


[image: 001]




[image: 001]




Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Acknowledgements

 


Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

 


EPILOGUE

Other Books by Steve Pieczenik




The Bestselling Novels of TOM CLANCY

RED RABBIT

Tom Clancy returns to Jack Ryan’s early days—in an extraordinary novel of global political drama.

 

“AN OLD-FASHIONED COLD WAR THRILLER.”

—Chicago Sun-Times

 

 

THE BEAR AND THE DRAGON

A clash of world powers. President Jack Ryan’s trial by fire.

 

“HEART-STOPPING ACTION . . . CLANCY STILL REIGNS.”

—The Washington Post

 

 

RAINBOW SIX

John Clark is used to doing the CIA’s dirty work. Now he’s taking on the world.

 

“ACTION-PACKED.”

—The New York Times Book Review

 

 

EXECUTIVE ORDERS

A devastating terrorist act leaves Jack Ryan as President of the United States.

 

“UNDOUBTEDLY CLANCY’S BEST YET.”

—The Atlanta Journal-Constitution continued . . .

 

DEBT OF HONOR

It begins with the murder of an American woman in the back streets of Tokyo. It ends in war.

 

“A SHOCKER.”

—Entertainment Weekly

 

 

THE HUNT FOR RED OCTOBER

The smash bestseller that launched Clancy’s career—the incredible search for a Soviet defector and the nuclear submarine he commands.

 

“BREATHLESSLY EXCITING.”

—The Washington Post

 

 

RED STORM RISING

The ultimate scenario for World War III—the final battle for global control.

 

“THE ULTIMATE WAR GAME . . . BRILLIANT.”

—Newsweek

 

 

PATRIOT GAMES

CIA analyst Jack Ryan stops an assassination—and incurs the wrath of Irish terrorists.

 

“A HIGH PITCH OF EXCITEMENT.”

—The Wall Street Journal

 

THE CARDINAL OF THE KREMLIN

The superpowers race for the ultimate Star Wars missile defense system.

 

“CARDINAL EXCITES, ILLUMINATES . . . A REAL PAGE-TURNER.”

—Los Angeles Daily News

 

 

CLEAR AND PRESENT DANGER

The killing of three U.S. officials in Colombia ignites the American government’s explosive, and top secret, response.

 

“A CRACKLING GOOD YARN.”

—The Washington Post

 

 

THE SUM OF ALL FEARS

The disappearance of an Israeli nuclear weapon threatens the balance of power in the Middle East—and around the world.

 

“CLANCY AT HIS BEST . . . NOT TO BE MISSED.”

—The Dallas Morning News

 

 

WITHOUT REMORSE

The Clancy epic fans have been waiting for. His code name is Mr. Clark. And his work for the CIA is brilliant, cold-blooded, and efficient . . . but who is he really?

 

“HIGHLY ENTERTAINING.”

—The Wall Street Journal




Novels by Tom Clancy

THE HUNT FOR RED OCTOBER 
RED STORM RISING 
PATRIOT GAMES 
THE CARDINAL OF THE KREMLIN 
CLEAR AND PRESENT DANGER 
THE SUM OF ALL FEARS 
WITHOUT REMORSE 
DEBT OF HONOR 
EXECUTIVE ORDERS 
RAINBOW SIX 
THE BEAR AND THE DRAGON 
RED RABBIT

 

SSN: STRATEGIES OF SUBMARINE WARFARE

 

 

Nonfiction 
SUBMARINE: A GUIDED TOUR INSIDE A NUCLEAR WARSHIP 
ARMORED CAV: A GUIDED TOUR OF AN ARMORED CAVALRY REGIMENT 
FIGHTER WING: A GUIDED TOUR OF AN AIR FORCE COMBAT WING 
MARINE: A GUIDED TOUR OF A MARINE EXPEDITIONARY UNIT 
AIRBORNE: A GUIDED TOUR OF AN AIRBORNE TASK FORCE 
CARRIER: A GUIDED TOUR OF AN AIRCRAFT CARRIER 
SPECIAL FORCES: A GUIDED TOUR OF U.S. ARMY SPECIAL FORCES

 

INTO THE STORM: A STUDY IN COMMAND 
(written with General Fred Franks) 
EVERY MAN A TIGER 
(written with General Charles Horner) 
SHADOW WARRIORS: INSIDE THE SPECIAL FORCES 
(written with General Carl Stiner, Ret., and Tony Koltz)

 

Created by Tom Clancy and Steve Pieczenik 
TOM CLANCY’S OP-CENTER 
TOM CLANCY’S OP-CENTER: MIRROR IMAGE 
TOM CLANCY’S OP-CENTER: GAMES OF STATE 
TOM CLANCY’S OP-CENTER: ACTS OF WAR 
TOM CLANCY’S OP-CENTER: BALANCE OF POWER 
TOM CLANCY’S OP-CENTER: STATE OF SIEGE 
TOM CLANCY’S OP-CENTER: DIVIDE AND CONQUER 
TOM CLANCY’S OP-CENTER: LINE OF CONTROL 
TOM CLANCY’S OP-CENTER: MISSION OF HONOR 
TOM CLANCY’S OP-CENTER: SEA OF FIRE

 

TOM CLANCY’S NET FORCE 
TOM CLANCY’S NET FORCE: HIDDEN AGENDAS 
TOM CLANCY’S NET FORCE: NIGHT MOVES 
TOM CLANCY’S NET FORCE: BREAKING POINT 
TOM CLANCY’S NET FORCE: POINT OF IMPACT 
TOM CLANCY’S NET FORCE: CYBERNATION 
TOM CLANCY’S NET FORCE: STATE OF WAR 
TOM CLANCY’S NET FORCE: CHANGING OF THE GUARD

 

 

Created by Tom Clancy and Martin Greenberg 
TOM CLANCY’S POWER PLAYS: POLITIKA 
TOM CLANCY’S POWER PLAYS: RUTHLESS.COM 
TOM CLANCY’S POWER PLAYS: SHADOW WATCH 
TOM CLANCY’S POWER PLAYS: BIO-STRIKE 
TOM CLANCY’S POWER PLAYS: COLD WAR 
TOM CLANCY’S POWER PLAYS: CUTTING EDGE 
TOM CLANCY’S POWER PLAYS: ZERO HOUR




This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either 
are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and 
any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business 
establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

 

TOM CLANCY’S NET FORCE®: CHANGING OF THE GUARD

 

A Berkley Book / published by arrangement with 
Netco Partners

 

PRINTING HISTORY 
Berkley edition / December 2003

 

Copyright © 2003 by Netco Partners.


