following her shot her. And the only



reason [ believe he was following her
was because she knew things about Sam
Wingo that you told her. Now, we killed
those three men. But that doesn’t mean
there aren’t others out there.”

“This is a classified military matter.”

“Tell that to a sixteen-year-old kid
who’s been told his dad is dead even
though he really isn’t.”

Brown’s anger slowly faded. “I
wasn’t aware of that. But I still don’t
think I can help you.”

Sean watched him, trying to detect any
wavering in his features. “Your wife is
lying in a hospital bed because a man
shot her. If I were you, I would want to
make sure that all the people responsible
were appropriately punished.”



Brown leaned against the wall and
studied the patterned linoleum floor.

Sean moved closer. “The DoD is
burying all of this. No surprise. But in
doing so I hope they’re also not covering
up the truth. Because if they are this
stops being a national security issue and
starts becoming a criminal act.”

Brown glanced up sharply. “I’m not
hiding anything.”

“By allowing others to hide it I lump
you with them. Guilt by inertia.”

“That’s your opinion and I could give
a crap what you think.”

“It’s not really an opinion, just a basic
concept. Telling the truth is the best
policy.”

“That’s a very naive approach,”



Brown said in a sneering tone.

“I thought when you put on the uniform
honor was a big part of it.”

“It 1s a big part of it,” Brown
snapped.

“And 1f mistakes are made shouldn’t
they be corrected? Even if a secret
comes out? Especially if we’re talking
about an innocent person’s life?”

“I’m just one person, King.”

“So you just put your head in the sand
and look the other way? Is that what
honor means to you?”

“What the hell do you want from me?”

“I want your help to set this right.”

“My help? Do you have any idea what
you’re asking me to do?”

“I do, actually. And if you say no and



walk away and sit with Dana, I’ll
completely understand. I’ll work the
case from another angle. But I will work
it. I bear tremendous responsibility for
Dana almost dying. I have to make it
right.”

“Then you might run right up against
the Pentagon.”

“Im a licensed private investigator.
And I know of no law that says I can’t
investigate a matter on behalf of a
client.”

“But national security.”

“Yeah, I keep hearing that phrase.
People use it like a get-out-of-jail-free
card. But the more you use something the
less effect i1t has, at least for me. And
this 1s America. So when push comes to



shove, liberty trumps all else.”

“Until you lose that liberty.”

“Been there, done that, General. And
I’m still here.”

“You’re still taking a risk. A big one.”

“I don’t care. Comes with the
territory. And I owe it to someone.”

“Who? The kid?”

“No. Dana.”

Brown glanced away, looking
thoughtful. Sean could almost see the
mental machinery humming through the
man’s scalp.

“No promises. But I’ll see what I can
do.”

“I appreciate that.” Sean handed him
his card.

Brown took it and started to walk oft



but then stopped and turned back.

“When I put on the uniform, 1 did put
on a sense of honor. And duty. Not just
to the Army. But to my country.”

“I felt the same way in the Service.”

Brown twirled Sean’s card between
his fingers. “I’ll be in touch.”

He walked off to Dana’s room.

As Sean left the hospital his phone
buzzed.

It was Michelle. She spoke in terse,
energetic sentences.

Sean listened and then ran flat-out to
his car.
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MICHELLE MAXWELL WAS NOT GooD at
waiting. In the Secret Service that had
been one of the things that had most
irritated her—the tedium.

She drummed her fingers on her
steering wheel while she eyed the
horseshoe-shaped motor court in south
Alexandria, Virginia, right off Route 1,
or Jeff Davis Highway, as it was known
here. The area had once been nice but no
longer was. And it was no longer that



safe, either. The homes, strip malls, and
other businesses around here had all
seen better times. They were tired, used
up, and, in some cases, abandoned and
falling down.

