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Chapter 1

Second Avenue, Downtown
Nashville, Tennessee

 


The gang members remained hidden as they watched the young
couple from the third story window of the parking garage a block
away. The couple was blissfully unaware of the five observers. Why
should they worry? They were in the middle of the busy downtown
nightlife. Police were present as usual and the crowd flowed
smoothly along the packed sidewalks.

The tallest of the gang, a thirty-something
black man with a short Mohawk cut and a pencil-thin goatee looked
down at his latest recruit.

 


DANTE: You ready to do this thing?

 


The young recruit looked no more than
fifteen. His hazel green eyes starkly contrasted with his
three-inch afro. He wore an oversized t-shirt with the New Orleans
Saints logo plastered from front to back. His huge jeans were
sagging and obviously way too big for his skinny frame. He looked
like the prototype wannabe gangster.

 


SHORTY: Yeah. I’m ready.

 


He was visibly nervous but vibrating with
excitement. His drug-induced adrenaline kick was in full effect and
he was ready to go. This would be his final step prior to being
inducted into the small yet growing gang whose roots began in the
hoods of New Orleans but were transplanted during Hurricane Katrina
to the confines of Nashville.

The young couple they continued to track was
chosen for one simple reason: they were white.

Most other gangs chose a
less public criminal act for their young recruits. N.O.N. (New
Orleans Nashville) had a special reason for choosing the outwardly
normal pair. Although typically a subtle crew, their leader, Dante
West, believed that the root of all the suffering he and his
extended family had endured during the aftermath of Katrina was the
fault of the white majority. Sure there had been decent white folks
who had helped with food and transportation, but his resentment was
bred through the constant bombardment of the race-filled preaching
of fellow gang leaders. Shit hadn’t that
baddass rapper even said that the President hated black
people?

He believed his own gang now thrived because
of two things: profitability and hate. Yes, Dante thought, that
anger and emotion would help him grow N.O.N. to the size of some of
the local Hispanic gangs. Also, Dante’s cunning and expertise would
further his expansion of N.O.N. The initiation ritual was the one
deviation from his otherwise underground organization.

Dante looked down at his group of four
brothers.

 


DANTE: Now remember what I told you, Shorty takes the first hits.
We only jump in if he starts getting his ass kicked.

 


The other members laughed out loud as Shorty
spit out a nervous chuckle.

 


SHORTY: I ain’t gonna get my ass whooped, Dante. That white boy is
gonna get his ass whooped.”

 


DANTE: I know, I know. You just do this thing right and tonight
we’ll get you some pussy and champagne.

 


Shorty nodded and pulled out the slim tools
he’d brought for the night’s work: an eight inch buck knife and a
metal mallet he’d picked up at a local hardware store. He took an
awkward swing with the mallet and a quick stab with the knife. He
was ready.

 


DANTE: Shorty, remember what we told you. You’re not gonna kill
‘em. Just hurt ‘em both real good so they remember never to fuck
with us.

 


Shorty made a disgusted face like he hated
being talked down to.

 


SHORTY: Shit Dante, I ain’t stupid. Just let me do this thing so I
can go get me some.

 


With that Dante nodded and waved his newest
recruit toward the stairwell. They let Shorty get a decent lead and
then hit street level themselves. Always within sight, he was easy
to spot in his black and gold clothing.

They continued to follow as Shorty closed
the distance between himself and the young couple. He could now
make out their features. The young man wore a pair of faded but
stylish jeans and one of those cowboy plaid looking shirts that
were popular. The man looked to be in his twenties, just shy of six
feet, and walked with a casual air. He had a medium build. Nothing
special. His light brown hair was short and slightly spiked in the
front. He looked like a ton of other white boys Shorty saw everyday
at school. The young man smiled as he talked to the girl whose hand
he was holding.

The girl also had light brown hair that she
wore straight and that hung just past her shoulders. She was
attractive and looked athletic. She wore jeans and form-fitting
pink t-shirt. Again, nothing over the top amazing, just normal.

Shorty gauged the distance between himself,
the couple, and the alley Dante had appointed as the jump spot. He
was twenty feet from the couple. The man and woman were fifty feet
from alley. The time was almost right.

As the couple nearly reached the small alley
Shorty quickly closed the distance to the couple. The plan was to
quickly grab the girl and pull her into the alley. The boyfriend
would, of course, follow and try to get her back. Meanwhile, the
rest of Dante’s crew would close in and seal off the end of the
alley and shield the scene from potential onlookers. It would sound
and look like a normal post-bar brawl that were common on any night
in downtown Nashville.

He could see his soon to be gang brothers
swiftly approaching. It was time to act.

Shorty closed the remaining distance from
the couple, wrapped his right arm around the waist of the young
woman and pulled her into the small alley. She screamed to her
fiancé.

 


JESSICA: Cal!

 


Shorty kept a wary eye on the boyfriend and
was surprised to see the young man already following.

Not a problem. His boys would take care of
him.

Shorty pulled the now struggling girl
farther into the alley and threw her down roughly while
simultaneously turning, extracting his weapons, and prepared for
the approaching boyfriend.

The young man was five feet
away and had a look on his face that Shorty wasn’t expecting.
Shorty thought the young man would be scared shitless. Instead, his
pursuer looked stone cold determined without the smallest trace of
fear. What the fuck? Shorty thought.

As the final foot between them closed Shorty
swung at the man with an overhand chop. The young man ignored the
mallet and rushed full steam into Shorty. Both men fell to the
ground with the new recruit exposed on the bottom.

Shorty quickly felt the
man’s hands gripping his head and the man’s thumbs found his
eyes. This motherfucker is gonna take out
my eyes! thought a now frantic
Shorty.

What Shorty couldn’t know what that the
young man had realized the trap, although too late, when he
glimpsed the remaining gang members block the opening to the alley.
His one chance was a full-on frontal assault. Take out the first
man, and then see if he could deal with the rest. In the meantime,
hopefully his new fiancée could get away and find help.

The man continued to apply pressure as
Shorty dropped both weapons and scrambled to free himself. Too
late. The would-be victim ripped out both eyeballs as Shorty wailed
and clawed at his now empty eye sockets.

The young man grabbed both weapons and
hopped back up to his feet.

One down.
Thought Cal. He had seen and done worse on the
battlefields of Afghanistan. Then it was for his country and the
survival of his Marines, now it was for the well being of his new
fiancé. Fuck, he
thought.

As he turned to the alley entrance the
remaining gang members closed within striking distance. Two moved
towards Jessica and Dante and another slowly approached the young
man.

 


DANTE: You shouldn’t have done that to Shorty, boy. Now you’re
gonna get something from me.

 


Dante withdrew a shiny silver handgun from
his coat pocket and pointed it at Jessica.

 


CAL: You point that thing at me mother fucker. You wanna fuck
with someone, fuck with me.

 


DANTE: Ok, boy…

 


He swiveled the weapon back to the young
man.

 


DANTE: I’ll fuck with you now.

 


Dante leveled the gun back to his fiancé and
fired four shots into her body.

 


CAL: No!

 


Cal screamed in defiance and with knife
leading ran the five feet and jumped on the gang banger closest to
his now immobile fiancé. The knife plunged into the chest of his
target just as Cal simultaneously brought the heavy mallet down on
top of the man’s head.

As the man fell to the ground Cal planted
his feet, pivoted right and backhanded the third gang member with
the mallet in the side of the face. He followed the third crew
member’s descent and followed the initial mallet blow with a deep
knife slash across the man’s neck. Blood shot up like a geyser and
immediately coated Cal’s face and chest as he bent over the now
dying man.

He turned back towards Dante with a look of
total bloodlust and charged. In his mind he knew that unless he
took out these last two men, his fiancé would die. That could not
happen. How had he survived multiple tours and numerous wounds in
the war-torn lands of Afghanistan only to fall prey to these
men?

Although his mind raged with bloodlust, his
mission remained clear: Kill the enemy.

Closing the short distance to his assailant
Dante fired his remaining rounds at the battle raged young man. Six
of the eight shots missed wide because Dante was suddenly unnerved
by the skill of this supposedly ‘normal’ white boy. The last two
shots hit their target only because the final distance was a mere
two feet. One round hit the young man in the chest and one in the
shoulder.

Still the young man managed to grab hold of
Dante and take him to the ground. A blood soaked Cal head-butted
Dante two times in the nose before the only other remaining gang
member pulled him off.

As he was being pulled back
Cal tried to turn and face his newest attacker. Instead he fumbled
with the blood drenched weapons and staggered back. With his
strength fading and the pain from his two bullet wounds increasing,
the young man’s mind started to fog. Focus
dammit! he yelled in his head.

He shook his head and
turned to see the fourth gang member. What he wouldn’t give to have
his pistol right now. Gotta make
do, he thought.

Instead, he hefted the now excruciatingly
heavy mallet and heaved it at the fourth man. Instead of watching
whether the mallet hit its target, Cal followed right behind, knife
blade once again leading, and bowled over his target while plunging
the blade into the man’s gut.

The man squirmed, screamed and struggled to
get away from his attacker. Cal left the gutted gang member and
turned to look for Dante. The fearless leader was now
half-staggering and half-running towards the opposite end of the
alley, glancing over his shoulder as he ran.

Cal suddenly noticed the presence of a
quickly growing crowd at the entrance of the alley. He stumbled for
a step and fell to his hands and knees.

 


CAL: Jessica!

 


He screamed as he crawled towards his fiancé
who was now lying in a large pool of blood.

 


CAL: Jess!

He reached her side and painfully pulled
himself so that his face was next to hers. Her eyes were strangely
clear as she looked at him. He’d seen people die in war and by the
look of her wounds he was sure Jessica was on her way.

 


CAL (whispering): Hey, baby. It’s gonna be ok.

 


JESS (smiling and barely audible): Don’t you lie to me, Cal. You
know I always know when you lie.

 


CAL: Ok, Jess, but I’m here with you.

 


JESS: I love you, Cal. I love…

 


CAL: Jess? Jess!

 


Her breathing stopped and her eyes lost
their spark. Cal’s world stopped. Nothing mattered anymore. As he
faded to blackness, his thoughts were of Jessica and war. Two
things he needed and could never seem to avoid.



Chapter 2

 


Images swirled in Cal’s mind. The dry air of the open desert.
Bloody comrades screaming for help. Friends, family, enemies…
Jessica in a blue gown at the Marine Corps Ball. Jessica walking
down the Lawn at the University of Virginia. Jessica crying as he
slipped the sparkling engagement ring on her finger. Jessica
breathing her last breath. Jessica, Jessica, Jess…

 


Vanderbilt University Hospital, Intensive
Care Unit, Nashville, TN

 


Cal Stokes slowly opened
his swollen eyes. His body felt completely immobilized.
What the hell? he
wondered.

Slowly and with no small difficulty, he
tried to focus on his surroundings. He was obviously in a hospital.
The writing on the door still looked like a grayish blob so he
decided he’d figure out the particulars later.

He remembered the attack in the alley. He
remembered Jess dying. The pain in his heart returned.

When he thought about that last moment with
his dead fiancé, he tried to focus on her beautiful face and her
tranquil eyes. He’d always felt that her eyes were what really did
him in that first night they’d met six years before. Those
beautiful eyes would always haunt him.

As he pondered his misery, the door swung
open and a young Hispanic looking hospital staff member walked
in.

 


BRIAN: I see you’re awake. How you feeling Staff
Sergeant?

Ignoring the question and the comment about
his prior military rank, Cal answered with a croak.

 


CAL: Where am I?

 


BRIAN: They brought you over here to Vandy after the attack. You
were pretty damn beat up. Haven’t seen anything like that since I
was in Iraq.

As he talked, the nurse busied himself by
taking notes from the machines Cal was hooked up to.

 


CAL: How long have I been here?

 


BRIAN: About a week. You were full of holes and in critical
condition. You got lucky though. The bullets missed anything vital.
No permanent damage, mostly blood loss. By the looks of your other
scars, this isn’t the first time you’ve spent in a hospital. The
docs wanted to keep you sedated for a bit so your body could
heal.

 


CAL: When can I leave?

 


BRIAN (chuckling): Just like a Marine. Staff Sergeant, you’re not
going anywhere for a few days. Why don’t you kick back and let us
pamper you a bit?

 


As the nurse continued
around the room in what looked like a practiced habit of checks and
rechecks, Cal wondered how he’d found out about his military
service. I guess you can find pretty much
anything on the internet these days.
I’ve gotta get out of here and talk to Jess’s
parents.

 


BRIAN: Can I get you anything, Staff Sergeant?

 


CAL: Call me Cal. I left that Marine stuff behind. What do I call
you?

 


BRIAN: My name is Brian Ramirez. Or you can call me
nurse-man.

 


CAL: You said you were in Iraq. Who were you with?

 


BRIAN: I was with you jarheads. I was a corpsman with 1/2. You were
with 3/8, right?

 


CAL: Yeah. How about I just call you Doc.

 


BRIAN: No problem. Takes me back to the days with my platoon. You
dumb grunts can never remember anyone’s real name. You need
anything?

 


CAL: I’m good. Thanks, Doc.

 


Brian nodded and left the room.

Cal was surprised to have a corpsman taking
care of him. Maybe he was paired with Brian once they found out
he’d been in the Marine Corps. Whatever. He just wanted to get out
of the hospital.



Chapter 3

Outskirts of Nashville,
TN

 


DANTE (screaming into his cell phone): What do you mean that
motherfucker’s still alive?! I pumped that boy full of
lead!

 


He listened intently as the speaker on the
other end of the conversation relayed more information.

 


DANTE: Well you tell that bitch she better keep her eye on things
and tell me as soon as that fucker get’s released!

 


Dante stared down at his phone seething with
rage. How the hell had everything gone so wrong? A week ago he’d
had a crew of promising members and a highly profitable business.
Now he was left with a crew full of worthless bitches.

To make matters worse, the media and the
police had picked up on the bloody attack and now Dante was on the
run. Never in the same place two nights in a row. He’d done it
before down in Louisiana, but this was different. He felt like the
whole world was looking for him.

Maybe it was time to head back to New
Orleans? No. He had to stay in Nashville and finish what he’d
started. Besides, if he went back south he’d be laughed at as he
ran back into town hiding from the authorities. He’d worked too
hard to let everything go bad. He had too much raw talent.

No. He had to finish things with this damn
Marine.

Damn Marine! How the hell could they have
known that Shorty was about to attack a Marine hero?!

It was plastered all over the news about how
the returning Navy Cross winner and his fiancé had been brutally
attacked in the middle of busy downtown Nashville. Local
authorities and veterans groups were in an uproar. Roving bands of
retired military and their supporters walked the downtown streets
just waiting for provocation.

The Marine veteran had turned into a folk
legend in a matter of days. Stories varied as to the exact chain of
events from that night (the police were being unusually
tight-lipped), but what no one could deny was that somehow this one
former Staff Sergeant, in self defense, had killed three men,
blinded a fourth and wounded the only one to escape: Dante
West.

What seemed like a simple initiation at one
point had now turned into a complete nightmare for Dante and his
crew. Just over a week prior his hookers could peddle their wares,
his pushers could sell their drugs and his boys could walk the
streets sporting their colors. Now the police had identified the
once silent gang. Shorty had helped their efforts by squealing like
a pig and unloading anything and everything he knew about Dante and
N.O.N.

Other than Dante, the blinded Shorty was the
only other gang member to survive Cal Stokes’ wrath. Shorty had
been taken to the hospital, where he’d been pronounced healthy save
the loss of two eyes, and remained under the supervision of the
police and hospital staff.

Under very basic interrogation, a scared and
defenseless Shorty had divulged the entire plan for the night’s
attack, including why the couple was picked and who N.O.N. and its
members were.

Shorty had outed Dante and his entire crew.
It was a complete and total disaster for Dante who’d spent the time
since his move to Nashville carefully choosing new recruits and
keeping his base of operations under the radar of the local police
and other rival gangs.

Now N.O.N. was national news and he’d
already felt the pressure from his rivals. Hell, the media had even
taken to making fun of the gang’s name. Enough was enough. It was
time for Dante to take back control. He hadn’t worked so hard to
let it fall so fast.

He would push the envelope and show that
damn Marine how bad things could really get.



Chapter 4

Vanderbilt University
Hospital, Nashville, TN

 


It
had been two days since Cal had regained consciousness. His mind’s
sharpness returned, he focused on exceeding his doctor’s
expectations of recovery so he could get out of the hospital
sooner.

His only companion and now friend was the
nurse, Brian Ramirez. Over the preceding two days Brian filled Cal
in on what was being televised about the investigation into the
attack that killed Jessica.

 


CAL: So you’re telling me they know who led the attack and they
still don’t have him in jail?”

 


BRIAN: Yep, this guy Dante West is supposedly the leader of this
little transplanted gang. They say he’s a pretty mean sonofabitch.
Came up here from New Orleans after Katrina. They interviewed some
of his extended family down south and they were all pretty
tight-lipped. I think they’re afraid of him coming after them. Cops
say he was apparently into drugs and running with local gangs by
the time he was twelve. Has a long record including attempted
murder and battery.