 

All rights reserved. 
This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in any form without 
permission. The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via 
the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the 
publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only 
authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or 
encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. 
Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated. 
For information address: The Berkley Publishing Group, 
a division of Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 
375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014.

 

eISBN : 978-1-101-00242-1

 

BERKLEY® 
Berkley Books are published by The Berkley Publishing Group, 
a division of Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 
375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014. 
BERKLEY and the “B” design 
are trademarks belonging to Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

 



 



http://us.penguingroup.com




Acknowledgments

We would like to acknowledge the assistance of Martin H. Greenberg, Denise Little, John Helfers, Brittiany Koren, Lowell Bowen, Esq., Robert Youdelman, Esq., Danielle Forte, Esq., Dianne Jude, and Tom Colgan, our editor. But most important, it is for you, our readers, to determine how successful our collective endeavor has been.

 

—Tom Clancy and Steve Pieczenik




PROLOGUE

October 2013 C.E.

Khvoy, Iran

 

Celik the Turk took a sip of coffee. It was bitter, full of grounds, and it had gone cold, but it gave him something to do with his hands. He was a little nervous. At fifty, even after twenty-six years in the game, he was always a little nervous at this stage. Death was a spy’s constant companion, but Celik had outrun Him every time before, and even though he was slower now than he had been as a young man, he had no reason to believe he couldn’t outrun the grave diggers one more time.

He took a deep drag from his hand-rolled, unfiltered cigarette. The cheap tobacco was harsh; the greasy blue smoke bit his throat and lungs when he inhaled. He would have better when he was home in Ankara.

The cafe was small—tiny, really—only four tables, a family operation that catered to locals. The building was concrete block, the floor packed dirt, tamped hard over the years, and the furniture was clean but very old. The people who owned the cafe were Turks, though they  didn’t wave that in anybody’s face. Even though the border was only a few kilometers away, this was still Iran, and the Irani and the Turk had not been the best of friends in anybody’s memory. The food might or might not have been good. For Celik, when he was on a mission, breakfast was always the same—coffee and a cigarette. A full man did not move as fast as one with an empty stomach.

Kokmak was late. This might be a bad sign. Or it might mean nothing at all, save that Kokmak had overslept.

Except for the old man serving him coffee and a younger version of the old man sometimes visible through a beaded curtain hung over the door to the kitchen, Celik was alone.

He smoked the cigarette down to a nub, until it was too hot to hold. He stubbed it out on a chipped, clouded glass ashtray somebody had stolen from a Hyatt Hotel. He stripped the paper and carefully put the last bit of tobacco back into the tin he carried in his left vest pocket, shook the tin to mix it in, then rolled another cigarette, using a strawberry-flavored Zig-Zag paper. The paper was pink and, he supposed, had some distant relation to the taste of strawberries. He did not care. It amused him to smoke pink cigarettes, and he knew that no one would mark him as a secret operative of a foreign service from the colorful paper; in fact, they would notice a man who smoked pink fags, and in so doing, assume that he wasn’t a spy—a spy would not do anything as stupid as that to draw attention to himself. A bit of reverse psychology, and one that Celik was proud of.

The color of his smokes notwithstanding, he looked like most men he had passed in this town. Swart, a thick black moustache, black hair going gray under a cap, clothes that were old, patched, dusty, but not too raggedy. Just another poor Turk on his way back to his dust farm or small shop, stopping in for coffee before he got back on the road. Nothing unusual about him.

Outside, a twelve-year-old flatbed truck, a German machine  with a hundred and fifty thousand kilometers on it, sat parked on the side of the building that would grow shady when the sun began its morning climb. Not that he would be there when it did, but it was an old habit to prepare for the sun when it came.

He lit the cigarette with a throw-away yellow plastic Bic and inhaled deeply. He did not wear a good watch openly, though he had one in his pocket—no point in pushing his luck when it came to drawing attention—but there was a clock on the counter, he had checked it against his watch when he had come in, and it was accurate. According to the clock, it was just past seven A.M. Kokmak was five minutes past the appointed meeting time, and Celik was ready to head for his truck. The rules were simple: If a meeting did not take place at the appointed time, it was not going to take place. All operatives knew this. You were on time or you missed it.

When he had been a young man, training under the old agent they called “Hard Ass,” the need for punctuality had been indelibly impressed upon him. “You will be on time,” Hard Ass had said to the class of green trainees. “This is not open for question. If you are to meet another operative near the new fountain in Ankara at noon, you will be there at noon. If your automobile has a flat tire on the way, you will have allowed time to repair it and arrive on time. If you fall and break your leg, you will splint it and hop if necessary. Anything short of a nuclear bomb is not an acceptable excuse for tardiness. And the bomb better have killed you.”

They all had code names in those days, and the names stayed with them. Celik meant “steel.” One of the trainees, Hasare—“Insect”—had started to ask a question: “But what if—?”

Before Hasare could finish his query, Hard Ass had stepped over to him and driven a fist into Hasare’s belly. When the trainee doubled over, trying to catch his breath, Hard Ass clubbed the man behind the ear with his elbow,  knocking him to the floor, unconscious. Hard Ass turned and looked at the class. “Was there anybody else who did not understand me when I said this was not open for question?”

Well, certainly there was nobody who would admit to it—

“Steel,” Kokmak said, interrupting his memory. “Sorry I am late. A fire in the street, a vendor’s stall. The road was blocked.”

Celik shrugged. The old man came over bearing another coffee cup and a fresh pot. He put the cup down in front of Kokmak, poured it full, added more to Celik’s cup, then shuffled away.

“You have it?”

Kokmak nodded. His personal fragrance drifted across the table, a mix of dirt, sweat, and fear, sour and pungent. He held a folded newspaper in one hand.

“I have a long drive ahead of me.” Celik’s voice was barbed.

“Of course.” He laid the newspaper on the table, sipped at the coffee, then blew on it to cool it. “Vile,” he said. “You’d think that a Turk would know how to make good coffee, no?”

Celik wasn’t interested in the culinary opinions of a man who showed up late for a meeting. He picked up the newspaper, tucked it into his jacket pocket, and stood.

Before he could move, however, he saw Kokmak glance toward the cafe’s door. It was quick, just a flicker of the eyes, but it was enough to send a chill through Celik’s bones.

There was no one there. So why would Kokmak be looking at the door?

Celik’s years as an operative for the Turkish MIT had put him into some dangerous situations; more than once, he had barely escaped critical danger, and not always unscathed. One of the reasons he was still alive was that he  always trusted his instincts when they told him trouble was near.