Michelle was focused on the motor
court. Specifically, room 14 at the Green
Hills Motor Court. The name had made
her smile when she’d first seen it since
there were no hills, green or otherwise,
around here. There was trash in the
parking lot, mostly consisting of beer
cans, used needles, empty condom
packs, and smashed bottles of Jack and
Black and gin. The paint on the doors
and walls was peeling. The neon sign
had long since lost its neon.

And yet Jean Wingo, or Shepherd, or



whoever she really was, had letters
addressed to her here. So presumably
she had stayed here. Michelle kept
drumming her fingers but the itch in her
brain was telling her to act, to move, to
knock down a door, to take somebody
prisoner, or to kick someone’s ass.

When the other car pulled into the
parking lot she got out at the same time
Sean did. They met in the middle of the
nearly empty lot. She showed him the
envelope with the address of the motor
court and explained in more detail how
she had discovered it.

“Really, really good work, Michelle,”
he said earnestly.

“And I really, really thank you,” she
said back jokingly until she noticed his



still-serious expression.

“Is it Dana?”

“I saw her. She gripped my hand.”

“Sean, that’s great. Right?”

“Yes, it 1s. Really great.”

“And yet you look so down.”

“I ran into the general again.”

“Did he take another swing at you? I
hope this time you kicked his ass and—"

He put a hand to her mouth to stop her.

“Nobody kicked anybody’s ass. No
punches were thrown.”

“So what happened?”

“He’s agreed to help us.”

Michelle looked dumbstruck. “Well,
that’s great too. So, why don’t you look

happy?”
“Because it might cost him his



career.”

“But 1t’s his choice.”

“I actually might have shamed him
into doing it. And there’s something
else.”

“What?”

“The Pentagon. They can come down
on us like a ton of bricks.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time we’ve
ticked off the high and mighty, Sean.”

“This time might be different.”

“What do you want to do then? Cut
and run?”’

He started to walk toward the
building. “Not a chance. Just wanted full
disclosure in case you wanted to call it a
day.”

She fell into step beside him. “You



really think I’d just walk and leave you
solo on this?”

“No. I didn’t.”

“Then why the little lecture?”

“Maybe it was for my benefit. To
show that when it all goes to hell I had
thought it through.”

The rooms here were accessed
directly from the outside. They walked
up a set of rusty steps to a balcony that
ran around the front and sides of the
second floor. They turned to the left, and
then turned right as it wrapped around
the outside of the motor court’s upper
floor.

“Number fourteen is right down here,”
said Michelle.

They reached a wooden door that was



badly in need of fresh paint.

Sean knocked.

“l didn’t see Jean’s car here,”
Michelle said.

“Just being sure,” replied Sean.

He waited a few more moments then
said, “Got your pick tools?”

Sean stood behind Michelle to cover
her breaking and entering. Thirty
seconds later she swung the door open
with one hand. In her other was her
pistol.

She entered, followed by Sean. He
closed the door behind them. Michelle
checked the small attached bathroom
while Sean opened the tiny closet and
then looked under the bed. There were
no other places someone could be



concealed.

Michelle was holstering her gun as
she came back out of the bathroom. “All
clear.”

“She didn’t leave much,” he said as
he opened a few drawers, revealing
various articles of clothing. “There’re a
few hanging things in the closet.”

Michelle flipped up the mattress and
then checked the box spring for anything
hidden there. Wiping the dust off her
hands, she rose. “I doubt she left
anything of significance.”

“Yet her having this place is
significant in itself,” he replied.

She said, “How hard do you want us
to look? We can tear up carpet, peel off
wallpaper, and dig the backing off the



cheap prints on the wall. Check the
toilet, the pipes, and the bath drain. The
list goes on and on.”

“Why have a second address at a
place like this?”

Michelle perched on the edge of the
bed. “As opposed to what?”’

“Let’s assume she was a DoD plant.
Presumably Wingo would have known
that.”

Michelle saw where he was going,
“So why a crash pad? If she was brought
in from out of the area, the military had
to have a better place for her to stay than
this dump. I mean, the Pentagon has a lot
of facilities up here. You can’t turn
around without bumping into space with
their prints all over it.”