 


CAL: If they know who he is why can’t they find him?

 


BRIAN: The cops I’ve seen on TV say he’s hit the streets. They’ve
got a huge manhunt out for him. Word is the military vets on the
police force can’t wait to find him and hope he’ll go down
fighting. Nobody likes the way things went down with your
girl.

 


CAL (absently): Yeah.

Part of him hoped and prayed he would be the
one to find that piece of shit. To put a couple rounds into his gut
and watch him die might make his despair a little more
palatable.

 


BRIAN: So what do you wanna do today?

 


CAL: What are you--my nanny now?

 


BRIAN: Let’s just say the hospital staff has decided no one else
has the patience to deal with a grumpy grunt.

In fact, Cal knew the real reason Brian
seemed to be his now constant companion. He had a feeling Brian had
requested the crap duty of babysitting him. He’d even heard a
heated conversation between Brian and one of the head nurses the
previous night. Apparently it was the end of Brian’s shift and the
head nurse had pushed him to go home.

 


BRIAN (half-yelling): If you’re so worried about me why don’t you go
get me a cup of coffee and let me do my job?

 


HEAD NURSE
(calming): Brian, you know we can’t pay you for
the overtime. Hospital policy is pretty strict on that these
days.

 


BRIAN: I don’t give a shit about the pay. I’ll clock out but don’t
tell Staff Sergeant Stokes about it. He’s one of my Marines and
I’ll be damned if he sits here all alone after losing his fiancé.
Hell, didn’t you hear that even his parents are already
dead?!

 


The head nurse had relented and Brian
strolled into Cal’s room as if the altercation had never occurred.
Cal decided to play along and didn’t mention overhearing. Sometimes
it was good to have even a swabby corpsman on your side.

 


BRIAN: So what do you wanna do today?

 


CAL: Let’s get some of this rehab out of the way. I’ve gotta get
the hell out of this place.

 


BRIAN: Alright, Cal, but don’t forget what your doctor said. You’ve
gotta take it easy for a while.

 


CAL: Yeah, yeah. Look, I’ve been through this shit before and I’m
really getting sick of the crappy hospital food. I’d rather be
eating MREs right now.

 


BRIAN (chuckling): My ass. All right, Marine. Let me go get a
wheelchair and we’ll head down to physical therapy.

 


As Brian left to retrieve the wheelchair Cal
started to pull himself up and out from under the covers. He was
still in intense pain. Hell, taking a couple shots was never a
vacation. Luckily that dumbshit gang-banger had missed anything too
vital. Apparently the EMT’s and ER staff had patched him up pretty
quickly. It also hadn’t hurt that he had been shot at point blank
range. Better than taking a round at 100 yards.

By the time Brian returned Cal had managed
to work up a sweat but had slipped his legs over the side of the
bed and was in the process of putting on his hospital slippers.

Shit, rehab was going to be a real
bitch.



Chapter 5

Headquarters Marine Corps,
Navy Annex, Washington, DC

 


The Marine Captain had some time between phone calls so he
decided to peruse the day’s news on the internet.
“The Drudge Report” was set at his homepage and he did a quick scan of the day’s
top stories. Capt. Andrews (Andy to his friends) was trying to kill
time in an otherwise boring day. He paused a quarter of the way
down:

 


Navy Cross Marine Loses Fiancé in Bloody
Gang Attack, Hero Kills Four With Bare Hands

 


Despite the recent conflicts overseas there
still weren’t many living Marines wearing the nation’s second
highest award for gallantry in battle. He knew two personally.

The Captain clicked on the article link and
started reading:

 


In a rare act of restraint, Nashville police
have somehow kept a recent bloody attack out of the local and
national spotlight. What was initially reported as a mugging gone
wrong now seems to be much more.

This publication initially reported that an
unidentified man and woman were mugged on Second Avenue in downtown
Nashville. The man has been identified as former Marine Staff
Sergeant Calvin Stokes. Through our contacts in the military
establishment it has been confirmed that SSgt Stokes was honorably
discharged from the Marine Corps earlier this year. Even more
interesting is that SSgt Stokes is a bonified hero having received
the Navy Cross for gallantry on the battlefield in Afghanistan.

Our next segment will have the award
citation in its entirety. Our sources have been able to tell us
that SSgt Stokes was awarded the Navy Cross for saving the majority
of his platoon after being ambushed. Still unconfirmed is whether
SSgt Stokes also killed twenty enemy combatants during the
firefight.

What we can tell you about this most recent
attack in Downtown Nashville is that SSgt Stokes’s fiancé, Jessica
Warren of Franklin, TN, was killed along with four members of the
local gang N.O.N.. Still unconfirmed is the status of a fifth man
who was apparently blinded during the downtown battle.

Police confirmed that SSgt Stokes is the man
responsible for killing the four men, blinding the fifth and
wounded a sixth. The method of wounding is still unconfirmed but
initial reports from eye witnesses point toward SSgt Stokes using
his hands and a knife for the majority of the attack.

SSgt Stokes is currently being held in the
intensive care ward of Vanderbilt University Hospital. He is said
to be in stable condition.

We do know that local police and the
Tennessee Bureau of Investigation (TBI) are searching for Dante
West, the alleged leader and founder of N.O.N.

All this begs the question: “What happened
in that alley?”

This publication is still sifting through
various eye witness accounts and speculation. If you have any
additional information on the attack please contact us through our
website or 24-hour hotline.

 


ANDY (muttering in disbelief): Shit.

 


He picked up the phone on his desk and
dialed information.

 


ANDY: Vanderbilt University Hospital in Nashville, Tennessee,
please.



Chapter 6

Vanderbilt University
Hospital, Nashville, TN

 


The phone next to his bed rang. Cal picked it up and answered
by habit.

 


CAL: Stokes.

 


BRIAN: Hey, Cal. You’ve got a call from Headquarters Marine Corps.
Some Captain says he know you. You want me to tell him you’re out
for a stroll?

 


CAL: He mention what his name was?

 


BRIAN: Yeah. Captain Andrews.

 


CAL: You can patch him through.

 


Capt. Andrews had actually been Cal’s
platoon commander on his last two tours in Afghanistan. Capt.
Andrews had then been First Lieutenant Andrews and one of the
Marines Cal had saved in that damned ambush. Andrews had
reciprocated on their next tour by carrying a badly wounded Stokes,
then a Sergeant, out of another firefight. For that action, and for
saving a bunch of Marines and Afghan soldiers, Capt. Andrews had
later also been awarded a Navy Cross.

The phone clicked through and Cal heard the
voice of his former platoon commander.

 


ANDY: You there Stokes?

 


CAL: Hey Captain. Didn’t know they had you riding a desk at
Headquarters. You playing butler for the Commandant?

 


ANDY: Very funny, Stokes. No, they’ve got me sitting here waiting
to take a platoon at Eighth and I. And didn’t I tell you not to
call me Sir or Captain? We’ve been through too much for that,
brother. Call me Andy.

 


Capt. Andrews real name was Bartholemew G.
Andrews. For obvious reason he didn’t want to be called Bartholemew
or the even more heinous Bart. As a result, all his friends
shortened his last name and just called him Andy.

 


CAL: Hard for me to turn that switch off…Andy.

 


ANDY: Just heard about what happened to Jess. I can’t tell you how
sorry I am, Cal. If I’d known sooner I would’ve flown out. Anything
I can do?

 


CAL: You think you can get the Commandant to get me out of this
hospital?

 


ANDY: What kinda shape you in?”

 


CAL: Not too bad. Up and walking. Don’t really need to be
here.

 


ANDY: If you’re still anything like you were a couple years ago
that probably means you’re pretty beat up. Weren’t you the dumbass
that snuck out of that hospital in Germany and tried to stowaway in
that C-130 on its way back to Afghanistan dressed like a Navy
nurse?

 


CAL: You know why I did that, Andy. I had to get back to my
Marines.

 


ANDY: I know, I know. I just want to make sure you take care of
yourself. According to the papers, you got into some real
shit.

 


CAL: Thanks, Sir. I just want to get as far away from this place
as I can.

 


ANDY: You talk to the police yet?

 


CAL: Yeah, they sent in some former Army guy. He was alright.
Asked me some basic questions and didn’t press too much. If
anything it looks like the cops here in Nashville take care of the
military.

 


ANDY: Yeah, that’s what I’d heard too. Anybody giving you a hard
time?

 


CAL: Had some random calls from reporters but I’ve got a pretty
good former corpsman that screens the calls for me.

 


ANDY: He the guy I just talked to?

 


CAL: Yeah. Pretty good guy. Speaking of which, could you do me a
favor and do a little digging on him?

 


ANDY: I thought you said he was a good guy?

 


CAL: It’s not that. You know me, never hurts to have a little
extra intel.

 


ANDY: No problem. One of the perks of being close to the puzzle
palace is that I can get the scoop on almost anyone. What’s the
doc’s name?

 


Cal told him what he knew about Brian, which
wasn’t much.

 


ANDY: Give me a few minutes and I’ll call you back.

 


The line went dead and Cal hung up as well.
Cal mulled over the conversation.

So Capt. Andrews was at Headquarters Marine
Corps. Large probability that they got him to make that move
kicking and screaming. The good Captain might not look like much,
around five foot nine inches, but he was a helluva shot and knew
how to take care of his Marines. Most people thought he was a
candyass when they first met him because he looked barely twenty
one, but the man was a natural leader. Under the surface lurked a
coldly calculating mind not unlike Cal’s. Maybe that’s why they’d
gotten along.

 


+ + +

 


He could still remember the first day when
as a Corporal, Stokes had met then Second Lieutenant Andrews. At
the time Cal was serving his time on the much-loved twenty four
hour duty on a prime Friday night in July. He’d been sitting at the
duty desk counting down the minutes to midnight. Cal had a list of
junior officers that were supposed to report in to the battalion
from the Infantry Officers Course by 23:59. All of the four
reported in at various times during the day except one: a 2ndLt.
Bartholomew Andrews. That was an interesting first name. Probably
some Naval Academy weenie.

The Gunny (Gunnery Sergeant) assigned as the
duty officer was a real prick and wanted to be woken up as soon as
each officer reported in. It didn’t have to be that way, but this
particular Gunny got a kick out of giving young officers grief when
they reported in.

Cal knew why too. The prick Gunny had been
dumped by two Company Commanders for doing a shitty job as Company
Gunny. Now he was assigned to the S-3 shop as some assistant to the
assistant’s assistant. Basically the Battalion staff was biding its
time until they could dump the Gunny on another Battalion or get
him kicked out of the Corps. The Gunny loved to abuse any power
granted to him by the Marine Corps, even the limited power of the
OOD (officer of the day).

Cpl. Stokes had already seen the Gunny give
the other three Second Lieutenants grief over stupid admin stuff.
He’d even watched a poor officer get humiliated because he’d left
one of the copies of his written orders in his car. The Gunny had
the poor guy sprinting back to his car believing that if the orders
weren’t back in under two minutes the Battalion Commander would be
called in to deal with him. That had given the Gunny a real good
laugh. Prick.

Cal wasn’t looking forward to the last guy
getting there. This 2ndLt Andrews had ten more minutes. It was also
obvious that the Gunny was saving the best for last. He’d already
mentioned how he’d like to mess with the guy for having a stupid
first name.

At five minutes before midnight 2ndLt
Andrews walked into the duty shack with his orders ready. He looked
squared away and fairly at ease. Most new Marines he’d seen
checking in to their first unit tended to be more than a little
nervous. This young officer didn’t seem to have that problem.

 


ANDY: Checkin’ in Corporal.

 


CAL: Roger that, sir. If I can just get your orders. I’ve gotta
go get the duty officer to get you logged in.

 


ANDY: No problem.

 


Cpl. Stokes got up and walked smartly into
the next room that was used for the duty officer and his clerks as
a sleeping area.

 


CAL: Hey, Gunny. That last Lieutenant just walked in.

 


The Gunny opened his eyes with what looked
like a mixture of disdain and excitement. Yep, he was gonna give
the new guy some kinda shit.

He waited as the Gunny took his time putting
his utility blouse back on and donning his web belt with pistol.
Cpl. Stokes was surprised the guy could even fit into any issued
gear. The Gunny must’ve been well over his allowed weight
limit.

Finally ready, Cal followed the Gunny back
into the duty shack. Not two steps through the door the Gunny
started.

 


GUNNY: You Lieutenant Andrews?

 


ANDY: That’s me, Gunny. Just checkin’ in.

 


GUNNY: I’d appreciate it if you called me “Gunnery Sergeant”,
Sir.

That was one of the Gunny’s favorite lines.
Get the young officers off-balance from the get-go.

 


ANDY: Sorry, Gunnery Sergeant. Didn’t mean any
disrespect.

Lt. Andrews responded without the obligatory
flush of embarrassment. Cal couldn’t yet put his finger on it, but
he didn’t think this baby-faced butter bar was even close to being
a candyass.

 


GUNNY: Says here you were supposed to report in by 2359,
Lieutenant. It’s now 0002.

 


ANDY (nodding towards Cal): As I’m sure Cpl. Stokes will tell you,
I stepped in and reported at 2355.

 


GUNNY (smirking): Well, sir, that’s not really my concern. The point
is when I put you in the logbook, you’ll be reporting in late.
Helluva way to start your tour with this fine battalion.

 


Just then Cal caught the look of cold anger
flash across the eyes of the young officer. Then just like that, it
was gone. Oh shit. This guy was no candyass.

From the look on the Gunny’s face, it was
obvious he’d missed the warning sign. Cal decided to step in.

 


CAL: Hey, Gunny, the Lieutenant’s right. He checked in right at
2355. I wrote it right here in my own log.

GUNNY: You shut your mouth, Corporal. Looks like you’ll have to
come back tomorrow morning to meet with the Battalion XO, sir. He
likes to come in Saturday morning and check-in with the OOD to see
who fucked up the night before.

 


Surprisingly Lt. Andrews still stood in
front of the duty desk with a look of complete calm.

 


ANDY (conversationally): Ok, Gunnery Sergeant. Why don’t you just
pick up that phone and call the XO right now. If I’m gonna get my
ass chewed I’d rather not wait until tomorrow.

 


Visibly confused, the Gunny paused to think
about that most unexpected request. Calling the Executive Officer
would put HIS ass in a crack and he was all about keeping his ass
out of cracks no matter who he had to blame to take the fall for
him.

 


GUNNY (soothingly condescending): Well, Lieutenant, I don’t think
it’s appropriate to call the XO at this hour. Why don’t you just
come back in the morning and I’m sure everything will be
fine.

 


ANDY: I think I’ll take my chances, Gunnery Sergeant. Why don’t
you give me his number and I’ll call him right now on my
handy-dandy cell phone.

 


GUNNY: Now, Sir, that’s really not how things are done around
here.

 


ANDY (suddenly loud): Well then how are they done around here,
GUNNERY SERGEANT? It’s obvious you get your rocks off shitting on
us new guys. Get the damn XO on the phone and we’ll get this done.
Now.

 


The placid demeanor had evaporated and the
look of calm fury now shrouded the young officer’s face. By the
look on his face, the shitbird Gunny was finally getting the point
that he’d messed with the wrong guy. He could either back down or
push forward. Cal hoped he’d pick the first option.

 


GUNNY: Now look here, Lieutenant (he pronounced Lieutenant as
someone would pronounce Asshole) I don’t
appreciate…

 


ANDY: Get on your feet Marine! You stand at attention when you
talk to me, Gunnery Sergeant (he intoned Gunnery Sergeant just as
the Gunny had pronounced Lieutenant).

 


It therefore came as a
complete surprise to Cal (and apparently to the Gunny as well) when
the Gunny jumped out of his seat and popped to attention.
Holy shit! What was going
on?

 


ANDY: Now as I see it, you have two choices, Gunnery Sergeant.
Number One, you log me as reporting in at 23:55. Number Two, you
get the Battalion XO on the phone right now and he can resolve the
issue. What’s it gonna be, Gunnery Sergeant?

 


GUNNY: I’m just trying to do things by the book, but I think we can
trust your word that you reported in at that time.

 


ANDY: Sir.

 


GUNNY: Excuse me?

 


ANDY: I said you call me Sir. I’m only asking for the same respect
you so kindly asked of me.

 


GUNNY: Yes, Sir.

 


ANDY: Alright, let’s get this done so Cpl. Stokes can get some
rack time.

 


He’d said this last thing just as the Gunny
was bending over to start his entry in the duty logbook. As he did,
Lt. Andrews caught Cal’s eye and gave him a quick wink and a
mischievous half smile. It was the same smile he’d see years later
on the side of some God-forsaken mountain in Afghanistan as he and
Lt. Andrews were getting ready to rush an enemy position by
themselves.

It was that first meeting and the look in
that young officer’s eyes that made Cpl. Stokes think he never
wanted to get on the officer’s bad side.

 


+ + +

 


The bedside phone rang again a couple
minutes later.

 


CAL: Stokes.

 


BRIAN: Cal, I’ve got Capt. Andrews on the phone again.