Death waited just outside the front door. He was certain of it.

Celik reached for his cup of fresh coffee, as if to take a final sip. “Peace be upon you,” he said.

Kokmak started to come to his feet, “And upon you—” he began.

Celik tossed the coffee into the man’s face. Kokmak screamed.

Celik ran for the kitchen, shouldered the old man aside, and sprinted past the grandson, who looked up from a pot on the stove in surprise. They’d be watching the truck, they might already be outside, and he did not have a weapon. He looked around, saw the wooden block of kitchen knives on the counter, pulled out a short and stubby carving blade and hefted it. It would have to do—

“Hey!” the young man said. “What are you doing?”

“Men with guns are about to come through your front door,” Celik said. “Men with no love for Turks. Best you and your grandfather leave, if you don’t want trouble.”

The old man came through the beaded curtain and glared at Celik. In the background, Kokmak continued to scream through his burned lips.

Celik grabbed the door handle. As he did, he felt it start to turn. He jerked the door open, surprising the Irani soldier holding on to the handle outside, pulling him off balance. As the startled man tried to regain his footing, Celik stabbed him with the short knife, twice in the throat. The soldier’s eyes went wide and he clutched at his neck with both hands, dropping the assault rifle he held.

Celik grabbed the fallen weapon and leaped through the door.

He was alone. A trio of rusty, battered oil drums, used for rubbish and trash, stood next to the door. He ran for the south end of the alley, assault rifle held ready to fire. There should have been more men at the back. Why  weren’t there? Sloppy, but he would thank Allah for the favor of it later.

He rounded the corner, cut away from the front of the cafe, and ran along a narrow street, looking for a vehicle. They hadn’t spotted him yet. If he could get a car or a truck, if he could get out of town, if he could make it to the border, he’d be safe.

He had a gun, that would get him a vehicle.

His lungs were on fire after a block. All those cigarettes coming back to choke him. Fine, he could cough later.

He rounded a corner and saw a young man about to climb onto a big motorcycle, an old BMW. Perfect!

“Hey!” Celik called. “You on the bike!”

There was no time for finesse. The young man turned to look, and Celik slammed the assault rifle’s butt into the man’s nose.

He straddled the motorcycle, pressed the starter button. The motor came to life quickly—good, good! Holding the weapon pointed over the handle bars, he clicked the foot shifter into gear and turned the throttle, rocked the bike off the stand, and started up the street.

He was beginning to feel better. He had a weapon, he had transportation, he was headed for home!

A pickup truck full of soldiers was parked ahead of him and he went past at full speed. An unwise move. They screamed something at him, but he kept going. He was a hundred meters away and gathering speed, thinking he could certainly outrun that loaded truck on the motorcycle, when they started shooting.

No matter. They wouldn’t hit him at this distance!

He was wrong. The bullet punched through his back, low, at the right kidney, went right on through him—he looked down and saw the exit wound, a welling red crater the size of his thumb. It felt as if he had been hit by a hammer, but he didn’t fall, didn’t put the bike down.  Maybe it wasn’t a fatal wound. It didn’t hurt that bad.

If he could just get across the border, he’d be okay. They’d find him a doctor. If he could just get back to Turkey, he’d be all right.
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Net Force HQ

Quantico, Virginia

 

Alex Michaels put the gold ink pen given to him by the late Steve Day into the box, next to a laser pointer and a couple of mechanical pencils. Amazing how much crap you picked up when you sat behind a desk in the same spot for a few years: rubber bands, paper clips, batteries, flashmem cards . . . It was not as if he hadn’t cleared out a desk before, but this time was different. He was leaving government service for the private sector, moving far away in time and space, into a new life with his wife and son.

It felt strange. Unreal, somehow.

Would he miss running Net Force? Sure, no question. There was a great satisfaction in being part of the solution to America’s problems. Under his direction, the organization had nailed some very bad people, and, however briefly, made the world a safer place. Given the times, that was not a bad thing. But it was time to move on. There were some things more important than a job—any  job—and his family was one of those things.

His work had put them at risk, and that simply wasn’t acceptable. He didn’t mind dying for his country, if it came to that, but he was not going to let his wife and child die—not for any reason. If a man didn’t take care of his family, he wasn’t much of a man, no matter how well the rest of the world might think of him.

He opened the drawer on the right side, saw the kerambit case nestled there. That pair of short, hooked knives had saved his life and that of his family, when Toni had been pregnant. Coupled with his knowledge of the esoteric Indonesian fighting art called pentjak silat, he had been able to stop a madman bent on rape and murder. But such occasions should not arise, should not have to be dealt with, and removing his family from harm’s way was much smarter than contending with such adversaries.

He had done his part. Now let somebody else stand in the line of fire. He would not miss that aspect of it.

“Commander?” came his secretary’s voice over the intercom.

“Yes?”

“Thomas Thorn is here.”

“Ah. Send him in.”

Michaels looked around. Being here had been good. Leaving was good, too. . . .

 

The secretary showed Thorn into the office. Michaels, on his feet and apparently packing personal belongings into boxes, came from around his desk and extended his hand. When they shook, Michaels used his left as well, clasping Thorn’s hand in a firm grip, but not a crusher.

“Commander Michaels,” Thorn said. “I’m Tom Thorn. A pleasure to finally meet you, sir.”

Michaels smiled, showing a lot of laugh lines at the corners of his eyes. “Just ‘Alex’,” he said. “You’re the Commander now. I’ve heard a lot about you. Have a seat.”

Thorn started for the couch. “No,” Michaels said. “Behind the desk. It’s yours.”

Thorn paused.

“I’m serious,” Michaels said. “When I walk out the door, I might look back, but I’m essentially gone. I’ve got all my stuff almost cleaned out.” He waved at a box on the desk. “It’s your house now.”

Thorn nodded. “Okay.” He moved around the desk. Michaels sat on the couch.

“I’m not sure I’m ready for this,” Thorn admitted.

Michaels laughed again. “You came up with the basic VR interface most people still use. Half of our high-end software packages here are systems you wrote, or based on those you did. You’ll feel right at home.”

Thorn smiled. Well, yes, that was true. And it was also true he wasn’t that worried—he had run his own company until he sold it, and had been on the boards of several major corporations since. How different was managing a government computer agency from running a private one? People were the same.

“Any questions I can answer, just ask. For computer stuff, you have Jay Gridley; he is the best there is. General John Howard will still be on board at military operations for another week or so, and his replacement, Colonel Abe Kent, is, by all accounts, a first-class military man. I don’t have an assistant at the moment, but there’s a pretty good pool of qualified folks who know the systems, either here or over at the regular FBI shop.”