Sean leaned against the wall. “Based
on that, what’s the logical conclusion?”

Michelle flicked her gaze around the
room as she thought about this. When the
answer dawned on her she said, “If
you’re right, this sucker just got really
complicated.”

“Because maybe Jean Wingo was
playing a two-sided game. Working for
DoD and pretending to be Wingo’s
wife.”

Michelle picked up this thread. “And
also working for the other side. The side
that got the billion euros Wingo was
supposed to deliver. So she’s a spy?”

“I don’t know what she is. A spy. A
criminal. Both.”

“But who would she be spying for?”



“Even our allies spy on us.”

“Granted. But we have to make some
progress on that question if we want to
get any traction on this case.”

“m hoping General Brown will
come through for us there. And we might
get really lucky and Sam Wingo will
email his son back.”

“Do you think Wingo went over to the
dark side?”

“For Tyler’s sake I hope not,” replied
Sean.

Michelle glanced toward the door.
“Did you hear something?”’

Sean ran to the window where he
could see outside through a gap in the
drapes. Whatever he saw made him leap
across the room and push Michelle into



the bathroom. He grabbed the mattress
and threw himself through the doorway
into the same bathroom, where Michelle
was now lying on the floor.

“What the hell is going on?” she
hissed.

In response he pulled her into the
bathtub with him and threw the mattress
over them both.

She didn’t have time to ask her
question again because the bedroom they
had just been in disappeared in a vortex
of shock waves, choking fire, and flying
debris.



CHAPTER
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SaM WINGO WAS WALKINGFAST.

He was back on American soil. He
crossed the street, dodging traffic,
reached the other side, and picked up his
pace. He turned up his collar and kept
his gaze, concealed behind glasses,
swiveling in a 180-degree arc. Every
few seconds he would check behind him.
If he was taken now, he was convinced
no one would ever see him again.

And he would never see Tyler again.



He ducked into a coffee shop as the
rain started coming down. He ordered a
cup of coffee and carried it to the rear of
the space. He sat with his back to the
wall and his sight line to the door
unobstructed.

He slid out a disposable phone loaded
with minutes and data bytes that had
been waiting for him in India courtesy of
Adeel and gazed down at it. He had
loaded his personal email account on the
phone.

The message had come in as soon as
he turned his phone back on after the
cargo plane landed. Once they touched
down he’d expected to feel a hand on his
shoulder, a gun in his ribs, a voice in his
ear saying, “You need to come with us,



Mr. Wingo.”

But none of that had happened and
Wingo began to think that others truly
believed him dead.

Well, let them.

He gazed down at the email message
again. It had come in from an unfamiliar
Gmail account. But he knew it was from
Tyler. It was written in their usual code.
He easily deciphered it.

His son wanted to meet with him, as
soon as possible.

Wingo wanted the very same thing.
Only he knew it wouldn’t be that easy.
His email account was known. There
were others who had undoubtedly seen
this message. Whatever he wrote back
they would be able to see as well. There



was no GPS chip in the phone he had so
he wasn’t unduly worried about them
tracking him down that way.

But he would have to keep moving.
He had drastically changed his
appearance and was wearing clothing
designed for maximum concealment. Yet
he well knew the resources aligned
against him. And it wasn’t just his own
government after him. There were others
out there, and he wasn’t even sure who
they were.

He took a few minutes to drink his
coffee and compose his response to his
son’s email in his head. Then he
thumbed it in and hit the send key. He
finished his coffee, rose, and headed out
the other exit. He grabbed a cab and had



it drop him off at a hotel near D.C.’s
Chinatown where he had previously
checked in.

He had cash and a set of credit cards
under an alias. There would be markers
in the system so he could no longer be
Sam Wingo. He hoped one day to return
to his normal life. But he was a long way
from there yet.