 


CAL: Put him through.

 


ANDY: You there Stokes?

 


CAL: Yes, sir.

 


ANDY: I got some info on your corpsman.

 


CAL: What’d you find?

 


ANDY: Says here that he served with 1/2 during the initial
invasion of Iraq. He got to be part of that big mess in
An’Nasiriyah. Hold on a minute.

 


Cal heard mouse clicks as Capt. Andrews
found what he was looking for.

 


ANDY: Well, well. Looks like you’ve got yourself a brother there,
Marine.

 


CAL: What do you mean?

 


ANDY: This record says that Hospital Corpsman First Class Brian
Ramirez is a multiple award winner. Won a Bronze Star in Iraq then
a Silver Star in Afghanistan. Hmmm…The first was for dragging some
of his Marines out of a burning AAV. Says he got some pretty bad
burns himself. The Silver Star citation says that this kid not only
saved ten of his Marines’ lives, but that he also took up a couple
M-16’s and killed a few bad guys.

 


CAL: No shit?

 


ANDY: No shit.

 


CAL: Well, at least I know now.

 


ANDY: Need anything else?

 


CAL: Unless you can get me out of here, I’m good.

 


ANDY: Wish I could, buddy. I’ll be in touch.

 


The line went dead. Cal
replaced the receiver and laid back in his bed. So Brian was a
warrior. Interesting.

 


+ + +

 


A few minutes later Doc Ramirez came in to
check on Cal.

 


BRIAN: What do you want for dinner tonight?

 


CAL: You didn’t tell me about your Bronze and Silver
Stars.

 


BRIAN: You didn’t tell me about your Navy Cross.

 


CAL: Fair enough. I’d give that thing back just to have my guys
alive right now.

 


BRIAN: Me too. Now, what do you want for dinner? Chicken or mystery
meat?

 


CAL (with a snort): I’ll take the chicken.

 


As Brian nodded and left the room Cal
thought about the quick conversation. It was rare to find a medal
recipient who bragged about their award. Most just wanted to be
left alone. He’d seen guys give their medals away as soon as they’d
been received rather than once again re-live the memory of their
dying comrades. Funny that heroes come in all shapes and sizes, but
the true heroes are almost always silent about their accolades.

 


Brian returned balancing a cafeteria tray
with a domed cover. The faint smell of roasted chicken wafted
toward Cal.

 


CAL: Hey, Doc, wondering if you could do me a favor.

 


BRIAN: What’s that?

 


CAL: I was wondering if you could swing by my place on your way
home and pickup a couple things for me.

 


BRIAN: You have a place here in Nashville?

 


CAL: Yeah. I’ve got a little condo down in the Gulch.

 


BRIAN: Sure, no problem. You got your keys?

 


CAL: You actually won’t need any. There are two keypads: one at
the building entrance and one at my unit. I’ll just give you the
codes.

 


BRIAN (jokingly): Eww fancy. What are you some rich kid?

 


A brief look of anger passed across Cal’s
eyes.

 


BRIAN: Did I say something wrong?

 


CAL: Don’t worry about it. Can you run by there
tonight?

 


BRIAN: No problem. I get off at seven. I’ll run by after that. What
do you need me to pickup?

 


CAL: Call me when you get there and I’ll walk you through it.
Won’t be easy to find without me telling you.

 


Brian’s eyebrow rose slightly. What was this
Marine having him deliver? He’d find out soon enough. He was pretty
sure he could trust Cal.



Chapter 7

Gulch District, Nashville,
Tennessee

 


Brian pulled up to the high-rise condo building.
Jeez. I wonder what Cal does for a living now
that he’s out of the Corps, he thought. The
building looked brand new. Compared to Brian’s tiny apartment,
Cal’s building was the Taj Majal.

He got out of his car and walked to the
building’s entrance. A collection of mixed citizenry walked the
sidewalks on each side of the street. Brian could see at least two
high-end restaurants within a block of Cal’s building. Looked like
the area was really taking off. He’d heard that there’d been a lot
of redevelopment in the Gulch in recent years. Not a bad place to
live.

The passcode Cal gave him got him in the
glassed front door. A few steps inside he could see what appeared
to be a receptionist glancing over at him. As he got closer, she
perked up.

 


IRENE: Can I help you, sir?

 


BRIAN: I’m good. Just picking up some things for my buddy in the
hospital.

She looked startled and came out of her
seat.

 


IRENE: Is that Cal you’re talking about?

 


BRIAN: It is.

 


IRENE: Oh my God, is he ok? We heard all about it on the news! He’s
such a nice guy. When is he coming home?

 


BRIAN: He’s doing a lot better. I’ll tell him you asked about
him…

 


IRENE: Irene.

 


BRIAN: I’ll tell him you asked about him, Irene.

 


Brian waved and quickened his step to the
elevator lobby. He couldn’t put his finger on it but Irene seemed a
little too anxious to know Cal’s business. Almost like she wanted
to know all the gossip. Not Brian’s cup of tea.

What Brian didn’t see was
once he was safely on his way up to the 23rd floor, Irene pulled out her
cell phone and dialed.

 


IRENE (whispering): Hey it’s me.

 


ANONYMOUS
VOICE: What are you
whispering for, girl?

 


IRENE: I just wanted to let you know that some guy just came in and
is going up to Cal’s condo.

 


ANONYMOUS
VOICE (perking up): What?!
Who was it?

 


IRENE: He said he was a friend of Cal’s. Said he needed to pick up
a couple things.

 


ANONYMOUS
VOICE: Did you make sure
you didn’t mess with anything when you went in there?

 


IRENE: I did.

 


ANONYMOUS
VOICE: Ok. Good job. Now
be sure you keep an eye out and tell me when Stokes gets out of the
hospital.

 


Brian reached the
23rd floor and exited the elevator. There were only two doors
visible along the hallway. Cal’s was almost directly across from
the elevator.

He quickly punched in Cal’s
code and entered the condo. The door opened smoothly but Brian
could feel the weight of the door. Standard issue or an upgrade Cal
had installed? Curious. This thing felt almost armored. Reminded him of some of the
armored vehicles in the Corps.

By habit he turned around
swiftly to lock the door and deadbolt it. No deadbolt. There were,
however, two buttons; one about two feet above the door handle and
one two feet below. He pressed the button above the handle and
heard a mechanical scrape as the deadbolt engaged.
Interesting.

Brian did the same with the lower button
then turned to get his bearings.

Wow. Even the lobby downstairs hadn’t
prepared him for this. What was visible of the unit was almost
completely open. You could see the living and dining area from the
kitchen. It looked like there was another hallway leading to the
bedroom.

The furniture looked new
and modern in a Spartan way. Color accents here and there but
mostly clean lines and polished stainless steel.
I haven’t met many enlisted guys with a place
like this. I wonder what Cal’s whole story is, Brian pondered.

What really took Brian’s
breath away was the view. One whole wall was windows that faced the
Nashville skyline. At this time of night he could see the city
clearly. Impressive.

He pulled out his phone and dialed the
hospital switchboard. Seconds later he was connected to Cal’s
room.

 


CAL: You get in ok?

 


BRIAN: Yeah. You said you had a little condo in the Gulch. I wasn’t
expecting this place.

 


CAL (ignoring the comment): Where are you standing right
now?

 


BRIAN: I’m in your living room.

 


CAL: Ok. Head down the hallway toward my bedroom in the
back.

 


BRIAN: Got it.

 


Brian made his way toward
the hallway. Walking into the bedroom he noticed the pictures on
the wall. Cal and his fiancée in every shot. Poor bastard.

 


BRIAN: All right. I’m in your bedroom.

 


CAL: Ok. Go over to my closet and open the doors.

Brian did as instructed. He pulled open the
two doors, peered inside the huge walk-in and switched on the
light. This closet felt as big as his apartment.

 


CAL: Go to the back of the closet and open the panels of the
built-in armoire.

 


BRIAN: Done. You want me to get some of these socks and
boxers?

 


CAL: In a minute. Now take out the bottom right
drawer.

 


BRIAN: You mean open it?

 


CAL: No. Take the whole thing out and put it on the
floor.

 


What was Cal doing? Brian had the nagging
sense that he wasn’t going to like what was coming next. Did Cal
have some kind of secret stash? Drugs?

 


CAL: Now feel along the right side of where you took the drawer
out. You should feel a button about the size of a dime. Press it
and step back.

 


Once again Brian did as instructed. He
pressed the button and heard a mechanical click and he could now
see that the interior of the wardrobe had moved forward a bit and
there now appeared to be a seam in the middle.

 


CAL: Alright, now open the panels. Once you get that open there’s
a separate light switch inside.

 


Brian pulled the two heavy
panels apart and stepped back. Well it was definitely a secret
stash. It just wasn’t the stash Brian had guessed. Neatly held in
racks, and now lit by the interior light, was a bottom row of an
assorted number of rifles. The top row was half pistols of varying
calibers and half full of other gear like knives, GPS, compass and
survival gear. What the hell? This Marine
is ready for war.

 


CAL: Now grab the first pistol on the top left. Should be my
Beretta nine mil. Grab the one next to that too: the forty-five cal
Springfield XD.

 


BRIAN: Hey man, I can’t bring these things back to the
hospital!

 


CAL: Look, doc. I know I’m asking a lot on this one but I need
your help. You should know me well enough by now to understand that
I don’t like asking for help.

 


BRIAN: Saw a small glimpse of that the other day when you refused
my help getting up to take a piss and you landed flat on your
face.

 


CAL: Yeah, I know. But look, I just have this funny feeling and I
want to be prepared. You ever get that feeling in your gut while in
the field that something bad was gonna happen?

 


BRIAN: Of course, but, Cal, this is different. You’re not in the
field and you’re surrounded by trained hospital security staff. Not
to mention the local cops are always stopping by to see how you’re
doing.

 


CAL: You’re right. But I thought the same thing about taking Jess
out to dinner at a seemingly safe downtown restaurant.

 


Cal let that sink in for a couple seconds
and continued.

 


CAL: You know I wouldn’t let you take the heat for this. If
anyone finds it on me I’ll blame it on myself. Thing is, the minute
I walk out of that hospital I’ll need to have some protection of my
own.

 


Brian knew he could trust Cal but the
thought of bringing loaded weapons into the hospital still did not
sit well with him. Worst case he could get fired AND thrown in
jail. He liked his job at Vanderbilt and wasn’t planning on leaving
anytime soon.

On the other hand, whether
a new friend or not, Cal Stokes was his brother-in-arms; a fellow
warrior that upheld the highest standards of the military
establishment. He knew deep down that Cal would never let him take
the fall. In for a penny, in for a
pound.

 


BRIAN: Ok. You said the Beretta and the Springfield. Anything
else?

 


Cal went on to ask for a couple boxes of
ammunition and one of his knives from the top row. Then he
instructed Brian to grab one of his gym bags from the front of the
closet, fill it with some random clothing and hide the weapons
inside.

Brian put the phone down
and started. He grabbed the first pistol and reflexively ejected
the full magazine and checked the chamber. Fully loaded. Just like a Marine.

The next pistol was the same. With both
magazine reinserted he stuffed each into a separate pair of boxer
briefs. Next he grabbed two boxes of ammunition: one of 9mm and one
of 45 cal. He finished by hiding the knife in a pair of socks and
loading some workout pants, shirts and sweatshirts on top.

Mission completed, he picked the phone back
up.

 


BRIAN: Anything else you need?

 


CAL: Yeah. Grab my cell phone. I think it’s either on the kitchen
counter or on my nightstand. Thanks again for doing this,
doc.

 


BRIAN: Yeah, yeah. You just make sure that if we get sent to jail
you’re the one that gets to bunk with Bubba.

 


CAL (chuckling): You got it. I’ll see you in the
morning.

 


Brian put his phone back in his coat pocket,
picked up the gym bag, now laden with a small arsenal, and took it
out into the bedroom and laid it on the bed. He went back into the
closet, closed the hidden panels, replaced the drawer, and
re-sealed the armoire.

He found Cal’s cell phone
on the night stand. I wonder why Cal
didn’t have it with him that night? He
wondered. Most people carried their cell phones everywhere. He’d
have to ask Cal later.

He did one final sweep of the condo. Brian
stopped by the nightstand and as an afterthought grabbed the
photograph of Cal and Jessica sitting next to the bed. It was a
portrait of the couple sitting on the edge of a dock at some lake.
They looked happy.

With the small picture frame now wrapped in
a t-shirt and safely packed in the full gym bag, Brian headed for
the door.

 


+ + +

 


Brian decided on the way back down to the
lobby not to wait until the next morning to get the weapons back to
Cal. The night staff at the hospital was lighter and going in
through the staff entrance would attract less scrutiny.

Getting off the elevator he waved to Irene
as he went by.

 


IRENE (bubbly): You tell Cal that we want to know as soon as he’s
getting out. Maybe we can throw him a little party when he gets
back.

 


BRIAN: Ok, thanks.

 


Brian knew the last thing Cal would want
coming home was a cocktail party. Guys like Cal didn’t want or need
that kind of attention. Better to be among close friends or, even
better, with a couple Marine buddies drinking beer and swapping sea
stories.

He’d tell Cal that the girl had said hello
but also warn him about the possibility of a homecoming fiesta.
Brian remembered when his parents had thrown him a surprise welcome
home party when he’d returned from overseas. By then the Navy had
informed the Ramirez family of Brian’s valor in battle and his
parents couldn’t have been more proud. They decided the best way to
show him their pride was to show off their son to a bunch of
friends and a few neighbors Brian didn’t even know.

He still remembered the look of devastation
on his mother’s face as he’d screamed at her for throwing the
party. She’d left the room crying and his father had somehow
ushered the guests out of the house.

Brian wasn’t proud of that moment. His
parents were not raised in a military family. They didn’t know the
truth about serving in the armed forces. They just wanted to
celebrate their son the hero, and had honored Brian in the only way
they knew how.

What they didn’t know was that the last
thing guys like Brian or Cal wanted was public recognition for
their acts of gallantry. Brian didn’t want the awards they’d given
him. He just wanted his Marines back.

After a period of time Brian had explained
this to his parents. Luckily his mother and father loved their only
son. They had worked hard to understand what he’d been through, and
realized it might never be the right time for him to tell them the
whole story. He was very happy for that.

He’d seen other friends return to similar
homecomings, only the families had not understood their need for
privacy, and as a result, the familial relationships suffered
heavily.

That was a problem with even serving in the
military. The only ones that understand what you’ve gone through
are those who’ve served as well.

 


+ + +

 


Fifteen minutes later he pulled into the
staff parking lot. He grabbed all of Cal’s things and headed
through the staff entrance. Security presence was scarce mainly
because most of the doors were locked and only accessible by
key-card at this time of night.

In five minutes he was back in Cal’s
room.

 


CAL: Hey, doc, I wasn’t expecting you back until tomorrow
morning.

 


BRIAN: Yeah, well, I didn’t really want to be lugging around your
arsenal for the next twelve hours.

 


CAL: Thanks again for going. I won’t forget it.

 


BRIAN: Yeah, yeah. Just don’t let anybody see it. It’s my ass if
the Marine I’ve been assigned to gets caught with all that gear.
Just be careful, ok, Cal?

 


Cal nodded and struggled out of bed to grab
the gym bag.

 


CAL: Hey, doc, you wanna do me a favor and go watch the door for
me.

 


BRIAN: Sure.

 


Brian walked over to the door and leaned
against it, keeping an eye at the window slit while Cal unpacked
the bag.

The first item he pulled
out was the framed picture of him and Jess. He stared down at the
picture and touched Jess’s face. His eyes watered and the pent up
grief almost overwhelmed his resolve. I’m
not gonna do this now dammit. He reverently
placed the picture frame on the side table.

Next he checked the weapons to make sure
they were loaded and ready. Then he took both guns, loaded each
into one of his white socks, and stuffed them back into the bag
along with the knife.

 


CAL (with a conspiratorial grin): The dangerous stuff is back in
the bag, doc. Have a seat if you want to stick around.

 


BRIAN (suddenly curious): Stick around for what?

 


CAL: You’ll see. I’ve just got a feeling.

 


Next Cal grabbed his cell phone, sat on the
edge of the bed and started scrolling through the phone’s touch
screen. He had a lot of voicemails and missed calls. He’d deal with
that later.

He then clicked a small camera icon on the
home screen and entered a nine digit pass code.

Brian moved up next to Cal and looked down
at the phone. He couldn’t believe it. It looked like Cal was
scrolling through videos taken at his condo.

 


BRIAN (surprised): Hey is that me?

 


CAL: Yep. I’m starting with the most recent and moving back. I’ve
got these things rigged so that they’re motion sensitive. Got ‘em
hidden pretty well in each room. Bet you didn’t see them did
you?

 


BRIAN: I didn’t. Why do you have all that surveillance gear up?
Speaking of which, what’s with the armor-plated door and access
code add-on?

 


CAL: I thought you might pick up on that. You’re not as dumb as
you look, swabby.

Brian rolled his eyes as Cal continued.