Thorn thought about it. He did have one question, but asking it would no doubt make Commander Michaels uncomfortable at the very least. After a moment, he decided to ask it anyway. He needed to know.

“I understand that you are leaving for personal reasons, Commander,” he said, “and that John Howard’s departure is also by his choice for the same rationale. And your assistant—your wife—gives the same justification. Do you mind if I ask what those are? I don’t want to step  into a hornet’s nest of politics here—if you’re being dumped because you screwed up or peed in somebody’s Frosted Flakes, I’d rather know it coming in. It seems awfully coincidental that the Commander of an agency and his top lieutenants all decide to bail at the same time.”

That got him a big grin.

“Good question,” Alex said. “But there’s no conspiracy to worry about. I was a little more hands-on as Commander than I should have been. Got into the field a few times when it would have been smarter to stay in the office. Mostly, computer criminals are chair-warmers, not known for their exploits in RW. A few of them are more . . . active. A couple of times, I found myself in situations that were physically dangerous. When I was single, that wasn’t a problem. Once I got married and had a child at home, going into harm’s way wasn’t just about me.”

Thorn waited. He had heard that Michaels was a cowboy who liked to go into the field, and that he had some kind of martial arts training he had used a few times. Not a good idea for the head of the agency to be doing that. Not smart. Not something he was going to be guilty of, for certain. Leave the field work to those who got paid to do it.

Michaels paused. A cloud seemed to pass over his face as he obviously remembered something unpleasant. “We had a couple of incidents involving deranged criminals, and the last one put my wife and son in some danger. Toni and I decided that was not going to happen again.”

“You could have stayed in the office from then on,” Thorn offered.

Michaels shook his head. “Too late. The criminals involved didn’t really know me, only that I was Net Force’s Commander. They found out where I lived and went to my home because they had seen or heard who I was from my public appearances.”

“You surely rated bodyguards?”

“Yes. Had some, for a time.”

There was another pause. Thorn waited, not speaking.

“You aren’t married, are you? No children?”

“No,” Thorn said. “But I understand your point.”

“With all due respect, Commander, no, you don’t. Having your two-year-old need an armed guard to go to the park? No job is worth that if you have a choice. I was a target just by being the man in charge, and that put my family at risk. Life is too short.”

Thorn nodded.

“I can’t speak for General Howard,” Alex went on, “but he also has a wife and son he wants to see grow up, and he’s been into the field enough times to prove to himself and anybody else that he’s a brave man. Not to mention he can get twice the money he makes now as a consultant in private industry. So can I, for that matter.”

Thorn smiled again. Was that a dig? Was he saying that it was easy for Thorn to take this job because he was already a wealthy man?

Michaels said, “We did our job, did a little good now and then, and now it’s our time to move on. Nothing sinister—although the politics of the job are a bitch. Some of the hearings up on the Hill you’ll have to attend, you’ll need an iron bladder.”

Thorn chuckled politely.

“My advice is for you to do what you do best and leave the heavy lifting in the field to the regular feebs or the military arm. Stay in front of the computer, work Congress to keep the wheels oiled, and you’ll do fine.”

Thorn nodded. “Thank you, Alex. I appreciate the advice.” Not that he needed it. He had his fencing, but you didn’t get to carry an épée or saber around in polite society these days, and facing off with thugs was not his forte. His mind was his most valuable tool, not his fists. Muscle was easy to hire.

“Well, I’m about ready,” Alex said. “You’ll want your own people, of course, but you have a pretty good team here already. I would stay and help you in the transition,  but I have only a couple of weeks before I have to be at my new job, and we need to get moved and settled. Jay Gridley can answer any questions you might have.”

“I know Gridley’s work,” he said. “Thank you, Alex.”

“You’re welcome. I hope the job is what you want, Commander.”

Me, too, Thorn thought.

 

Jay Gridley sat in his office and stared at the zip disk. Another day, another top-secret code to unravel. Ho, hum.

Change was in the air: Alex and Toni were leaving; John Howard, too, and new faces were coming in. Soon just about the only familiar face around here would be Jay’s own. Which was odd—he had never thought of himself as the survivor type.

He supposed he could be worried about that. New bosses sometimes cleaned out the cupboards when they came on board, re-shuffling the deck and dealing in their people. But Jay wasn’t too concerned about that. He was Jay Gridley after all—there weren’t any people who could replace him—well, at least not on this side of the law. Besides, if he had to, he could always do what Alex and Colonel Howard were doing: get another job somewhere else. He could find another one, and for a lot more money, at the drop of a hat. It would be their loss. . . .

Either way, though, he was going to miss the old crew. They were his friends. Oh, they’d probably stay in contact, but it wouldn’t be the same. It might be better. It might be worse. But it was for sure that it wouldn’t be the same.

He glanced at the zip disk. It wasn’t often he got to play with old-style media these days, what with flash memory and cardware being so cheap, and data disks so wonderfully dense.

Shoot, the thing held less than a half gig. Hardly worth going into VR for. It would barely touch his desktop’s CPU for sifting, much less require the mainframe.

But that was the way it was in third-world countries—most of the toys they got to play with were outdated castoffs. Which did make his job easier when he was trying to pry information from its hiding place.

A cheap, rough-looking, dot-matrix-printed label covered the hard plastic protecting the disk. It was really ugly, too—blocky black-and-white dots portrayed a cartoonlike lion’s head, with an even uglier-looking border surrounding it. Arabic numerals and script proclaimed “Mosque-by-the-sea Tourist Photos disk 11.” At least that was what the neat hand-written print in English underneath the script said.

A Turkish spy in Iran had died just after delivering the disk. Jay didn’t think that the Turkish ambassador himself would be asking Net Force to dig around in it if all it held was tourist photos.

Jay slid the disk into the drive he had dug up from a storage closet and jacked into VR. . . .

 

He stood next to a cold and muddy stream, dressed in period Levi’s, the pants held up by suspenders over a faded red-flannel shirt, a battered leather cap jammed tight onto his head. Next to him was a gold sluice, water tricking over its riffled surface. Behind this was a large pile of ore.

Of course that wasn’t what it really was—but visual metaphors took on some serious substance in VR.

In this case, the data on the disk was the ore, and the sluice was a complicated search engine he’d put together with code lifted from the NSA, with some of his own special touches. Running the ore through the sluice would wash away the dirt, uncovering objects on the disk. Regular files would show up as rocks, and encoded ones—the kind he wanted to find—would appear to be gold nuggets.

Far more fun than a command-line process.