Wingo went to his room, sat on the
bed, and stared out the window. Across
the river was the Pentagon, the world’s
largest office building, surprising since
it was only a few stories tall. After the
United States had been attacked at Pearl
Harbor and needed a centralized
command and control facility, it had
been built in a little over a year using



wheelbarrows, shovels, and American
sweat. It was an achievement of which
to be tremendously proud.

Wingo was proud of his own service.
He had always entered the doors of the
Pentagon with an extra spring in his step.
Now the thought of the place brought
nothing but misery. He had a gut feeling
that he had been set up somehow by
folks in that very building. Why he didn’t
know. But certainly the motivation was
there.

The journey of the forty-eight hundred
pounds—representing a  billion in
unmarked five-hundred-euro notes that
could be freely circulated—had been a
complicated multistep mission. The
delivery of the money had been the very



first step. Wingo was one of the few
privy to the entire scheme.

In a way that was a good thing
because the number of people who could
have betrayed him had to be small. And
he meant to find out who they were. He
had tried to do his job. Someone had
screwed him. He wasn’t turning the
other cheek. He was a soldier. Soldiers
were not wired for compassion or
forgiveness. They were trained to strike
back when struck.

He left his room, walked four blocks
to the west, and rented a car using his
fake ID and a credit card that also had
been provided to him in India. He drove
out of the garage in his new wheels. The
mobility felt good. He believed he could



accomplish something now.

But he had to take care of something
first. He drove to a police impoundment
lot and scanned the area. He saw no
dogs, and the lone surveillance camera
mounted on a pole wasn’t even
connected to a power source. Budget
cuts must be a bitch.

He scaled the fence and dropped
down inside. Keeping an eye out for any
uniforms, he searched until he found
what he needed. A car in the back that
looked like it had been here awhile, its
front right fender and driver’s door
crumpled. He checked the plates—still
valid. A minute later the plates were in
his hand and he was back over the fence.

He replaced the plates on the rental



with the ones taken from the car in the
impoundment lot. Now if someone keyed
on his plate number and tried to run it
down, Wingo’s alias would not be
compromised.

He drove back to his hotel, went to
his room, punched in a number, and
listened while it rang.

The voice said, “South.”

“It’s me,” Wingo said.

There were a few seconds of silence
as Wingo heard the other man start
breathing hard, working himself up into
a fury, no doubt.

“Do you know what a shitstorm
you’re in?” barked South.

“Then you are too. It was your
mission. The Army doesn’t pick fall



guys, Colonel. They just shoot
everybody.”

“And you think I don’t know that, you
son of a bitch? You have screwed me
beyond belief.”

“Did you find Tim Simons from
Nebraska?”

“The CIA never heard of him. And
they knew nothing of our mission in
Afghanistan. Dead end.”

“So he was a fake.”

“If he ever even existed outside your
own mind. Now where the hell is the
money, Wingo?”

“I told you it was taken. Hell, you
know it was.”

“All T know 1is the team that was
supposed to meet up with you was



slaughtered. The truck with the money is
gone. You're AWOL. Are you really
surprised by what we’re thinking about
you?”

“If I had taken it, why would I keep
calling you?”

“CYA.”

“If I had a billion euros why would I
have to cover my ass with anything?”

“If you’re truly innocent, come in. |
told you that last time you called. We
can sit down and evaluate what
happened.”

“You mean you’ll bury me in some
remote location somewhere so the truth
never comes out.”

“We’re Americans. We don’t make
other Americans disappear.”



“If the facts of this mission come out,
you know as well as I do what will
happen. It’ll be felt not just at the
Pentagon, but also across the river on
Pennsylvania Avenue. I know where
those euros were going and what they
were going to be used for and so do you.
And the last place they’ll want to see it
is on the front pages of the Post or the
Times.”

“Are you actually threatening me and
by extension your government? What do
you want, more money? Wasn’t the
billion enough? Or do you blackmail for
the fun of it?”

“I'm just explaining to you why me
coming in doesn’t work. Even if I did
nothi