 


CAL: The video surveillance gear is actually through a local
security company. Nothing too fancy. I had it installed just as a
precaution. I’ve found you can never be too safe. I usually turn it
off while I’m there so I don’t waste space filming myself in
underwear.

 


Cal turned the phone so Brian could get a
better picture.

 


CAL: See, here’s you getting to my front door. The next camera
picks you up coming into the foyer, etcetera.

 


BRIAN: Pretty cool.

 


CAL: Yeah, my dad was in the security business. I guess I picked
up on some of his habits.

Brian added that tidbit about Cal’s dad to
the back of his brain for inquiry at a later date. A family
security business would definitely explain the vault and arsenal at
Cal’s place.

 


BRIAN: So what are you looking for? Just want to make sure I wasn’t
rifling through your panty drawer?

 


CAL: Just want to see if anyone else made a visit.

 


As Brian watched, Cal fast-forwarded through
the footage. He saw the front door’s exterior camera pickup
residents walking by Cal’s unit. After a couple minutes of
forwarding Cal stopped.

 


CAL (curious): Hmmm. Looks like Irene stopped by.

 


BRIAN (pointing): Hey, isn’t that the girl from the front
desk?

 


CAL: Yeah, her name’s Irene. Nice enough girl but kind of
nosy.

 


BRIAN: I got that vibe. She said to say hello by the
way.

 


Cal ignored the comment and kept watching
the small screen. At first Irene looked like she was knocking on
the door. Then she pulled out her cell phone and made a phone call
while standing right in front of Cal’s door. She looked nervous.
The video didn’t have sound but Brian got the impression that Irene
didn’t like what she was hearing from the other end.

Finally, she hung up the phone and put it
back in her pocket. She approached the door again and it looked
like she was entering a pass code to get in.

The next frame showed Irene stepping into
Cal’s foyer just as they’d seen a few minutes before with Brian’s
visit to the condo.

 


CAL: What the hell is she doing?

 


BRIAN: Maybe she was coming in to make sure you hadn’t left the
stove on or something.

 


CAL: Doubt it. The building staff isn’t supposed to enter the
private residences unless there’s an emergency. Plus, she doesn’t
know I have cameras installed.

 


As they both watched Irene made her way
through the living area and kitchen. She seemed to be looking for
something. She paused to open random drawers and peer inside.
Nothing she saw seemed to be of much interest.

 


CAL: What the hell is she looking for?

 


Irene moved from the living area to Cal’s
bedroom. She opened the drawers on the bedside table and picked up
Cal’s cell phone out of the charging cradle. It looked like she’d
pressed the unlock button on the phone but without the unlock code
she quickly grew frustrated and put the phone back down in its
charger.

She moved to the other side of the bed and
picked up a small package that appeared to have already been
opened.

 


CAL (through gritted teeth): Tell me that package was there when
you went by, Doc.

 


BRIAN: Yeah it was there, I think. What is it?

 


CAL: Just a little engagement gift from Jess’s
parents.

 


BRIAN: Oh.

 


Peering back down at the phone they watched
as Irene set the package down and advanced her search.

They continued to stare as Irene did a quick
scan of the bedroom closet then headed back towards the main living
area. She looked around one more time then left through the front
door.

 


CAL: Irene’s gonna have a little explaining to do.

 


BRIAN: You wanna tell me what’s going on?

 


CAL: The less you know the better, doc. I already exposed you by
having you go by my place. Don’t worry about it. I’ll take care of
it.

 


BRIAN (offended): Look, brother, I don’t know what the hell’s going
on but I do know that you’re in no condition to be doing much of
anything. So if you need help I’m here.

 


Cal stared at Brian for a moment and
nodded.

 


CAL: If this goes to shit in a couple days don’t say I didn’t
warn you.

 


BRIAN: Sounds like what my platoon sergeant said to me after I
volunteered for that ambushed patrol.

 


CAL: Didn’t you learn never to volunteer for anything in the
military, doc?

 


BRIAN (smiling): Yeah. I guess I’m just a slow learner.

 


CAL: Ok. Here’s what I think. That guy that attacked me, Dante
West, isn’t done with me yet. I’ll bet he’s not happy about what I
did to his crew. He’s also pissed that I messed up his
face.

 


BRIAN: You think he’s coming after you?

 


CAL: Yeah.

 


BRIAN: Why not your family?

 


CAL: All my family’s dead. I’m all that’s left.

 


BRIAN: What about all those phone calls you’ve been getting? The
ones you don’t want to take?

 


CAL: They’re guys with my dad’s company. I’ll deal with them
later.

 


BRIAN: Hey, man, I know this whole situation sucks but you’ve gotta
talk to someone. You can’t just hole up here and pretend the
outside world doesn’t exist. I’ll bet those guys are worried about
you.

 


Cal stared at Brian for a minute then
nodded.

 


CAL: I’ll call them in a minute. Can you do me another
favor?

 


BRIAN: What now? You want me to go break someone out of
jail?

 


CAL: No, smartass. Can you go get me some coffee? I think this is
gonna be a long night.

 


Brian agreed and left the room. As he made
his way to the cafeteria, he thought about what Cal had said about
his family. He was sure Jess’s family had tried to see Cal but the
stubborn Marine had refused any and all visitors.

He also had a stack of messages from various
callers all waiting to check on Cal’s condition. Brian kept
tight-lipped until now but he knew that would have to change. In
order for Cal to make a full physical and, more importantly, mental
recovery after losing Jess, he’d have to let his friends help. As a
nurse and corpsman, Brian had seen a lot of troops clam up and
refuse treatment. Some never made it back to reality. Others
drowned their demons in booze and drugs.

Brian didn’t think Cal was the type to go
off the deep end, but having a strong support system would still be
crucial in getting back to full form. If Cal didn’t make the calls
himself, Brian would make some for him.

 


+ + +

 


He got back to the room a couple minutes
later after stopping by the nurse’s station to get the phone
messages. Cal grabbed the coffee and the inch thick stack of
messages.

 


CAL: This many people called for me?

 


BRIAN: Yeah. You must be famous or something. I put what sounded
like friends and family on the top and left the reporters and
weirdoes on the bottom.

 


Brian left the room and Cal
looked down at the top message. It was from Jess’s dad, Frank,
earlier that morning. He thumbed through the rest and saw that
Frank had called at least three times a day. Under those messages,
was a bunch from his dad’s company: old friends checking to make
sure he was ok. Sorry guys but you’ll have
to wait a little bit longer.

He took a deep breath, picked up his cell
phone and dialed Jess’s parents’ number by memory. Frank picked up
after the first ring.

 


FRANK: Cal?

 


CAL: Hey, Frank…I…I…

 


FRANK: I know, son…”

 


Cal could hear the muted crying on the other
end and that’s when he lost it.

 


CAL (heaving sobs): Frank, I am so sorry…so
sorry…tried…sorry…

 


The tears and the sobs continued for a few
minutes. It was the first time Cal had allowed himself to really
grieve. In his mind he’d run this scene over and over before it
happened, but now all his preparation was out the window. The depth
of his grief and despair lay open.

He’d lost the love of his
life. The one woman who’d understood him. The woman who could help
him make sense of all the madness in the world. Now that beautiful
woman was gone. He hated that the only picture he could remember of
her was the final moment in the blood-soaked alley. No one should
die in a place like that. Especially his wonderful Jess.
I’m so sorry, Jess.

Once both men got their emotions somewhat
under control, Jess’s father started again.

 


FRANK: Cal, are you ok?

 


How can he ask me something like that right
now? Shouldn’t he be yelling and screaming at the man that got his
daughter killed?

 


CAL: Yeah, I’m ok. Frank, I just want to say I’m
sorry…

 


FRANK: It wasn’t your fault, son. You did your best. Jess wouldn’t
want you to blame yourself.

 


CAL (in a whisper): I know.

 


FRANK: When can we come see you?

 


CAL: I’d really rather come to you guys. When’s Jess’s
funeral?

 


FRANK: We were waiting to hear from you. When are they releasing
you?

 


CAL: I’m not sure. I’ve got a couple other phone calls to make.
Can I call you back when I know more?

 


FRANK: Sure. And, Cal?

 


CAL: Yeah.

 


FRANK: I love you, son.

 


Unable to respond, the tear-soaked Marine
hung up the call and stared at the picture of his beloved Jess. He
realized that not even a lifetime in battle could prepare you for
the death of a loved one. The pit of emptiness he felt in his
stomach threatened to overwhelm him. He tried to push it away and
instead turned to the stack of handwritten phone messages.

The next calls were from his cousin, Travis
Haden. Travis, a former Navy SEAL, ran Cal’s father’s company. He
led the company with an interesting combination of charm and
courage. His dirty blond hair and rugged good looks didn’t hurt
with the ladies either. Despite their age difference of ten years,
Cal and Travis were very close. The last time he’d seen Travis,
they were trying to decide which engagement ring to buy for
Jess.

He speed dialed Travis and waited for his
cousin to answer.

 


TRAVIS: Cal?

 


CAL: Hey, Trav.

 


TRAVIS: Shit, man. What the hell is going on?! Why didn’t you return
my calls? Me and some of the boys were about to raid the
hospital!

 


CAL: I’ve had a lot on my mind, Trav.

 


TRAVIS (tenderly): Yeah, I know. I can’t tell you how sorry I am
about Jess, cuz.

 


CAL: Thanks but I really don’t wanna talk about it.

 


TRAVIS: Ok. How about you? How are you feeling?

 


CAL: It’s never fun to be shot, but I’m doing ok.

 


TRAVIS: What are the doctors saying?

 


CAL: They say I need some physical therapy and want me to stay
here for a couple weeks. Is there anything you can do about
that?

 


Travis always seemed to know someone that
could pull a few strings.

 


TRAVIS: I’ve already looked into it. How about we get you a ride in
an ambulance back to the compound and have a doctor check on you a
couple times a day?

 


Cal thought about the two thousand acre
campus south of Nashville that housed Stokes Security International
(SSI). It would be good to see it again.

 


CAL (brightening): I’d love it. I can even put up with any doctor
if I can come home.

 


TRAVIS: You got it, Cal. Let me make some calls. You sit tight and
I’ll call you back within the hour.

 


With that the phone went dead and Cal put it
back on the nightstand.

The rest of the messages were from
friends/employees within SSI so he decided to wait until he got
back to the compound before talking to them.

 


True to his word Travis called back within
the hour.

 


TRAVIS: So I talked to the hospital staff and they weren’t too happy
about the situation but I explained that we’d have a doc to escort
you back to the compound and that he’d be on-call
twenty-four-seven.

 


CAL: Cool. Thanks for doing that.

 


TRAVIS: They only had one request. I guess they’ve got some male
nurse taking care of you?

 


CAL: Yeah. Former corpsman. Good guy.

 


TRAVIS: Perfect. Can you get him on the phone?

 


CAL: Yeah, let me press the call button.

 


Cal reached over the side of the hospital
bed and pressed the nurse call button. Thirty seconds later Brian
walked into the room.

 


BRIAN: What’s up, Cal?

 


CAL: Hey, I need you to do me a favor. My cousin’s on the phone
and he’s helping me get out of here. He needs to talk to you about
some request the hospital’s made.

Brian tilted in head in confusion but nodded
and grabbed the phone.

 


BRIAN: This is Brian Ramirez.

Cal watched as Brian nodded his head and
grunted yes a couple times.

 


BRIAN: Yeah, I can take some time off.

Cal couldn’t hear the conversation but he
had a feeling about what was coming.

 


BRIAN: Ok. I’ll see you soon.

Brian handed the phone back to Cal.

 


CAL: You wanna tell me what’s going on, Trav?

 


TRAVIS: Brian will fill you in on the details. We’re working to get
the ball rolling and get you out of there today.

 


CAL: Awesome. Thanks again.

 


TRAVIS: No worries. I’ll see you soon.

 


Cal replaced the phone on the nightstand and
looked at Brian.

 


CAL: What was that all about?

 


TRAVIS: Your cousin just hired me for a couple weeks.

 


CAL: He what?!

 


BRIAN: I guess the hospital would only let you out of here if one
of their staff went along with you. Since I’ve been your wet nurse
they figured I was a perfect fit. That way the hospital minimizes
its legal exposure and you get good care. I’ve got some time off I
can take anyway AND your cousin said he’d put me up in that
compound place and pay me double what I make here. Any chicks in
the compound?

 


CAL (laughing): Only one and you don’t want to mess with
her.

 


BRIAN: Ok, then let me get some things together and I’ll pack up
your stuff. Anything you need?

 


CAL: Any way I can avoid you being my babysitter?

 


BRIAN: Not if you want get out of this hospital. Just suck it up,
Marine, and let me get paid.

Brian left Cal to his thoughts. Cal figured
it wouldn’t be so bad having Brian around. He still couldn’t walk
very well so having someone he knew pushing him around in a
wheelchair might be ok. Plus, the compound was a big place and he’d
have way more to do than sitting around the hospital. Hell, SSI was
technically HIS company after all.



Chapter 8

Camp Spartan, Arrington,
TN

 


The drive down from the city proved uneventful. Once the
physician hired by Travis, Dr. Rich Hadley, had arrived everything
seemed to move quickly. After some pointed questions to the new
doctor, Cal found out that Dr. Hadley did not have what you would
call a ‘normal’ medical practice. After successfully completing his
double residency and fellowship in internal medicine and general
surgery, Dr. Hadley had decided to take a left turn.

Instead of joining a hospital or private
surgical practice, he became a concierge doctor for the country
music stars in the Nashville area. It was “Music City” after
all.

He struggled for the first couple years
until he’d met Cal’s cousin Travis. Travis, being the social
butterfly that he was, quickly became friends with outgoing and
adventurous Dr. Hadley. Both were in their late thirties and had
the luck of being endowed with rugged good looks. Both shared of
love of two things: outdoors and women.

Between the pair they’d cut a wide swath
within the ranks of the southern belles in Nashville.

Over time, Travis had introduced Dr. Hadley
to his country music friends. In the past five years his private
concierge practice had grown to include most of the respected
country singer/songwriters in the area. Why go to a crowded clinic
when you can call your own doctor?

Dr. Hadley had also been more than happy to
help Travis and SSI on occasion. This was one of those times.

 


DR. HADLEY: Ok,
Cal, we’re pulling into the compound. How are you
feeling?

CAL: I’m good.

 


DR. HADLEY: Once
we stop I’ll have some of the guys lower your stretcher down and
roll you into the VIP quarters.

 


CAL: Travis is putting me in VIP?

 


DR. HADLEY:
You’d rather he put you in one of the Quonset huts?

 


CAL: Not really.

 


DR. HADLEY:
Good. Now make sure you don’t move around while they cart you in.
Travis would be pissed if I delivered his favorite cousin in a
bloody mess.

 


CAL (resignedly): Alright, Doc.

 


The ambulance pulled to a stop and Cal could
hear the driver getting out of the cab and closing the door. The
back doors were opened and Cal saw a couple of the roving security
guards moving in to help lift the gurney out of the ambulance.

Cal looked around and felt the pull of home.
He’d spent plenty of time in the compound that his father had
christened Camp Spartan because of his fascination with the ancient
warriors of Sparta and because it was a fairly accurate description
of the spartan facilities.

Much of the compound was modeled after
Marine Corps bases. You had headquarters and then separate
buildings for each division. Battalions were located on the lower
levels of their respective division.

Cal’s father had put a lot of time into
hiring former military. He understood that these warriors craved
the familiar look and feel of military surroundings. That’s not to
say that the grounds weren’t state of the art. Cal Sr. had insisted
on having a top-notch facility while at the same time maintaining a
Marine Corps look and feel.

The compound was actually more of a campus.
The mess hall was located behind the headquarters building and the
living quarters just behind that. One of the things the company
found was that many of the families of employees also enjoyed
living in close proximity, just as they had on military bases
around the world. As a result, a portion of the campus was devoted
to single-family homes for the families of SSI employees. There was
even a condominium compound for non-married employees.

It was easy for spouses to come home for
lunch or meet their families to eat in the mess hall. Needless to
say morale was high as was retention within SSI.

The exception to the Spartan décor was the
VIP quarters. Housed on the highest point of the property, the
structure looked like a huge hunting lodge resplendent with a
carved log exterior and large paneled windows. There were even
rocking chairs on the huge front deck for visitors to enjoy.

The entire structure stood at right around
30,000 square feet with ten large guest suites. It was, therefore,
no wonder that the employees had taken to calling it The Lodge.

Soon after SSI experienced its enormous
growth, Cal Sr. realized the benefit of having the ability to house
VIPs on site. It allowed visitors to see firsthand the inner
workings of Stokes Security International. If potential clients
weren’t sold after the initial presentation, they certainly were
after being wined and dined by the staff at The Lodge.

Dr. Hadley directed the paramedics to take
Cal up through the ramped entrance. Cal noticed Brian standing next
to his car parked in front. The former corpsman walked over and
followed the crew into the building.

 


BRIAN (whispering to Cal): Do I get to stay in here too?

 


They moved into the inner sanctum of The
Lodge. An old fashioned bar, fully stocked, stood in the corner
facing a variety of comfortable looking leather chairs.