He smiled—a gap-toothed smile in this VR scenario,  unkempt whiskers brushing his lips. Kids these days thought a command-line was some kind of military authority.

He shoveled ore sand into the sluice, enjoying the sensation. The new stim units he’d put in would actually stress his muscles in RW as he worked in VR. If he worked out here, he’d get the benefit there. He hummed the tune for “My Darling Clementine.”

The sun shone brightly in the pre-pollution California of the 1850s, birds tweeted, and the creek burbled. He let himself flow into the “is” state he and Saji had been practicing, allowing himself a brief stab of pride at the craftsmanship of his scenario. Not everyone would bother with such touches.

In very little time he’d sluiced all the ore. He dropped the shovel he’d been using, enjoying the thunk it made in the damp sand of the riverbed, and went to see what he’d found, walking alongside the sluice.

Rocks . . . more rocks . . . yet more rocks . . .

Huh.

Which shouldn’t be. The disk had been recovered from a dead man, just seconds before a couple of his killers had died trying to collect it. If it was worth that many people dying for, it must have something on it. . . .

 

Jay snapped his fingers and was suddenly in a brightly lit kitchen, wearing a huge chef’s hat and the associated double-breasted white top.

A bag of flour sat on the countertop. Next to it was a bowl and a sifter.

Carefully he scooped flour from the bag and dumped it into the sifter. A crank turned a wire whisk in the device, brushing only the tiniest particles through a wire mesh set in the bottom and into the bowl, keeping anything else.

The dry, yeasty smell of flour filled the air as he worked.

Nice touch, he thought. I’d forgotten that one.

Straining the stuff through the sifter would give him the closest inspection possible of the data on the disk. This program, unlike the prospector, used more CPU power, tapping into the mainframe and taking up a large portion of Net Force’s available processing power. Word processors on Net Force’s network wouldn’t feel it, but anyone doing anything complicated right now would probably be cursing him.

Sorry, guys.

He paid close attention, inspecting everything that stuck to the bottom of the mesh.

Which was nothing: If it was hiding here, it was microscopic.

Damn! Apparently the third world was stumping him. Had they given him something he couldn’t crack?

Not bloody likely.

He remembered a line he’d read in a newspaper article once, a quote from Jonas Salk, inventor of the polio vaccine. “You can only fail if you give up too soon.”

He killed the chef scenario.

 

Back in his office, Jay blinked. What was he missing here? Could there be something hidden within the pictures on the disk?

He jacked back into VR. . . .

 

Jay slipped into a viewer program modeled after a movie theater he’d liked as a kid. His shoes stuck and released as he walked on the gummy concrete floor. When he sat, he felt the rough fabric of the old cloth seat against his back.

The disk was full of pictures exactly as advertised—a beautiful old mosque near the sea. A few video clips showed worshippers bowing toward Mecca, kneeling and bowing on beautifully woven prayer rugs, and others showed old-style stitched-photo VR views of various points around the temple.

The program he’d used would have detected any hidden steg-artifacts in the compressed images, and he didn’t see any obvious here-it-is! clues. All of the images had been shot within a single day—a filter he ran on the backgrounds checked visual cues, sun angle, clouds, repeated tourists and the like, so no new images were hidden with the rest that might be worthy of further study.

Double damn.

Hmm. Maybe that was it. Could there be a slim data-fiche built into the surface of the disk?

Jay killed the scenario—

 

Back in RW, Jay ejected the disk. He scrutinized the surface, looking for any pits or depressions that could be a disguised interface for a film of nanotransistor RAM. Maybe he’d underestimated the resources of the third world.

It looked as smooth as the proverbial baby’s butt. Not a dimple, a scratch, nothing.

He scanned the disk for the third time. Come on, Gridley, think outside the box!

And finally, it came to him. So simple. So . . . obvious.

No way!

He pulled his hi-res cam from its holster on the side of his ancient flat panel and captured a scan of the ugly dot-matrix label.

He yanked his VR goggles down—

 

Jay strode into his electronics-lab scenario. Once there, he tapped a console, and the scan of the label appeared as a holoproj in midair.

Look at that. Two-dimensional code. Son of a bitch!

It was like Poe’s purloined letter, right there in plain sight. The dots making up the border and the lion made an ugly picture, but they served a hidden purpose as well—they filled a two-dimensional data matrix with information.

He smiled, feeling a thrill of pleasure, admiring whoever had come up with the code scheme. Gotcha, sucker!

In the late eighties and nineties, programmers had devised ways of storing data by printing it. Primitive UPC barcodes evolved into data structures that were read up-and-down as well as left-and-right. The result was that several pages of data could be stored in a tiny space, looking like nothing so much as a series of dots.

The technology had advanced as printer technology and CCDs had gotten more powerful, and had included basic error corrections that allowed part of the matrix to be lost without loss of information.

As a boy, Jay had had a battered and much-loved Nintendo Gameboy that had featured a card reader. Games were “printed” on the back of the card in 2-D formats and “read” by the handheld. Run the card through the reader, and pow!—you got game.

Of course no one did that anymore, it was more trouble than it was worth given flashmem and cardware.

Well. Almost no one did it, apparently. So old and hoary, it was like shaving the head of a slave and tattooing a message there, waiting for the hair to grow back, then sending him on his way.

He zoomed the scan and took a closer look. A lot of 2-D codes had been developed, each with different characteristics and different baseline reference points—bullseyes or L-shaped lines used to orient the camera reader. The programmer of this one had been smart. There were no reference points at all. Which made things more difficult—unless he read the code from the exact direction it had been intended to be read from, he’d get nothing.

And that was before any decoding of whatever he found.

Well, well. It looked like this was going to be more interesting than he’d figured. He might even have to think about it.

He laughed aloud at that. It was so much more fun if you had to stretch a little now and then.
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Trans-Planet Chemical HQ

Manhattan, New York

 

Samuel Walker Cox spared a glance at the timer on the stair-stepper, even though he was sure he had four minutes and a few seconds left before he was done.

The timer, flashing down from twenty-six minutes to zero, read 04:06.

He smiled. The internal clock he carried was still working pretty well for a man in his mid-sixties. Well, all right, to be technically accurate, sixty-six. Even better.

The stair-stepper, which was the top-of-the-line DAL Industries model, was a marvel of hydraulic and electrical engineering. It was essentially a set of endless risers, and worked like a treadmill: You climbed stairs, but you never went anywhere.