 


CAL: I’m sure they’re gonna put you in one of the suites next to
where they’ve got me.

 


BRIAN: Suite?

 


CAL (laughing): Yeah. They’ve each got a couple bedrooms and a
nice living area. This is where the company houses visitors,
prospective employees and VIPs.

 


BRIAN (in amazement): Are they looking to have a old corpsman turned
nurse on staff?

Brian continued to stare wide-eyed as they
passed through each enormous room.

 


CAL: I don’t know. I’ll ask.

 


Cal smiled at his friend, glad to have some
levity in an otherwise degrading experience of being wheeled in on
a gurney.

They arrived at a bank of elevators and Dr.
Hadley pressed the button for the second floor.

 


DR. HADLEY:
Travis has you in the corner suite.

 


Cal nodded. He thought that’s where they’d
keep him. The corner suite was more like a Presidential Penthouse
with almost 4,000 square feet of living area. It was way more than
he needed but at least he could take advantage of the view. The
floor to ceiling windows overlooked the majority of Camp Spartan.
It would be good to see it again.

The team moved into the oversized elevator
and it rose to the second level. Exiting the elevator, they turned
to the right and headed to the end of the hall. One of the staff
members withdrew a card key, inserted it in the lock and held the
door open for the stretcher.

Brian followed in after the gurney and
stifled a gasp. The place was huge! Furnished with the same décor
as the rest of The Lodge, the corner suite was bigger than any
house Brian had ever lived in. What did this company do? He’d find
out soon enough.

Dr. Hadley was all business as he instructed
the crew to move Cal to the oversized sofa that faced the glassed
wall. With some effort Cal scooted to the edge of the gurney,
maneuvered over to the sofa, and sat back.

 


DR. HADLEY: I’ll
call Travis and let him know you’re settled. I’m sure he already
knows you’re here, but he wanted me to give him a heads-up once you
were safely in your room.

 


CAL: Great. Now I’m gonna have to check in with Trav before I
take a piss.

 


DR. HADLEY: You
know he’s only looking out for you, Cal.

 


CAL: I know, Doc.

 


DR. HADLEY:
Here’s my card. If you need anything call me. I’ll be right down
the hall. I’ll stop by a couple times a day to check in. For the
rest Brian will take care of you.

 


CAL: You’re staying here too?

 


DR. HADLEY (grinning): Are you kidding? Have you had the bread pudding
here? If your cousin is going to employ me I will be happy to take
full advantage. Besides, my place is thirty minutes away and
Travis’ instructions were for me to be immediately
available.

 


CAL: Thanks for doing that, Doc.

 


DR. HADLEY:
Don’t thank me. Thank Travis for paying my enormous
bill.

 


The good looking doctor smiled and left the
room.

Cal turned to Brian.

 


CAL: I’ll bet he’s not even charging us. The good doctor tries to
play the part of the money-hungry surgeon but it’s obvious he
enjoys this cloak and dagger stuff.

 


BRIAN: Yeah, I got the same vibe. Seems like a pretty good guy. You
know, for a doctor.

 


CAL: Yeah.

 


BRIAN: Alright. So now you’re gonna tell me what the hell is place
is. What does your dad’s company do? They must be making
millions!

 


CAL: You want the long or the short version?

 


BRIAN: Where do I have to go? I’m your babysitter,
remember?

 


CAL: Don’t remind me. Ok, I’ll start at the beginning.

 


+ + +

 


Cal’s father, Calvin Sr., was a rising star
in the Marine Corps during the first Gulf War in the early
nineties. He’d first been commissioned in 1971 just as the Vietnam
War was in full swing. After attending The Basic School, he’d been
shipped first to Okinawa, Japan, and then to Vietnam.

He’d commanded a platoon and earned a Purple
Heart and a Silver Star during his two tours. Cal remembered how
his father had described those times patrolling the paddies and
jungles of Vietnam. It was also where he’d learned the importance
of two things: completing the mission and taking care of your
Marines. It was a lesson he carried on in all aspects of his life
up until the day he died.

Throughout the seventies and eighties, Cal
Sr. moved up through the ranks while at the same time moving his
small family all over the world. There were stints in Camp
Pendleton, Monterey, Okinawa, Camp Lejeune, Nashville for
recruiting duty, and more. Along the way he and Cal’s mother,
Denise, bore a healthy and rambunctious little boy.

Cal had enjoyed his early days on Marine
Corps bases. Living on a military base had its perks: a high level
of security for family, a large number of young children to play
with, good prices for food and a solid school system. It was a life
you could get used to.

Needless to say, over the years Cal Sr. did
more deploying than fathering. That wasn’t to say that he was a bad
father. Actually the opposite was the case. He cherished his time
at home with his wife and son and took full advantage of being on
leave.

As Cal closed in on his teenage years,
tensions increased in the Middle East culminating in Iraq’s
invasion of neighboring Kuwait. He remembered watching the footage
with his mother, both knowing that it was only a matter of time
before Col. Stokes would lead his Marines into battle.

Sure enough, orders were quickly passed down
through the ranks and Cal Sr. headed to war commanding his regiment
of Marines.

Left at home, Cal’s behavior took a nose
dive. In retrospect, Cal understood that the way he’d acted was his
method of dealing with the possibility that his father could die.
First it was talking back in school. Then it was a fight with one
of his classmates. Finally Cal was arrested by the Camp Lejeune
military police when he got caught breaking into the PX at two in
the morning trying to steal cigarettes.

Cal’s mother was devastated. Not only was
her husband at war, her only son was now a criminal.

Word travels fast on Marine bases and this
was no exception. Mrs. Stokes soon received a request by the base
commanding general to come for lunch. The wives of Marine colonels
do not get invited to lunch with generals. If anything it would
have been the general’s wife doing the inviting.

Again, not so in this case. Mrs. Stokes
arrived at the commanding general’s quarters the next day. She was
ushered in by the general’s aide.

General Willard met her at the entrance to
the dining room.

 


GEN WILLARD: Nice to see you again,
Denise.

 


MRS STOKES (demurely): Thank you for
having me.

 


GEN WILLARD: Why don’t we have a seat.
Gunny Fred is about to bring out some club sandwiches. Does that
sound OK?

 


MRS. STOKES: That
would be fine.

 


The two moved to the dining room table. The
leaves had all been taken out and what could at times seat twenty
officers and wives now could only seat six diners total.

They both sat down and the food followed
shortly. The general made small talk as they ate. Ten minutes later
they were both finished and Gen. Willard began.

 


GEN WILLARD: Denise, I just wanted to have
you by so I could make sure everything’s going OK at home. I know
how trying it is to have Colonel Stokes overseas. Add to that the
mischief Cal Jr’s been getting in and I know you have your hands
full.

 


More than anything at that minute Denise
Stokes, a proud southern woman and wife of a Marine colonel, was
embarrassed and frightened. She’d always enjoyed the evenings at
the Officer’s Club mingling with the other wives. This was
something entirely different. To be summoned to the throne room was
unbearable.

 


MRS STOKES: General, I know there’s
nothing that can fix what my son has done. I only ask that he be
given the punishment he deserves and maybe he’ll learn his lesson.
I will say that I have tried my best but sometimes teenage boys
don’t want to listen to their mothers.

 


GEN WILLARD: I appreciate you saying that,
Denise. You do, however, realize that Cal Jr. is part of the Marine
family and as a Marine I have a duty to help.

 


MRS STOKES: I understand.

 


GEN WILLARD: How about I have a little
talk with the boy? Maybe even give him a tour of the local juvenile
detention facility. I know the warden pretty well and he’s always
happy to help me keep our kids on the straight and
narrow.

 


MRS STOKES: If you think that would help,
I’d be much obliged.

 


GEN WILLARD: Consider it done.

 


He turned to the door and yelled for his
aide.

 


GEN WILLARD: Captain Nelson!

 


Capt. Nelson walked into the room.

 


CAPT NELSON: Yes, General?

 


GEN WILLARD: Please schedule to have my
driver pick up young Calvin from the Stokes residence tomorrow
morning at 06:00. Bring him to the PT field and then I’ll ride back
with him to the office.

 


CAPT
NELSON: Yes, sir.

 


He turned back to Mrs. Stokes.

 


GEN WILLARD: Well then, Denise, please
don’t hesitate to call if you need anything. Anything at
all.

 


MRS STOKES: Thank you, Sir.

 


She sincerely hoped she would never have to
call the General. She picked up her pocketbook and made her way to
the door.

The next morning, right at 06:00, Calvin
Stokes Jr. was waiting with his mother on the front step of their
two-story home. He wore his best Sunday khaki slacks with a white
button-down shirt. His hair was buzz cut as he’d worn it during the
past year and the look of anger and dejection was evident on his
face.

The night before when his mother had arrived
at home, she’d delivered the news. A screaming match ensued ending
with Cal slamming his bedroom door in her face. Temper tantrum or
not, he was ready for the General’s driver at 05:30. He knew the
alternative.

Without an appetite, he waited quietly,
glaring at his mother as she’d casually eaten her own
breakfast.

A government vehicle pulled up at 06:00 and
what looked to be a six foot five Marine sergeant stepped out of
the driver’s seat. He was dressed in firmly creased utilities and
marched smartly to the door.

 


SGT KRAUS
(in a deep baritone): Mrs. Stokes?

 


MRS
STOKES: Yes, Sergeant, I’m Mrs.
Stokes.

 


SGT
KRAUS: Is the young Mr. Stokes ready to
go?

 


MRS
STOKES: He sure is, Sergeant. I appreciate
you coming out here to get him.

 


SGT
KRAUS: Not at all, ma’ am. You ready to go
son?

 


CAL (nervously): Yes, Sir.

 


SGT
KRAUS: Don’t call me Sir, son. You can call
me Sergeant Kraus.

 


CAL: Yes, Sergeant Kraus.

 


SGT
KRAUS: Well let’s get going. The General’s
waiting.

 


He walked back to the car and held the back
door open for Cal. Cal slid into the back seat and fastened his
seat belt. Sgt. Kraus waved goodbye to Cal’s mother and walked
around the car into the driver’s seat.

Kraus started the car and they began their
trek. Cal looked back to see his mother still standing on front
step. Too mad and embarrassed to move, he didn’t even wave
back.

The next eight hours were torture for Cal.
Sgt. Kraus picked up the general at the PT field and then took the
pair back to the Headquarters building. The whole way not a word
was spoken to Cal who sat sullen in the back. All his bluster from
the night before had evaporated.

After a stern talking to while standing at
attention in front of the general’s huge desk, he was taken by the
ever-present Sgt. Kraus to the juvenile detention facility just off
base in Jacksonville, NC.

There the warden, stone-faced but cordial,
instructed his staff to get Cal dressed in a prison jumpsuit. He’d
changed into the oversized outfit under the disapproving glare of
two male and one female guard.

Then the warden, followed closely by Sgt.
Kraus and the three prison guards, gave Cal a careful tour of the
entire facility.

Cal saw the looks on the faces of the kids
serving time. Some looked scared. Some looked resigned. Others just
looked like career criminals. By the end of the two hour tour, Cal
knew he never wanted to return.

Although the shock of the prison tour seemed
effective for the short term, Cal soon fell into his old routines.
This go-around, however, he did a better job covering his tracks.
He no longer committed outright mischief; instead he skirted the
rules and bent them to his will.

Even at a young age, Cal excelled in
academics. He’d enjoyed a challenge and far outpaced his
classmates. He now used his mind to mold the rules as he saw fit.
He was never again caught for any overt acts of fighting or
stealing, but he would return home with smoke and beer on his
breath. His mother could never prove it.

His behavior remained poor until Cal’s
father returned from war. The homecoming was more of a relief to
Mrs. Stokes than to Cal. He waited with a mixture of fear and anger
as his parents discussed his fate.

Looking back, Cal knew his disruptive
attitude was a kid’s way of coping with an absent father, but even
in the midst of the turmoil, deep down he knew he’d crossed the
line. That did not, however, mean he would beg for forgiveness. It
wasn’t HIS fault that his father had gone off to war.

Col. Stokes received the news with a strange
calm. He’d already been tipped off by a friend on the Commanding
General’s staff so he knew the majority of Cal’s infractions.
Coming home from his second war, Cal Sr. understood the actions of
young men. When given the chance, they could excel beyond anyone’s
imagination. Left alone without proper guidance, young boys could
just as easily fall on the wrong side of the tracks.

Col. Stokes understood why Cal had
misbehaved. It didn’t make it right, but it was what it was. So
although his star shined bright within the Marine Corps, Col.
Stokes personally delivered his retirement papers to the commander
of Second Marine Division the next day. The general did his best to
set Cal Sr. against his chosen path, but the Marine and more
importantly, the father would not be dissuaded.

Col. Stokes knew it was time to spend more
time with his family.

 


+ + +

 


The Stokes family packed up and relocated
back to Nashville, Tennessee, a few weeks later. Through teary
goodbyes with lifelong friends and an emotional change of command
ceremony where Col. Stokes was awarded the Legion of Merit and a
Bronze Star, the Stokes clan moved on, uncertain of the future.

Cal Sr. used his considerable accrued leave
time to reach out to his numerous contacts in the civilian world.
Throughout his time in the Corps, he’d come in contact with various
influential individuals both on the national and local scene.
Although his skills from the Marine Corps didn’t equate to one
particular job in the civilian world (not many regiments to command
on Main Street U.S.A.), his Marine determination knew he would find
something.

He spent his days making phone calls and his
nights and weekends with the family. Most time devoted to the
family found Cal and his father bonding and figuring out each
other. There were camping and fishing trips. All the while, Cal’s
father treated his son like a man and started to relay life’s
lessons.

Cal’s spirits and attitude improved. He’d
needed his father and once again things felt right in the
world.

Not long after settling in the Nashville
suburb of Franklin, TN, Cal Sr. was hired by a local government
facility as a consultant to evaluate the facility’s security and
operations. The contact had been arranged by an old friend now
serving at the Pentagon who had sung Cal Sr.’s praises to regional
director in charge of all of Tennessee state’s federal
facilities.

Although he’d never done anything like what
he’d been hired for, the money was right and like a true Marine,
he’d figure it out as he went.

Long story short, after evaluating the
facility, interviewing employees, cataloging procedures, and simply
observing for six weeks, Col. Stokes delivered his thirty page
summary to the regional director. The director was very pleased
with the recommendations and asked Cal Sr. to stay on-board to help
implement his suggestions.

Cal’s father didn’t want to be employed by
the government, so instead he asked if a new consulting contract
could be drafted for the follow-up work. The director agreed and
Cal Sr. spent the good part of the next six months retraining the
facility staff and implementing the upgraded security protocol.

During the entire process he made it
absolutely clear that the job would not interfere with his home
life. He insisted on leaving no later than four thirty each day in
order to spend time with Cal. It was a habit that he’d continue
until the day he died.

Throughout his first consulting gig, Cal Sr.
began to see the possibilities in the world of national and
international security. He’d recognized the rise of international
terrorist cells during his time in the Marine Corps. He’s lost
friends in the Beirut bombing. Col. Stokes knew it wouldn’t be long
before those attacks hit American soil.

Over the next couple years he formalized the
structure of Stokes Security International. He leveraged his
abundant contacts within state and federal agencies to help win
jobs that included law enforcement training, security analysis, VIP
protection, etc… Over time, his staff grew as did his reputation
for being absolutely dependable.

He refused jobs that would take him away for
long periods of time. He refused offers from certain Middle East
governments with reported ties to developing terrorist
organizations. While no longer an active duty Marine, Col. Stokes
still felt an intense desire to protect and defend the United
States.

Along the way, he hired former military
officers and enlisted men to be part of the growing SSI. He soon
became known within certain circles as the man who gave second
chances. Col. Stokes knew from experience that everyone has at
least one bad day and sometimes good troops fall by the
wayside.

His first “second chance” hire, strangely
enough, was Cal’s cousin Travis. At the time Travis was a Navy
Lieutenant serving as a platoon commander with the SEALs. A highly
intelligent young man (Rhodes Scholar in college), and an
impressive athlete who’d started at defensive back on Ole Miss’
football team for four years, Travis seemed to be on the fast track
to Navy stardom.

That all changed when he found out that one
of his SEALs was beating his wife. A deeply honorable man, Travis
confronted the enlisted man. During the short conversation the SEAL
admitted to abusing his wife and told Travis it wasn’t any of his
business.

Although the sailor outweighed Travis by
almost fifty pounds, he still found himself waking up inside a San
Diego hospital with a broken arm, a dislocated shoulder, a cracked
jaw, four broken ribs, a broken leg and one helluva headache.

Travis, after calling the ambulance, turned
himself in to the Shore Patrol and was confined at the brig until
the unconscious SEAL could wake up and testify against his platoon
commander.

The man decided not to press charges but the
damage had already been done. By turning himself in, Travis had
admitted his guilt. There was nothing the Special Operations
community could do except let him leave the Navy quietly. At least
it was better than spending more time in the brig.

Cal Sr. found out about the incident from
his brother, Travis’ father. He invited Travis to fly out to
Nashville to spend a little time with family. During the two-week
stay, Cal’s father introduced Travis to the inner workings of SSI
He never made it seem like he was courting a new employee; instead,
he quizzed Travis on how SSI could improve its operations.

By the end of the visit, without prompting,
Travis made up his mind. He asked his uncle if he could join the
company. He explained that he would rather sweep floors for his
uncle’s company than to beg for work elsewhere.

Needless to say, Cal Sr. took him up on his
offer. Instead of starting Travis as he’d requested on the bottom
of the totem pole, the CEO of SSI took Travis under his wing. For
the first year he rarely left Cal Sr.’s side. Some people called
Travis “The Bodyguard” but he served as more of an aide and
apprentice. Travis would later admit that the time spent with his
uncle and his family probably saved him from a depressive fate.

Never a word was said by the rest of the
company staff other than to give the new man a friendly ribbing.
Many within SSI came from similar backgrounds and circumstances. It
was the former Marine turned CEO who had helped many of his staff
over the years. They respected their leader’s decisions and
believed in his vision.

The second and probably more important
reason, was that the entire company harbored a deep and open
respect for the Stokes family. Col. Stokes was a tough man but a
fair man. He always made time for his family and was known for
walking the halls and kicking his employees out so they could spend
time with their own loved ones.

Every person up and down the chain felt like
they had earned the title of SSI employee. The feeling was very
similar to the young man crossing the parade deck and finally being
called a Marine. It was an atmosphere that Cal Sr. worked hard to
foster from the beginning.

Other key players in the SSI family also
came from employment similar to Cal’s cousin. There was the
logistics chief, Martin Farmer, a former Marine Master Sergeant
who’d been relieved of duty after falling deep into alcoholism and
depression upon coming home from deployment to find his wife
sleeping with the Marine next door. There had been no violence,
only the swift decline of a man once revered by his peers and now
hindered by the bottle.

Farmer’s crusty old Sergeant Major was the
one to give Col. Stokes the heads-up. The Sergeant Major and
Colonel had served together on two separate occasions and held each
other in high regard. So when the phone call came from his former
Marine, he was glad to help.

He’d reviewed the Master Sergeant’s record
that, minus the present problem, was exemplary including two
meritorious promotions. Next he hopped a flight to Camp Lejeune and
was formally introduced by the Sergeant Major.

Col. Stokes recognized the pain in the man’s
eyes and made a deal with him. He would pay for the man’s
rehabilitation and counseling. At the end of the program if Farmer
came out clean, he would be hired at SSI. Like most Marines, MSgt
Farmer was a proud man and fully appreciated the helping hand he’d
received. He flew through recovery and reported in to work ninety
days later, right after a brief stop in North Carolina to finalize
his divorce.

MSgt Farmer became one of Cal Sr.’s
brightest stars and totally revamped SSI’s logistics division. It
seemed early on that Col. Stokes had an eye for talent.

All along the way, Cal Jr. became a welcome
aide to the SSI CEO. He’d often sit in on high level meetings and
interviews. Sometimes he was in the room; other times he was next
door listening through the conference intercom system. Cal learned
that his father was a special man that invested in his fellow man
first in order to better himself and others. Cal learned that his
father had a special place in his heart for those in need of a
second chance, but that second chances always came with
stipulations. Cal Sr.’s sense of morality was strong when it came
down to the activity that caused any potential employee to get into
trouble.

He remembered the time an old friend had
gone out on a limb for a certain Navy Master Chief. Apparently the
two didn’t quite know each other but somehow the Master Chief knew
enough people to get referred to Col. Stokes. The story Cal Sr.
received from his old friend differed drastically from the story
that finally came out of the ill-fated Master Chief’s mouth.
Apparently the sailor believed that ANY first infraction warranted
a second chance in the mind of the founder of SSI. He soon found
out otherwise.

It quickly surfaced that the man had twisted
his story in order to gain sympathy with his former commander. The
commander (an old friend of Col. Stokes) took the man for his word
and was more than happy to pass along a supposedly trust-worthy
sailor to his buddy.

It turned out that the man had severely
beaten two young sailors who’d just reported into his unit.
Apparently alcohol was involved and what started as an innocent
hazing ritual soon turned violent.

Sitting in front of Col. Stokes, it was
obvious the sailor still held no remorse for the situation. He
actually had the audacity to blame the Navy for accusing him
unjustly. Little did the man know that Col. Stokes held no room in
his world for bullies and liars. The man was swiftly escorted out
by Travis and two other former SEALs, and a report was submitted to
Col. Stokes’ friend which he in turn filed with the Navy.

It was during this altercation that Cal
finally understood his father’s true sense of right and wrong. He
believed that any abuse or offense against a lesser human being was
morally wrong. At the same time, Cal Sr. did believe that there are
times when a man must take the law into his own hands as long as it
was the right thing to do.

Cal asked his father about this supposed
duplicity and he’d listened as Cal Sr. calmly explained that
although America was the best country in the world, even America’s
laws were not always fair to all and oftentimes sheltered criminals
for the sake of due process.

His son knew his father approved certain
covert missions for various government agencies that, if seen by
the liberal media, would be criticized as being barbaric and
unconstitutional. Each of these undertakings was always scrutinized
for its ethical basis by the headquarters team at SSI. A mission
was never green-lighted if the outcome and the methods did not live
up to SSI’s high moral standard.

Col. Stokes would later
solidify his belief with a motto he would dub Corps Justice.

 


BRIAN: So let me get this right, this company is gonna be
yours?

 


CAL: Well, I guess technically it is mine.

 


BRIAN: Holy shit! You’re like a billionaire!

 


CAL (sheepishly): Not really. I guess you’d call me a
multi-millionaire. Don’t spread that around.

 


BRIAN: Are you kidding me?! No one would believe that a dumb grunt
like you is a billionaire anyway.

 


CAL: Millionaire!

 


BRIAN: Whatever. It’s all the same.

 


CAL: Do you want to hear the rest of the story of not?

 


BRIAN (snootily): Alright, go on Mr. Billionaire.

 


Cal ignored the comment and continued.

 


CAL: So my Dad taught me that many worlds exist within the law.
He learned early on in the security business that he would have
access to certain intel that could benefit others for good and bad.
His deep sense of moral duty kept him from profiting from the bad
side. At the same time, he knew there was a huge gray area left for
him to interpret.

 


BRIAN: I’m not following you.

 


CAL: OK. I remember Dad telling me the story of the first
instance when he hit a real gray area. On a certain job a few years
back, one of his SSI passive surveillance teams found out that a
neighbor of the target was running an illegal prostitution and drug
ring and that both the woman and drugs were being supplied from
Taiwan.

 


BRIAN: Alright. So he just gave that intel to the cops,
right?

 


CAL: Nope. Think about it. Every American citizen has a certain
right to privacy. Technically, the intel was gathered because one
of the team members was curious about the girls coming in and out
of the house. So the team shifted a couple of listening devices
over to the other house along with a camera and just monitored it
for a couple days. Well, they found out pretty quickly what was
going on but the dilemma was the legality of the source of
information. Any two-bit lawyer could’ve had the case thrown out of
court.

 


BRIAN: There’s gotta be something the authorities could’ve
done.

 


CAL: Their hands are tied, man! They would’ve loved nothing more
than to bust that whole thing down. Our company has a lot of
contacts in local law enforcement so one of our guys cautiously
asked what they would do with the situation without giving away the
details like location, etcetera. The cops basically said that
unless they were allowed to build the case from the ground up or
catch the ring red-handed, there’s not much they could
do.

 


BRIAN: But that’s bullshit! They’re here to protect us from that
kind of stuff.

 


CAL: I know. But remember that in order to live in a democracy
like we have in this country, certain laws must be in place to
protect individual freedom and avoid abuse of that
freedom.

 


BRIAN (confused): Alright, so you’re telling me that your dad just
sat on the intel and did nothing?

 


CAL (smiling): That’s the opposite of what he did.

 


BRIAN: You gonna tell me or just sit there with that cheesy grin on
your face?

 


CAL: I know I don’t have to say this to you but I will anyways:
you can’t say anything about what you see around here to anyone
outside SSI. Oh, and don’t go telling Travis what I’ve told you. I
don’t think he’d care, considering who you are, but I don’t want
him to think I’ve been running my mouth.

 


BRIAN: Who do you think I am? I know how to keep my mouth
shut.

 


CAL: OK. So my Dad ordered the team to wait until the original
mission was over. He didn’t want to tip off the ring leaders. Once
the first job was finished, the team covertly rounded up all the
ringleaders and made them get caught.

 


BRIAN: What do you mean MADE them get caught?

 


CAL: Some of our top snoopers caught the guys, tranquilized them
and set them all up in one of their vans in a park down the street.
The team loaded the criminals with some booze and their own dope so
it looked like they’d passed out after a little partying. They
loaded all the drugs and weapon stash in the back of the van so
when the cops were anonymously tipped off, the drug dealers and
pimps woke up to a slew of cops yelling at them to come out with
their hands up and get on the ground. I heard the whole thing was
pretty funny.

 


BRIAN: What about the slaves they had in the house?

 


CAL: For their own safety, they were knocked out too and a minor
fire was set. Just enough for the alarm system to alert the fire
department. When the fire department busted in and searched the
house, they found the girls locked in a back room.

 


BRIAN: I still don’t see why the cops couldn’t have just knocked
down the door and swept the place.

 


CAL: That sounds easy but think about those raids you did with
your Marines over in Iraq. Did you ever like going into a situation
not knowing what you were gonna get? Who knew what those guys
would’ve done to the local cops busting down the door? The way our
team did it, no one was hurt and the criminals were dealt
with.

 


Brian still didn’t look totally
convinced.

 


CAL: Are you really so naïve to think that the police can do
anything they want? Come on, doc. You’ve seen the shitty things
people do in this world.

 


BRIAN: I know. I guess I never really thought about it that much
until now. It’s like the cops are handcuffed from doing their duty.
Reminds me of those times in Iraq when the Rules of Engagement kept
my Marines from killing bad guys.

 


CAL (nodding): Exactly. If they don’t do things by the book these
good cops that don’t get paid squat could lose their jobs. The
law’s made it to where police hesitate because they’re worried
about getting in trouble.

 


BRIAN: Yeah. Last week I saw that some cop was getting sued by a
guy who got shot while robbing a bank. The cop shot him AFTER the
guy shot one of the tellers and refused to give up. It’s
bullshit.

 


CAL: Yep. That’s where Corps Justice comes in.

 


BRIAN: Explain that.

 


CAL: Like I told you before, my Dad lived and breathed the Marine
Corps way. It was my fault he got out of the Corps, but you could
never take the Corps out of him. That, mixed with his moral sense
of right and wrong, made him adopt his motto about Corps
Justice.

 


BRIAN: So is this Corps Justice like a company credo or
something?

 


CAL: Kind of. It’s more of an overarching guidance for SSI
employees for when they encounter gray areas.

 


BRIAN: Is it written somewhere?

 


CAL: For obvious reasons we can’t publish it.

Cal paused and reached for his wallet. He
pulled out what looked like a business card on tattered paper. He
handed it to Brian.

 


CAL: I got that from my Dad when I went off to
college.

 


Brian looked down at the card:

 


 


Corps Justice

1. We will protect and defend the
Constitution of the United States.

2. We will protect the weak and punish the
wicked.

3. When the laws of this nation hinder the
completion of these duties, our moral compass will guide us to see
the mission through.

 


 


Brian looked up at Cal.

 


BRIAN: Cal, to me this looks like you can do whatever you want as
long as you think it’s right.

 


CAL: I know that’s how it seems but you have to remember that my
Dad’s moral compass wouldn’t allow us to conduct acts of undue
aggression. Besides, only the top management within SSI can green
light those kinds of jobs. Dad handpicked that
leadership.

 


BRIAN: Does this come up a lot?

 


CAL: I don’t think so. Keep in mind that most of the work SSI
does is consulting and training. Yes, we do have security teams and
quick reaction forces, but most of the missions they undertake are
cut and dry. There’s typically a clear bad guy and that’s who we’re
sent in to take care of.

 


BRIAN: It sounds more like the gigs you take on are government
sanctioned.

 


CAL: Keep in mind that I don’t know everything. I don’t work
here. But you’re right. The federal government is our biggest
customer, but we have a lot of divisions that trump even that big
account.

 


BRIAN: Really? Like what?

 


CAL: We do a lot of R&D work and either sell the final
product or retain the rights. There’s a lot of money in that kind
of stuff.

 


BRIAN: I’ll bet. Are you gonna run the company?

 


CAL: Nope. Trav is better at it than I would be. I’ll probably be
involved somehow but he’s a much better schmoozer than I am. Plus
I’ve still got some things to take care of.

 


Cal gazed out the expansive windows. Brian
looked at his new friend trying to comprehend the immense pain in
the man’s eyes. He decided to prod Cal on.

 


BRIAN: So tell me how the hell you went into the Marine Corps
instead of working here?

Cal maintained his gaze then turned to
Brian.

 


CAL: I started my first year of college at the University of
Virginia in 1998. My parents were excited about the high caliber of
The University but they still wanted me close. By that time, the
company was doing a lot more work with the feds. Dad had
anticipated the rise of terrorism, and built the company to combat
those threats with the ability to augment the American military. He
was even doing some work for our allies like the U.K. and
Germany.

 


He paused and shifted his weight trying to
find the right words.

 


CAL: Like I said, my parents were really happy about me going to
U.Va but still wanted to see me. I wanted the same thing. We’d been
through a lot together. The great thing about money is that there’s
not much you can’t do when you have it. At that point, SSI was
probably a tenth of what it is now but Mom and Dad had more money
than they could ever spend. Well, on one of their trips to
Charlottesville to watch a U.Va football game and visit me, Dad
went house shopping. I thought he was just looking for a condo or
something they could stay in for weekend trips in. Dad didn’t come
from much money but always loved the idea of owning land. He always
told me that land was one thing you could never reproduce or take
away from a man. In Albemarle County, Virginia there’s a lot of
land. You know Monticello, right?

 


BRIAN: Yeah, that was Thomas Jefferson, right?

 


CAL: Yep. Founded U.Va too. Anyways, there are a lot of estates
like that out there. So Dad goes out and finds a spread a lot like
this one here. Around two thousand acres. He called it his little
getaway. What he ended up doing was turning that into our second
headquarters. He called it Camp Cavalier because I was at U.Va. It
turned out great because he built an almost identical campus there
that we have here in Nashville. That gave the SSI the ability to be
really close to Washington, D.C.

 


BRIAN: I’ll bet your parents spent more time there too.

 


CAL: Yeah. It was great to have them close by and they understood
that I needed my space too. They’d come over for football games and
sometime take me out to dinner. That was a great three
years.

 


Cal paused and returned his gaze to the
window and continued.

 


CAL: In the fall of 2001 I was starting my last year in school.
My parents had just been by to visit, then headed up to D.C. to
visit new clients and old friends. They were going to jump on a
plane out to Los Angeles for a quick vacation then head down to
Camp Pendleton to see some more friends and fit a little work in
too. My parents boarded American Airlines Flight 77 the morning of
September 11th. They tried to call me from the flight when it
became clear to my Dad that the flight was hijacked. I was in class
and didn’t get the call. Both calmly told me that they loved me in
hushed voices and my Dad told me they’d always be with
me.

 


Tears were now streaming down Cal’s face,
but he continued.

 


CAL: I could hear my Mom try to choke back her gasps. My Dad was
all business but he still sounded scared. More than anything I
think he was worried for my Mom and for me. That’s the way he
always was. He finished the message by telling me how proud he was
and that I’d been his greatest accomplishment on earth.

 


Cal stopped again his breath now coming in
gasps.

 


CAL: I never got to say goodbye. Those fucking terrorists took
the most important people out of my life. I sat there playing that
message over and over again as I sat with my classmates watching
the attacks on TV. I was just numb. Before I knew it, a couple guys
from our Charlottesville headquarters barged into the room and
found me. Apparently Travis had sent them to come get me and secure
me somewhere.

 


He reached down and grabbed the bottom of
his shirt and wiped his eyes. There was a new anger, cold and
deadly in Cal’s eyes.

 


CAL: They tried to take me out of there but I shook them off. One
of the guys tried to get me on the phone but I wouldn’t do it. I
ran out of there and went straight to the ROTC building at Maury
Hall. I wasn’t part of ROTC but I knew some of the guys. The MOI
was a mustang and had served with Dad. I found him and asked him
how I could get into The Corps. He was sympathetic but said it
wasn’t that easy. There were a lot more hurdles going the officer
route. Before he could finish I bolted. I knew where the Marine
recruiter’s office was and ran all the way there. There were a
bunch of other kids there apparently doing the same thing as me. I
pushed my way to the front, no one wanting to mess with the
sweat-soaked kid with the tears running down his face. The Gunny
sitting at the desk glanced up annoyed that I’d broken his routine.
I asked him how I could get to go overseas the fastest and kill the
people that had killed my parents. His face changed and he softened
up. He stood up and took me to the back of the room where we could
talk in private. The Gunny told me that he was getting flooded with
similar requests and that he only had one slot left to ship kids to
boot camp later that week.