He had no idea what it cost—probably a couple of thousand dollars. His assistant had bought it and had it installed in his office on the fortieth floor of the TPC building. Every workday, for twenty-six minutes, he used the device. Coupled with a quick shower and fresh  clothes, it worked out to thirty-five minutes exactly that he spent on his conditioning, which was sufficient. He was not a threat to any Olympic athlete, but neither was he going to run out of steam if he needed to take the stairs to the lobby in the event of a fire or terrorist attack on his building. He had talked to personal trainers and sports doctors and determined that twenty-six minutes was the amount of time he needed to maintain optimum health at his age, and that was what he gave it, no more, no less.

During his workout, no phones rang, no computer voices announced incoming mail, and nobody came through the Chinese carved-cherry double doors into his office. He did go so far as to opaque the de-stressed triple-layered Lexan windows, which formed an L-shaped floor-to-ceiling panorama looking out over Manhattan. The windows were three inches thick and bulletproof, and would stop anything short of an armor-piercing rocket. A special service came and cleaned the windows’ exterior once a week, and once every three months they polished the surfaces to remove any scratches from dust or nearsighted birds.

Cox didn’t know how much that cost, either, nor did he care. When your worth was measured in the billions, you didn’t worry about the small stuff.

Two minutes remaining. He kept his pace even. There were all kinds of monitors he could have hooked to himself—pulse rate, blood pressure, temperature, and the like—but he didn’t bother. He was sweating, his muscles were working hard and he knew it, and he wasn’t going to cheat himself out of a full effort. A man who wasn’t disciplined enough to exercise without somebody standing over him counting cadence didn’t have any fire in his belly.

Usually, he managed to avoid going off on mental voyages while he trod upon the never-ending stairway—concentration was supposed to help the body benefit fully—but now and then, something would be pressing enough  so that he could not help but think about it.

Now was one of those times. He had gotten a coded message from Vrach—“the Doctor”—and as usual, the Russian wanted something from him: a small matter of some pressure against a reluctant oil executive in one of the Middle Eastern countries. It was nothing Cox couldn’t do with a come-hither of one finger and a few words in the right ear. Still, it was annoying, even after all these years. Especially after all these years.

He shook his head. Of all his regrets, this one was the biggie. While still in college, he had made the dumbest mistake of his life. He had been young, idealistic—another word for stupid—and full of himself. He had drifted into a crowd of socialistic types, and the next thing he knew, he was a spy. For the Soviets.

It was the sixties, times were turbulent, nobody trusted the government, and maybe he could be excused. At least he hadn’t been out in some hippie commune smoking dope and talking to the trees. He had, however briefly, believed that what he was doing might be part of the solution instead of the problem. After the Cuban Missile Crisis, the idea of a nuclear war felt way too real, and the U.S. was way too aggressive. Or so he had believed at the time.

Young, ignorant, and stupid—that had been him.

Of course, he had never really done much spying. His control had explained he would be more useful as a mole, and they would wait to activate him. They gave him a little money. It had seemed like a fortune at the time. Now, if that much fell out of his pocket, it wouldn’t be worth the time and energy to stoop and pick it up. But still, he had been on the payroll.

As the years passed, the Soviet Union eventually went belly-up, as did his idealistic and foolish notions, and eventually he found himself running a major corporation and richer than a small country. Unfortunately, he didn’t get lost in the shuffle when the Soviet Union fell apart.  The Russians had long memories, and one day, after he hadn’t thought about them in a decade, they gave him a little heads-up: Ho, Comrade! How are you? Ready to serve the cause?

At first, Cox had been amused. Cause? What cause? Communism is dead, pal. The war is over. You lost. Get over it.

Perhaps that is so. We have moved on. But we have new objectives.

I’m happy for you, he had said. Go away.

But of course, they had not. They were capitalists now, and they laid it out flat and straight: Help us—or we’ll tell everybody how you betrayed your country. . . .

Blackmail! Son of a bitch, he couldn’t believe it—!

The timer chimed, interrupting his bad memory. He stopped climbing the stairs, grabbed a towel, and headed for the shower. The phones would start ringing again in nine minutes, and he needed to clean up and put on fresh clothes.

Done was done. Maybe someday he could figure out a way to get clear of them. Isolate the few who knew about him, have Eduard pay them a visit and shut down their memories, permanently.

Yes, he was rich, he was powerful, but the scandal would ruin his name, wreck his family, and he couldn’t live with the looks he’d see in all those faces. Sam Cox, a commie spy?

No. He couldn’t have that. No matter what it cost. He didn’t like having to dance to their tune, but it was better than the alternative. For now, at least.

 

 

Net Force Shooting Range

Quantico, Virginia

 

John Howard stood in the underground firing range looking down the lane as Julio Fernandez approached. The  smell of burned gunpowder was an old and familiar one. He was going to miss it. Not that he’d have to stop coming, but, working in the city, he knew he wouldn’t get out here nearly as often.

“Lieutenant,” Howard said. “You’re running late.”

“Sorry, General. I had to have Gunny update my ring.” He held his hand up and waggled his fingers. What looked like an ordinary gold band gleamed on his right middle finger. All Net Force personnel who carried weapons had them, and each gun coded to a broadcast ring that had to be reset every thirty days. If somebody picked up a Net Force weapon without the correct ring on his hand, the gun simply wouldn’t fire.

“How are Joanna and little Hoo?”

“Pretty good, both of them. He’s completely potty-trained now, goes all night without an accident.” He paused. “Lord, I can’t believe I’m talking about such things!”

Howard chuckled. “I understand.”

“How about yours? Tyrone coming back to the pistol team?”

“I think so. I think he’s finally accepted he didn’t have any choice in what he had to do.”

“He’s a good man.”

“Yes, he is.” Still a teenager, Tyrone was not really old enough to be a man, but he had gotten a big push in that direction when he’d had to step up to do something a boy ought not have to do.

Howard pushed the unpleasant thought out of his mind.

“You want to warm up before we get serious?” he said.

Fernandez laughed. “Get serious? I do believe I outshot you the last three times we were here. How serious do I need to be to beat one old armchair soldier and his ancient wheelgun?”

Howard smiled. The sidearm he carried, a P&R Medusa, was about as high-tech as revolvers got—it could fire twenty different calibers—but the basic technology  was a hundred and fifty years old. Indeed, his “modern” weapon was not so far from Sam Colt’s original design that, were the old boy still alive, he would have any trouble recognizing it. Still, the K-frame black-Teflon-coated Medusa was smooth, accurate, made of hardened steel, and when loaded with RBCD .357 Magnum rounds as it usually was, would knock ninety-six of a hundred men down and out of the fight with a single shot, as good as you could do with a handgun. Howard felt very comfortable with it in his holster.

“So, in that case, you want to up the usual wager?”