 


I asked him how I could get that one spot.
He told me I’d have to compete for it and volunteer to be a grunt.
Well, being a pretty smart college kid, I aced the
enlistment-screening exam and maxed out the physical fitness test
that day. I got the slot and left for boot camp two days later.

Cal looked back at Brian and continued.

 


CAL: I know you’re thinking that by the time I got on that bus I
regretted my decision. Nope. It was the opposite. Every moment I
grieved for my parents, I also felt like I was doing SOMETHING.
Enlisting in the Marines was the best thing I could’ve done. The
rest is history.

 


BRIAN: Holy shit, Cal. I’m really sorry about your parents. I had
no idea.

 


CAL: Yeah, well, it’s not something I advertise. Look, Doc, I
don’t regret what I did then and I definitely don’t regret what I
did to those gang bangers. If you’re not cool with that, maybe you
should leave.

 


Now it was time for Brian to get angry.

 


BRIAN: Who do you think I am?! I’m not some pussy that gets sick
over a little bit of blood. I don’t give a shit that you killed
those guys. They deserved it. I wish you’d finished off the other
two.

 


Brian stopped and took a deep calming
breath.

 


BRIAN: Look, I’m here to help, ok? You’ve gone through some really
shitty situations. I’m more concerned about you mentally than some
dead criminal.

 


CAL (defensively): I’m fine. I know how to take care of
myself.

 


BRIAN: Yeah, right. I know you didn’t learn THAT in The Corps.
We’re brothers, remember? You’ve gotta be straight with me,
man!

 


Cal snapped his glare back at Brian.

 


CAL: You want me to tell you that my body aches all day because
Jess is dead?! You want me to tell you that half the day I wish I’d
died with her?! You want me to tell you that I want TO KILL those
motherfuckers over and over again?!

 


BRIAN (yelling back): YES! You can’t keep that shit inside, man!
You’ve gotta let it out or it’ll eat you alive. You’ve seen some of
those boys that come back from the desert and just clam up. Most
turn into drunks or druggies. I don’t want that you happen to
you!

 


Cal stared at Brian panting from the
exertion. He finally laid back down and threw his hands to his face
and sobbed uncontrollably. The bottled up pain surfaced in full
force as Brian sat next to his friend and put a comforting hand on
Cal’s shoulder. The outpouring of emotion lasted for five minutes
until Cal finally collapsed unconscious.

Brian expertly checked his friend and made
sure Cal was ok. He just needed some well deserved rest. He stood
up and walked across the room, sat in a leather recliner and began
his vigil.



Chapter 9

N.O.N. Safe House,
Nashville, TN

 


DANTE: What do you mean he left?

 


Dante listened to his cell phone as anger
raged on his face.

 


DANTE: You told me they had to tell you if they were gonna release
him.

 


More talking on the other end.

 


DANTE: Did you at least find out where they took him?

 


The answer he got was not what he
wanted.

 


DANTE: Well then I guess you’re gonna have a bad night. And don’t
even think about not showing up. You’ve got some explaining to
do.

 


He shut off the call and
sat back on the dirty couch. Dante was sick and tired of being on
the run. The only good news was that he’d somehow managed to
recruit a couple more boys to join his crew. He only got that done
by offering way more of cut than he usually did. It really was his
only choice because everyone knew Dante couldn’t show his face on
the streets. Once this thing blows over,
I’ll take my money back anyway.

Dante’s plan of taking out the hero Marine
as he was leaving the hospital was now scrapped. He’d have to find
another way to get to the guy. The gang leader was still confused
about how the dude had managed to be released without having to go
through normal hospital protocol. Maybe there was more to this guy
than he knew. He’d have to do some digging.

As he sat thinking in the dingy hideout a
plan began to formulate. If he couldn’t get to the Marine himself,
he’d somehow have to get him out in the open.

Think, Dante, think.

 


+ + +

 


Cal awoke to the thin
stream of light coming from the curtain-covered bay windows. His
eyes focused on Brian asleep in the leather chair across the
room. I’ll bet he’s been sitting there all
night.

He tested his balance as he
slowly rose into a sitting position. His wounds still throbbed but
they’d be muted a bit after a couple pain killers. Cal quietly
shuffled to the bathroom to relieve himself. After he was done, he
brushed his teeth, washed his face and threw down two pain
pills. Time for breakfast.

As he walked back into the main room Brian
got up from his chair and did a quick stretch while yawning.

 


BRIAN: How you feeling, Cal?

 


CAL: Alright. About last night, I…

 


BRIAN: Don’t worry about it. I’m glad you got it out. Now we can
work on getting you better.

 


CAL: So what’s on the schedule for today’s torture?

 


BRIAN (chuckling): Travis stopped by while you were passed out and
he said you guys have a nice gym on campus.

 


Cal nodded.

 


BRIAN: I thought I’d wheel you over there and we could do some
stretches and PT. You up for it?

 


CAL: Yeah. I need some fresh air.

 


BRIAN: Me too. Let me go take a leak and then I’ll help you get
changed. You wanna eat before or after?

 


CAL: Let’s do after. I don’t want to puke up everything at the
gym. My gut’s still not right.

 


BRIAN: Cool. Give me a minute and we’ll head out.

 


Fifteen minutes later, the
pair emerged from the suite. Cal rested comfortably in an off-road
looking wheelchair. Probably some super
upgrade Trav hooked up for me. At least
they could take it on some of the trails if they wanted.

After leaving The Lodge, Cal directed Brian
to take a left and head down three blocks. As they traveled Cal
described some of the surrounding buildings.

 


CAL: That one over there is the mess hall and the one behind that
is the HQ.

At a brisk pace, they reached the gym in
only a couple minutes. Although sparsely decorated, it looked to
Brian like all the newest equipment was housed within the
facility.

 


CAL: This is the main area with free weights and machines. We’ve
got a cardio room around the corner that has flat screens. Where
should be start?

 


Brian looked around.

 


BRIAN: Let’s head over to that spot with the mats. We’ll kill some
stretches first.

Thirty minutes later, Cal was drenched in
sweat and panting with exertion. The stretching alone had been
excruciating for the wounded warrior. Moving on to the treadmill
felt like death. Nevertheless, he finished the tortuous physical
therapy session with a determined smile on his face. It felt good
to move again.

 


BRIAN: Alright, that’s good for today, Cal.

 


Cal nodded and rolled over.

 


CAL: Let’s go get some food and then I want to introduce you to
some people.

 


Brian looked at his friend quizzically but
kept his mouth shut and helped Cal into the wheelchair.

The duo left the gym facility and headed
toward the chow hall. As they entered the smell of scrambled eggs
and pancakes greeted them. They found a booth in a corner and Cal
took a seat.

 


BRIAN: What do you want me get for you?

 


CAL: Two eggs over-easy, country ham, a stack of pancakes and
some orange juice.

 


BRIAN: Got it. I’ll be right back.

 


The companions finished breakfast with the
occasional greeting from company employees who stopped by to say
hello to Cal. Brian noticed that rather than be embarrassed or
standoffish, Cal spoke openly with the visitors and knew most by
their first names. It wasn’t something he’d expected and mentioned
this on the way out of the dining facility.

 


CAL: Yeah, I’ve spent a lot of time on both campuses over the
years. I’ve even been in on some of the hiring interviews. Dad
really wanted me to see the inner workings at SSI and included me
whenever he could. I even had a hand in hiring some employees. That
reminds me…take a left up here. I want to introduce you to
somebody.

 


Brian took the next left. They walked down
four blocks finally reaching a low structure. Brian pointed at the
front door and Cal nodded. As they passed through the double doors,
the former corpsman noticed the pressurized feel as the heavy glass
door sucked back into place.

 


BRIAN: What is this place?

 


CAL: We call it the Bat Cave.

 


BRIAN: You mean like Batman’s Bat Cave?

 


CAL: Yep.

 


Cal didn’t explain further
as the two strolled up to the front desk. The two security guards,
heavily armed, greeted Cal by his first name and came around the
desk to shake his hand. It was obvious to Brian that both men (each
the size of an NFL linebacker) liked and respected Cal. It wasn’t
some employee attempt to suck up to the future boss. These guys
really admired Cal and it seemed that they held him on some sort of
pedestal. Interesting.

They waved goodbye, Cal promising to meet
the two guards at the gym soon, and headed to the bank of
elevators.

They boarded the first to
arrive and Brian shifted around to select a floor. There was only a
second floor and nine buttons below the first floor.
A bunch of subfloors. He
looked at Cal questioningly.

 


CAL: Press B9.

 


Brian pressed the very
bottom button for B9. Nine levels
down?

It took less than a minute for the elevator
to descend and open its doors. As they opened, Brian smelled the
incoming air. It smelled like the air wing hangers he remembered
from his time with the Marines. It was that unique smell of oil,
grease and metal. The smell brought back a flood of memories from
his time spent at Cherry Point to his cruises on the gator
freighters.

 


CAL: Ok, before we head down to see Neil, I want to give you a
little background. Neil was one of my finds for the company. We
went to school together at U.Va. and he was two years ahead of me.
He’d been my resident advisor my first year at school. Neil was a
brilliant triple major who hardly studied. He was a funny mix of
hip social butterfly and technological genius. I won’t even tell
you what his IQ is. So anyways, his family came over from India
when Neil was a little kid. They didn’t have a lot of money and
really worked hard to make ends meet. His father was almost as
smart as he is. I met him once. Mr. Patel started a cell phone
company out of his garage and soon had a booming business that he
exported back to India. The hard work paid off and family made a
lot of cash. Neil grew up in the business and learned to love
tinkering with the surplus cell phones his dad would bring in.
Pretty soon he was doing all the repairs for his dad’s company. He
just had this knack for fixing and building stuff.

 


CAL: Well, going into his fifth year at school his mom and dad
went on a trip to India then over to Pakistan to solidify some
business contacts that were going to open a new headquarters for
Mr. Patel’s company. While they were in Pakistan both of Neil’s
parents were kidnapped and later killed. Some tiny terrorist outfit
claimed responsibility and no one was ever caught.

Neil went into a real tailspin. He and his
father were really close and Neil didn’t know how to cope. He went
off the deep end; started drinking all the time, screwing anyone he
could get his hands on and started dabbling in drugs. Let’s just
say he really didn’t give a shit anymore.

So I bump into him one night at some party
and I notice he’s a little crazier than I remember. I somehow
convince him to stick around and hang out with me. Over way too
many drinks, he finally broke down and told me the story about his
parents. Up to that point I’d had no idea. It was obvious that he’d
given up and didn’t want to deal with life let alone school. Then
the poor dude passed out on my couch.

At the time I didn’t know exactly what to do
but I knew I had to help the guy. We were little more than casual
acquaintances but he’d always been a great friend. I called my Dad
the next morning and explained the situation. Luckily Dad was at
the Charlottesville headquarters and asked that I setup a meeting
with Neil. I agreed and somehow got a very hung-over Neil into my
car and out to Camp Cavalier.

The coffee on the way seemed to revive him a
bit but pulling into the main gate really woke him up. Long story
short, my Dad instantly liked him and outlined his plan for Neil.
He wanted Neil to lay off the partying and finish up school. Then
he’d bring him on in the company’s brand new R&D department. I
think this might’ve done the trick, but Dad threw in a kicker. He
promised Neil that if he came onboard, SSI would do anything within
its power to find the men responsible for the Patels’ murder and
bring them to justice.

 


BRIAN (dumbfounded): No shit?

 


CAL: Yeah. By that time, Dad had some pretty serious contacts
internationally and within most of our government agencies. Not to
mention SSI’s intelligence gathering capabilities were really
ramping up. Neil jumped at the chance and didn’t let my Dad down.
Six months after Neil graduated, the terrorist cell that took
credit for Neil’s parents death were killed in a raid by Pakistani
special forces. Justice was done.

 


BRIAN: So Neil stuck around after that?

 


CAL: Yeah. He and my Dad really hit it off. Plus, in no time Neil
was leading the R&D department with some pretty heavy
technological advances. My Dad kept trying to get Neil to take a
new title like Head of R&D or Vice President for R&D but
Neil always refused. He always said he’s just a
developer.

 


BRIAN: What kind of things does he develop for you guys?

 


CAL: You name it. It started with little tech gadgets for the
military: small cameras, light weaponry, tactical gear. The guy was
a triple engineering major. He’ll tell you which ones but I’ll tell
you they’re all way over my head. Anyways, he and Dad figured out
pretty quickly that rather than develop stuff for individual jobs,
why not develop technology that SSI could license out to other
entities. THAT’S when the company really starting making a ton of
money. Dad made an agreement with Neil that Neil would keep fifty
percent of the sale or ongoing licensing fee from any of the stuff
he researched and developed. Neil didn’t want the deal, but Dad
felt it was only fair. Let’s just say that Neil will never have to
worry about money ever again.

 


BRIAN: So the guy knows his stuff, huh?

 


CAL: He does but he still tries to play the part of Indian
gigolo. I never know how many girlfriends the guy has. Let’s go
introduce you to Neil.

 


Cal directed Brian to walk straight ahead
towards a long corridor lit by fluorescent track lighting. He could
see some kind of room at the very end. They neared the room at the
opposite end of the hallway and Brian inhaled sharply at the size
of the place. It looked like a huge cavern.

 


BRIAN: What the hell is this place?

 


CAL: I told you, it’s the Bat Cave. Head over to the left and
that bunch of tables.

Brian did as instructed. A slim man in
glasses looked up from his work. This had to be Neil. He stood
about six feet tall, slim and looked like he could’ve been an actor
in Bollywood. He was not the nerdy developer that Brian had
expected.

 


Neil took off his glasses and walked over to
Cal, bent down to wheelchair level and hugged his friend.

 


NEIL: I’m so sorry Cal.

 


CAL: Thanks.

 


NEIL: Is there anything I can do?

 


CAL: We’ll get to that in a minute. First, I want you to meet my
new friend.

 


Neil nodded and stood back up. He looked
over at Brian and extended his hand.

 


NEIL: Hey doc, I’m Neil Patel. Welcome to the Bat Cave.

 


Brian tried to hide his surprise as he shook
the man’s hand.

 


BRIAN: Good to meet you Neil.

 


Neil smiled conspiratorially and
explained.

 


NEIL: Travis sent over your file before you got here. I know all
about you.

 


Brian looked a bit uncomfortable with the
lopsided conversation but kept his mouth shut.

Cal stepped in before Neil could make Brian
feel even more awkward.

 


CAL: What are you working on?

 


Neil gestured grandly to the nearest
table.

 


NEIL (in a mock British accent): My new toys are waiting for your
inspection, good Sir.

 


Cal shook his head and rolled himself over
to the table.

 


CAL: What is that? One of those remote control helicopters from
the mall?

 


Neil made a face of mock indignation and
continued in his English accent.

 


NEIL: How dare you accuse me of such a thing, Sir? What you see is
the latest in nano-drone technology. Courtesy of yours
truly.

 


Cal picked up the small helicopter-looking
device. The thing fit in the palm of his hand and couldn’t have
been more than the size of a silver dollar in diameter.

 


CAL: Where’s the remote?

 


Neil pulled off a pair of sunglasses from
around his neck.

 


NEIL: Right here.

 


And handed the black shades to Cal.

 


CAL: If this was someone else I’d think they were pulling my leg.
But with you I’m pretty sure you’re not bullshitting me.

 


NEIL: Nope. Those sunglasses control the drone. Put ‘em
on.

 


Cal did as he was told and put the glasses
on. They looked and felt like a normal pair of sunglasses.

 


CAL: You gonna tell me how this thing works?

 


NEIL: Push the emblem on the right side of the frame.

 


Cal did so and immediately the left hand
lens lit up. It looked like a freaking video game! He also jumped
back as the tiny blades on the drone kicked on and set it into a
hover.

 


CAL: You could’ve warned me about that!

 


NEIL: But then I couldn’t have seen the silly look on your
face.

 


CAL: OK. So what do I do now?

 


NEIL: You see the screen on the left.

 


CAL: Yeah.

 


NEIL: Use your eye and tell the drone where to go.

 


CAL: Dude. I have no idea what you’re talking about.

 


NEIL: Just turn your head and look at something you want the drone
to go to.

 


Cal was still confused but once again did as
instructed. As he turned his head he could feel the drone lifting
higher. That’s when he noticed that the view in the left lens had
changed. He was now seeing from the point of view of the drone.

 


CAL: Holy shit!

 


NEIL (beaming): I know, right?

Cal directed the drone to a nearby set of
cabinets. He realized that as he focused on an object, the drone
would move closer.

 


CAL: How do I keep this thing from running into stuff?

 


NEIL: That’s all built in. It has a proximity detector. With
stationary objects, it’s flawless. I’m still working out the kinks
on non-stationary objects in the drone’s environment.

 


Brian’s curiosity was peaked.

 


BRIAN: What do you mean non-stationary?

 


NEIL: You know, like people running around on the battlefield,
cars, animals…anything that moves.