Fernandez raised an eyebrow. “What’d you have in mind?”

“You win, you activate your retirement status now and come to work for me at the think tank next month—but with a week of paid vacation before you have to show up and put on a suit. You lose, you stay here for eight weeks and make sure Colonel Kent has a smooth transition before you bail.”

“Good Lord, John, you want me to stay and work two whole months for a jarhead? I’ll be lucky if I don’t deck him after two days.”

“When he takes over, he’ll be reactived as National Guard, just like us.”

“Sure, technically he will. But once a jarhead, always a jarhead, you know that. Never met a Marine officer who wasn’t Semper Fi to the core. The right way, the wrong way, and the Marine way . . .”

Howard smiled. “Yes. But if you think you are such a hot hand with that old Beretta of yours, with those cheating laser-beam handgrips and all, why would you have anything to worry about?”

“Well, that’s true. A week off with pay, huh?”

“Versus two months more here. Your new job’ll wait—I can stumble along on my own that long.”

“I doubt it.” There was a pause. “You owe Abe Kent something, General?”

“In a manner of speaking. I don’t want him to start out in a hole.”

“They shoulda thought of that before they picked a Marine to run the show. Them people dig their own holes wherever they go.”

“You gonna fish, or you gonna cut bait, Lieutenant?”

“Rack ’em up, General. I’ll try not to embarrass you too bad.”

Howard grinned again. He touched a control on the lane’s computer. The first scenario was a pair of single attackers who would holographically appear thirty feet away in the double lane. Each man would fire at his own target, and the computer would mark the elapsed time and zones where the bullets hit.

This was a simple Stonewall Jackson dueling set: Whoever got there firstest with the mostest won the round. You could be a hair quicker, but if you drifted your point of aim out of the A-zone into the B- or C-zone, you would lose. If you shot too soon, trying to anticipate the target’s appearance, you got a clean miss. The computer was state-of-the-art and it wouldn’t let you cheat. Fast was good; fast and accurate were better.

Howard relaxed, dropped his hand by his side—

His attacker, a big bald man in a jumpsuit waving a tire iron, blinked on like a light, and started to run toward Howard. Howard pulled his revolver and thrust it at the attacker with one hand, point shooting, indexing with the entire gun rather than using the sights, squeezing the trigger double-action twice as he did—

Bam! Bam!

The sound was muted by the earplugs he wore, and it was already much quieter than normal—instead of .357 Magnums, which went off like bombs, he was loading .38 Special wadcutters, an accurate, mild target round with considerably less power, and thus much less recoil, making recovery for the second shot faster. Point shooting was a hair quicker than searching for the front sight, and he  didn’t need to look to know he had beaten Fernandez by at least a quarter-second.

Fernandez knew it, too, and he knew he’d been suckered. “Talk to me about cheating!” Fernandez said. “You’re shooting mouse-load paper-punchers over there!”

Howard smiled. “Not my fault your old issue piece only likes one caliber. You could shoot flatnose target rounds, too; I wouldn’t mind.”

“Start it up, General Backstabber, sir. We got nine more runs. I’ll whip your perfidious old ass anyhow!”

“ ‘Perfidious’? Is that any way for a lieutenant to talk to a general?”

“When the general is a hustler, yes, sir, it is.”

Howard smiled again. “Did I mention as how I might have been letting you win the last couple times we shot? Just so you’d think you could do it again?”

“You lie!”

Howard chuckled. The seed of doubt was planted. He had the edge and he knew it. All he had to do was stay one round ahead, and he and Julio usually were pretty close. Six out of ten would be good enough.

Of course, he could have just asked Julio to stay for two months and his old friend would have done it, no questions. They went way back together. Either one of them would take a bullet for the other, and had. But it was much more fun this way. . . .

 

 

Temple del Sol

Somewhere deep in the Amazon Jungle

 

The pyramid before him held the ruined throne room he needed. Jay stood at the entrance, planning his attack.

At its peak, the room must have been stunning, but hundreds of years in the warm jungle climate had taken its toll. There were still beautiful stone carvings on the  less exposed sections of the walls, and the huge pillars holding up the sagging roof maintained a sense of grandeur despite the clinging vines and cracks that marred them. But mold and decay permeated the ancient stones, from which an almost visceral miasma seemed to whisper the demise of all things man-made.

He grinned at himself. Not bad, Gridley, not bad at all.

Whatever force had caused the end of the ancient kingdom had motivated the fleeing king to install traps in the room—it was a maze of death. To encourage his ancient foes to enter this trap, the king had left his jeweled scepter on the throne.

All Jay had to do was cross the floor to get it.

The problem was that the large blocks of stone that made up the floor of the room weren’t all solid. If he stepped on the wrong block, he’d fall into a pit filled with who knew what.

Well, actually, he did know what—snakes. Lots and lots of snakes.

Of course he wasn’t really traversing an ancient throne room. He was trying to crack the data he’d found. Unfortunately, the printed label had vastly increased the difficulty of the decoding process.

In most code-breaking scenarios, the encoded data was run through a sifter that would find patterns, which revealed letters. But there were several factors complicating this particular code.

First, Iran had over seventy living languages—picking the right one to sift was a critical part of the process, and not the most difficult. The majority of the languages in the country used Arabic script as an alphabet, which had twenty-eight letters instead of English’s twenty-six. Western Farsi, the most commonly used language, added an extra five characters to that, taking it to thirty-three—and making the code-breaking several orders of magnitude more difficult.

On top of that, the Arabic/Farsi alphabet had been represented  by three different encoding systems since it had migrated to the computer. In the late twentieth century, back in the days when computer standards were still up for grabs, there had been no less than two different character sets for Arabic—one for Unix and Macintosh systems, and another for the Windows world. Then unicode had come along—a larger character set that made it easier to standardize. And the letters could be in any of the three, depending on the hardware used to generate them.

But all of that was relatively easy compared to the way the data had been encoded.

None of the 2-D codes he’d examined so far matched the ones on the zip disk label. Treating the border as four long strips of data had proven fruitless, which meant it had to be in blocks. Before he could sift it, he had to get it into the computer.

Without orientation markers, he couldn’t tell which way the blocks ran—and to get enough data to make up an encoded sequence, he’d have to get several blocks in a row, so that he could see if it was encoded sequentially.

To make matters worse, he wasn’t even sure that the blocks were on an axis that was parallel or perpendicular to the borders of the label. Many 2-D encoding schemes had enough error correction that they could lose up to 25 percent of their visual area and still be decoded at 100 percent accuracy. This code could have been rotated off-axis to make things really tough.

He grinned, his tanned-and-grizzled face wrinkling. His old brown leather bomber jacket creaked as he leaned forward to stare at the gray stones. He had an urge to hum the theme from Raiders of the Lost Ark, but he refrained.

Which way, which way . . . ?

He stared at the mortar between the stones. Did it look newer on the right or left?

Left.

Carefully, he began to put his weight on the stone to the left of the entry. Slowly he increased the pressure until  nearly all of it rested on the stone he’d selected.

He enjoyed a moment’s satisfaction before the block abruptly fell out from underneath him. Jay toppled, started to fall, and lashed out with the twelve-foot bullwhip he was carrying, wrapping it around a stone outcropping on the wall nearby and yanking. The effort pulled him back to where he’d started.

I guess it’s not to the left.

The trap was clever—it wouldn’t trigger until a heavy weight rested upon it. If he’d been standing there with both feet, it would have been “So long, Gridley.”

He peered over the edge of the broken-off stones—more than one had fallen, to widen the danger area—and saw nothing but blackness. But there was a hint of sound—was it hissing? Slithering? Yes, definitely, both. He couldn’t hope that the falling block had killed all the nasty wigglers down there.

He could brute-force it—drop weights on all the stones in the room and see which ones were left, but the idea offended his sense of style.

Someone clever had put the code together, and Jay wanted to figure out the key to the puzzle. There was a key, of course, there had to be. Any programmer who played the game this well always left a way in.

After all, he would.

So while he could easily run the numbers through the machine, he wanted to beat it himself.

He took a closer look around the room. As he usually did when he created VR based on a puzzle, he’d let a freeform algorithm give substance to the puzzle pieces after supplying base parameters. This was, as he saw it, the real advantage of a VR structure—a place that could have clues, things that hadn’t been programmed consciously, to give his other senses a chance to help crack it. If he could cross the room, he’d have gotten enough blocks in a row to identify at least a part of the code.

Think, Jay, think!

He could go right, or angle off diagonally. . . .

He stopped and thought for a moment about the programmer. The man was clever—he’d hidden the code in plain sight.

But he’d hidden it on a disk about a Muslim mosque. What kind of man would have such a disk in his possession to use as camouflage?

A devout one.

Jay stepped to the east, the direction of Mecca, the way Muslims face during their prayers every day. He kept his whip ready to sling out and grab onto something if necessary.

The stone was safe. No trap, no danger.

Aha!

There was still room to continue in the direction he’d started, so he took another step, glancing down at the floor as he did so.

The stone gave way, and he just managed to lurch backward to safety.

Damn!

Now he could go forward, angle left, or angle right.

The direction of Mecca.

A thought came unbidden into his mind as he was looking at the scepter.

Maybe the scepter is Mecca.

A burst of excitement came with that idea. If he was right, there was only one way to traverse the puzzle—by looking toward the scepter the entire time. On any of the blocks.

A thrill ran through him.

Now that would be a cool paradigm shift. It would probably map in RW to having a central point on the label as a focal point to focus the direction of each data block. He’d been staring at the scepter when he took his first step, so that matched as well.

It felt right. It fit with the way the label instead of the disk had been used to hold data. It was his sense of intuition  that made him more than just a good programmer, after all—he didn’t just code from pure logic—he could feel solutions sometimes, take jumps that leapfrogged him to the same place he would eventually get by working it out.

But there was only one way to find out.

I’ve got you now, sucker, he thought, thinking of the programmer.

I won’t need this anymore. Jay threw the bullwhip to his right and heard it hit—eventually. Faint hissing sounds came up from the pit below the throne room.

Jay fixed his gaze on the scepter, grinned, and ran all the way across the throne room.

No stones fell, and no other traps were triggered.

“Hah!”

As he laid his hand on the scepter and picked it up, a rumbling came from the back wall of the throne room, and he looked up, startled.

The wall had opened up onto another room, this one crisscrossed by a wicked-looking maze of spikes.

Across that room lay something else glinting gold.

“Oh, no,” he said. “I’ve only cracked part of it.”

Well. Half a loaf, and all that. This was what it was all about, matching wits in a virtual world.

And winning.

He grinned. “Bring it on,” he said. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/clan_9781101002421_oeb_001_r1.jpg
Tom Claney’s

NET
FORCE

CHANGING OF
THE GUARD

Created by
Tom Clancy and Steve Pieczenik

written by Steve Perry
and Larry Segriff

BERKLEY BOOKS, NEW YORK





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/clan_9781101002421_oeb_004_r1.gif
From the #1 New York Times
Bestselling Phenomenon

Tom Clancy’s
NET FORCE’

Created by Tom Clancy and Steve Pieczenik
written by Steve Perry

Virtual crime.
Real punishment.

NET FORCE 0425161722
NET FORCE #2: HIDDEN AGENDAS 0425171396
NET FORCE #3: NIGHT MOVES 0-425-17400-X
NET FORCE #d: BREAKING POINT 0.425-17693-2
NET FORCE #5: POINT OF IMPACT 0.425-17923-0
NET FORCE #6: CYBERNATION 0425-18267-3
NET FORCE #7: STATE OF WAR. 0425-188132

AVAILABLE WHEREVER BOOKS
ARE SOLD OR
TO ORDER CALL: 1-800-788-6262

BS29





OEBPS/clan_9781101002421_oeb_005_r1.gif
Tom Clancy’s
Power Plays

Created by Tom Clancy and Martin Greenberg
‘witien by Jerome Preisler

TOM CLANCY’S POWER PLAYS: Politika
0425162788

TOM CLANCY’S POWER PLAYS: ruthless.com
0425165701

TOM CLANCY’S POWER PLAYS: Shadow Watch
0425171884

TOM CLANCY'S POWER PLAYS: Bio-Strike
0425177351

TOM CLANCY’S POWER PLAYS: Cold War
0425182142

TOM CLANCY’S POWER PLAYS: Cutting Edge
0425187055

TOM CLANCY’S POWER PLAYS: Zero Hour
0425192911

AVAILABLE WHEREVER BOOKS ARE SOLD
OR TO ORDER CALL:
1-800-788-6262





OEBPS/clan_9781101002421_oeb_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/clan_9781101002421_oeb_003_r1.gif
| U
0I’II|<-T (1Y1Y U





OEBPS/clan_9781101002421_msr_cvt_r1.jpg





OEBPS/clan_9781101002421_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
Tom Claney’s

NET
FORCE

CHANGING OF
THE GUARD

BERKLEY BODKS, NEW YORK





OEBPS/clan_9781101002421_msr_ppl_r1.jpg