BRIAN (incredulous): You can do that?

 


NEIL: Yep. Pretty easy actually. Hey, Cal. The technology in this
thing is probably gonna make us all a lot more money. We’re
thinking we can equip cars with it. Imagine: no more traffics
accidents!

 


Cal just shook his head. This little toy was
too much fun.

 


CAL: How do I can it to fly back?

 


NEIL: Just click that button on the side again and it’ll go back
to its charging dock over there on that desk.

 


He pointed to what looked like a miniature
landing pad on one of the desks.

Cal pressed the button on the sunglasses
again. Sure enough, the little drone found its way home without
guidance.

 


CAL (while removing the glasses): How the hell did you come up
with that?

 


NEIL: Actually some of the technology’s already been around for a
while. Apache pilots have been able to control some of their
weapons systems with monocles for years. I just made the system
better.

 


BRIAN: Who are you building it for?

 


NEIL: No one yet. All the small spy drones right now are way
bigger than this little guy. I know there are some other companies
in the hunt, but I think ours will be the best. Pretty sure it’ll
be an easy sell.

 


CAL: I wouldn’t loved one of these over in the desert. Would’ve
made fighting house to house a lot safer if I could send this guy
in first.

 


NEIL: That’s our target market for this thing. I want to give the
troops something that’s cost effective and easy to use. A whole
freakin’ platoon could have one of these things. Trav is talking to
a couple of commanders out in the field right now that are gonna
try it out for us free of charge.

 


CAL: You got one that I can borrow?

 


Neil cocked his head making sure his friend
wasn’t messing with him.

 


NEIL: We’ve got a few almost ready. You can take that one if you
want.

 


Cal nodded and changed the subject.

 


CAL: What are you doing for lunch?

 


Neil pointed to a nearby fridge.

 


NEIL: What I always do. Work.

 


CAL: How about you join Brian and me over at The Lodge around
noon?

 


NEIL: Sounds good. Should I wear my drinking boots?

 


CAL: Yes.

 


With that they left the Bat Cave to get
cleaned up.



Chapter 10

Camp Spartan, Arrington,
TN

 


Cal took a long hot shower methodically washing all his wounds.
The damned things still hurt like a champ but the hot water helped
to sooth the pain. He had to stay out of that fucking wheelchair.
His whole body was stiff. It’d be good to move around more. Plus,
he had work to do.

 


TRAVIS: You in there, Cal?

 


CAL: Give me a minute, Trav.

 


Cal shut off the water and wrapped himself
in a big towel. He walked into the master bedroom and found Travis,
scotch glass in hand, standing next to Andy.

 


TRAVIS: Take a look at who the front gate guards found begging to
come in.

 


ANDY: Very funny, Trav. How you doing, Cal?

 


CAL: Better. It’s great to see you, brother.

 


Andy walked over and gave Cal a hug.

 


ANDY: I had over sixty days of leave time stocked up so I thought
I’d come visit the Music City, maybe hit a couple honky
tonks.

 


CAL: Seriously, man, what are you doing here?

 


ANDY: If I know you at all, I know that you’re planning
something.

 


CAL: I don’t know what you’re talking about.

 


ANDY: You’re planning to go after this Dante guy.

 


CAL: Why the fuck do you care?

 


ANDY: Do you even have to ask?

 


CAL: So what? Are you here to stop me?

 


ANDY: Do you not know me at all, Cal? I’m here to help, you
idiot.

 


Cal looked from his former platoon commander
over to his cousin.

 


CAL: You don’t look too surprised.

 


TRAVIS: I AM your cousin, Cal. Plus, you know how we take care of
family around here. Your dad started that.

 


CAL (softly): Yeah.

 


TRAVIS: So what’s the plan, cuz? What do you need from the
company?

 


CAL: Trav, I really don’t want to involve the company. Could you
imagine what would happen simply if the media finds out that I’m
involved? There’ll be a real shitstorm.

 


TRAVIS: You think this is our first rodeo, Cal? Look, I’ll give you
the benefit of the doubt because you’ve been off serving in the
Corps for a while, but S.S.I. has evolved. We’ve taken what your
Dad started to a whole new level.

 


CAL: What are you talking about?

 


TRAVIS: Corps Justice.

Now Cal was really confused. He knew the
company had gone off the reservation select times in the past, but
now it sounded like there’d been a lot more happening than he’d
known.

 


CAL: You wanna explain or do I have to pry it out of
you?

 


TRAVIS: We’ve been doing a lot more work under the radar in recent
years. Mostly domestic stuff against terrorist cells and organized
crime, but the calls keep coming. The shitheads are coming out of
the woodwork.

 


CAL: The calls keep coming from who?

 


TRAVIS: You name it. Your Dad had a whole network of contacts that I
didn’t even know about until they started calling me after your
parents were killed.

 


CAL: I’m still confused. Who are these people?

 


TRAVIS: Everyone from former presidents and CIA officials down to
local law enforcement. Shit, I had to have Neil build me a whole
new secure database so I could somehow track them all. And the list
just keeps growing.

 


Andy was suddenly intrigued.

 


ANDY: Wait, so these contacts hire you to do wet work or
something?

 


TRAVIS: They don’t hire us, per se. It’s more like they inform us of
something they’ve caught wind of and let us do our
thing.

 


ANDY: How the hell haven’t you been caught?

 


TRAVIS (laughing): Are you shitting me? I may be a SEAL but I’m not
an idiot. The team Cal’s dad built around here is more like family.
Haven’t you noticed that most of us are second-chancers? I don’t
know of any other corporation in the world that has employees that
would literally lay down their lives for the team.

 


ANDY: Sounds like the Marine Corps.

 


TRAVIS: Exactly. Uncle Calvin took an interest in people and treated
them right. He was always tough but always fair. The people he
brought onboard knew he would give his own life for them. We’ve
lived by the same rules since he left us. This company is as
airtight as you can get.

 


CAL: So who pays for this secret work?

 


TRAVIS: It’s a complicated combination of systems. We pay for most
of it, but we have other sources.

 


CAL (disbelieving): We pay for it?

 


TRAVIS: Cuz, your dad setup a whole other division within the
company to do this stuff. With money coming in from our patents and
fees, there’s more than enough.

 


CAL: So the company is still financially sound?

 


TRAVIS: Listen to you. You sound like you’re thinking about taking
over.

 


CAL: Shut up, Trav. I’m just curious. Now than I’m officially out
of the Corps, I’m gonna need something to do.

 


Travis thought about it for a minute
wondering what his cousin was thinking.

 


TRAVIS: What did you have in mind?

 


CAL: Well, I sure as hell don’t want YOUR job. You can keep that.
I was thinking more along the lines of R&D but this other stuff
sounds like I could make a difference.

 


TRAVIS: Funny you should mention those two areas. I was talking with
Neil the other day and we thought that’s what you might like. In
fact, it works out perfectly. Our new division actually does a lot
of the initial trial work for R&D’s creations. Neil’s even been
known to get dressed up in black and join the teams.

 


CAL: You’ve gotta be shittin’ me! We can’t afford to lose
him!

 


TRAVIS: Relax, Cal. Neil’s always hunkered down out of reach from
the bad guys. We get him just close enough so he can monitor the
use of the new gadgets and feel like he’s part of the crew. The
field teams love him.

 


CAL: I’ll bet they do.

 


TRAVIS: So back to the original question: what do you need from the
company?

Cal took a minute to think about it. Hell,
before this enlightening conversation, he thought he’d have to
“borrow” the tools he’d need.

 


CAL: I’d like access to some of Neil’s toys. Mainly surveillance
stuff to start. This Dante guy is probably hunkered down somewhere
and I’ve gotta dig him out.

 


TRAVIS: I think we can help with that. Neil has some hacking
software we’ve used in the past. This one program actually
infiltrates a cell phone and tracks all calls. Neil even figured
out a way to listen to the calls remotely. The damned thing is
almost flawless.

 


CAL: Is it something you have to load onto the cell
phone?

 


TRAVIS: Not like you’d think. He actually accesses it with some kind
of laser. Literally you can sit on a rooftop a mile away with this
thing, paint the targeted cell phone, and then you’ve got
it.

 


CAL: It doesn’t sound like you’re kidding.

 


TRAVIS: I’m not. Don’t ask me how the damn thing works. I just know
it does.

 


CAL: Ok. I’ll take one of those please.

 


TRAVIS: Alright. What else do you need?

 


+ + +

 


Dante’s calls to New Orleans had finally
paid off. Earlier in the day, a car arrived with four mean looking
bangers from down south. It was the first shipment of what would
eventually be nine new men. They were some of his cousin’s top
enforcers. He’d owe his cousin some serious cash after all was said
and done, but he knew with the added firepower he’d take care of
SSgt Cal Stokes.



Chapter 11

Camp Spartan, Arrington,
TN

 


Brian entered Cal’s suite and glanced around at the new
visitors. All held a rocks glass quarter full of what looked to be
scotch. He recognized most of the attendees but didn’t know who the
huge black guy or the crew cut Marine were. He made his way over to
Cal.

 


BRIAN: How are you feeling, Cal?

 


CAL: I’m a little sore but better after that shower. Why didn’t
you tell me I smelled that bad?

 


BRIAN (deadpan): I didn’t want to make you cry.

 


CAL: Hey doc, you know Travis and Neil, but let me introduce you
to the rest of this motley crew. This is Captain Bartholomew
Andrews. We served together in the fleet and I consider him one of
my closest friends.

 


Andy leaned over and shook Brian’s hand.

 


ANDY: How are you, doc?

 


BRIAN: I’m good, Sir. We talked over the phone at the hospital,
right?

 


ANDY: That was me. And you can cut the Sir crap. Just call me
Andy.

 


BRIAN: Got it.

 


CAL: Now this other fine fellow is the amazing former Marine
Master Sergeant Willy Trent.

 


Brian looked up at the huge black man.

 


BRIAN: Hey, didn’t we see you at the chow hall?

 


Cal laughed and turned to Travis.

 


CAL: I told you he was sharp for a squid. Willy runs the mess
hall when he’s not kicking the crap out of the troops in the gym.
Not only is he a professionally trained chef from Johnson and
Wales, he’s also one of our martial arts and urban raid
instructors.

 


Trent bent his hulking frame over and shook
Brian’s hand.

 


MSGT TRENT: Good to meet you,
doc.

 


BRIAN: You too, Top.

 


CAL: When you walked in, we were discussing our upcoming
mission.

 


BRIAN: I’m sorry, what?

 


CAL: Let’s just say I’m about to start playing out of bounds and
you need to tell me right now whether you want out. You can still
stick around but we’ll politely ask you to leave whenever we’re
talking operationally.

 


BRIAN: What you’re talking about?

 


CAL: Let’s just say it has to do with finishing the job I started
in that downtown alley.

 


BRIAN: You’re talking about going after that West guy.

 


CAL (smiling): What do you think?

 


BRIAN: I’m thinking you’re about to go WAY out of
bounds.

 


CAL: Listen, doc, if you’re not up to this, just say so and we’ll
come get you in an hour or so.

 


BRIAN: Can I ask a couple questions?

 


CAL: Shoot.

 


BRIAN: First, can I have one of whatever you guys are
drinking?

 


CAL: It’s Famous Grouse.

 


BRIAN: What’s that?

CAL: Scotch. My dad’s favorite and pretty much all I drink around
here. We’ve got pallets of it.

 


BRIAN: Sounds good.

 


Travis walked to the bar to get the drink
for Brian.

 


CAL: Next question?

 


BRIAN: Why not find the guy then alert the cops?

 


TRAVIS: I’ll answer that one. We’ve already been monitoring the
situation through discrete channels. Believe it or not, even with
the eyewitnesses, they don’t have enough evidence to pin it all on
West.

 


BRIAN: Really?

 


TRAVIS (raising his glass): Welcome to our world, brother.

 


BRIAN: How are you planning on getting away with this?

 


Cal glanced at the other members of the
party with a conspiratorial look.

 


CAL: Well, apparently there’s a lot that this company can do that
I had no idea about until about an hour ago. Before we got here, I
thought I was going to borrow some of Neil’s toys and go do some
snoopin’ and poopin’ by myself. Thanks to these guys, it looks like
I won’t have to do that alone anymore.

 


Brian’s faced changed to a look of
disbelief.

 


BRIAN: Cal, you can’t go waging some kind of private war on the
streets of Nashville!

Cal scrutinized his new friend as if
deciding whether to go on.

 


CAL: Look, doc, I can’t promise things won’t get dirty, but the
initial plan is that we find this little shit and dump him in the
laps of the local cops. I’ve gotta say that part of me hopes he’ll
fight back.

 


The determination in Cal’s
eyes made Brian wait to reply. What the
hell am I getting into?

 


BRIAN: Can I ask another question?

 


CAL: Sorry, doc, that’s it. Either you trust me and you’re in or
you can go take a break in your room. I’ve made my decision and so
have these guys. You’re part of the family or you’re
not.

 


Brian’s eyes flashed with his own cold anger
as he continued.

 


BRIAN: I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt that you weren’t
trying to be a total prick with that last statement and that maybe
the booze is talking a bit. I was going to ask you how I would fit
into this little operation.

 


Cal flashed another conspiratorial smile and
nodded to the team.

 


CAL: I told you he wouldn’t puss out, guys. He belongs
here.

 


BRIAN: Tell me you didn’t just put me through some kind of test,
Cal.

 


CAL: What can I say, doc? Once a Marine, always a Marine. Didn’t
your company gunny give you shit until he knew you weren’t just
another swabby?

 


Brian chuckled as he reminisced.

 


BRIAN: Yeah. That guy rode my ass for months. Good guy though. He’s
one of the guys I saved.

 


MSgt Trent decided to chime in.

 


MSGT TRENT: Look doc, you might as well get
it through your head that this place is a lot like the Marine Corps
including Cal’s smart ass comments. We all give each other a hard
time, but in the end we take care of one another. You’ve probably
already heard some of the stories of some of us
second-chancers.

 


Brian’s eyes went wide as he stared at the
six foot seven mass of muscles.

 


BRIAN (blurting): You’re a second-chancer too?

 


MSgt Trent’s chuckle sounded more like the
rumble of a mountain landslide.

 


MSGT TRENT: Yep. I’m a former screw-up just
like the rest of these boys. I had the misfortune of getting on the
wrong side of a prick Major. At the time I was working in the chow
hall with Fifth Marines. Long story short; turned out this guy was
not only looking at kiddy porn on our government computers, he also
made some inappropriate passes at my young female Marines. The guy
had the balls to do it right in front of me. He was a terminal
Major with close to twenty years in so I guess he thought he could
do whatever he wanted. Well, as soon as one of my Marines told me
what was going on, I confronted him. He denied it in one breath and
in the next told me that even if he was doing anything, it wasn’t
any of my business. I told him the next time I heard about him
messing with any of my Marines, he’d end up in the
hospital.

I hoped that would be the end of it. He
wasn’t that smart or lucky. A week later, I went into the walk-in
freezer to get some supplies. I open the door and find this Major
with his hand up the shirt of one of my female Marines pushed up
against a produce rack. It was pretty obvious she’d been
struggling. The prick had the nerve to tell me to leave. Instead I
picked the scrawny fuck up by the front of his cammies and threw
him through the door.

I’m not proud of what I did next, but he’d
had his chance. Let’s just say he ended up having an extended stay
in the hospital and won’t ever have the option of getting a woman
pregnant. The MPs showed up five minutes later and I told them the
whole story. While the regimental commander was sympathetic, he
couldn’t ignore the fact that I assaulted a Marine officer.

Next thing I know, I’m getting a visit from
Travis over there. He tells me who he is without getting into
details, then offers me a tryout here at SSI. Needless to say, I
jumped at the chance.

 


TRAVIS (grandly): And the rest, as they say, is history.

 


Trent nodded thoughtfully and continued.

 


MSGT TRENT: Doc, nobody’s forcing you, but
if you’d heard anything today I want you to walk away with this:
This company and these guys will become your family. They’re fair
and will fight to the death for you once you’re here. Besides that,
the pay’s pretty damned good too.

 


He smiled as he finished and took a long
pull from his glass.

Travis, now visibly in the cups, picked up
where Trent left off.

 


TRAVIS: I guess what we’re saying doc is that this’ll be the last
job you’ll ever have.

 


Brian found it impossible to keep the look
of surprise off his face and reddened in embarrassment as the small
group of men smiled knowingly.

 


BRIAN: Wait, are you offering me a job?

 


TRAVIS: You’re not technically a second-chancer, but I think your
record and Cal vouching for you pretty makes you a shoe-in. Plus,
Neil told me he’d love to have some input from a medical combat vet
on some of the life-saving gear he’s developing.

 


BRIAN: No shit?!

 


Now Brian was completely floored. This
couldn’t be happening…could it?

 


TRAVIS: Well, you’d have to split the royalties from any new patents
with Neil and the company, but I don’t think that will be a
problem. That would be on top of your salary.

 


BRIAN: But you guys don’t even know me!

 


TRAVIS: Look, doc, we’ve been doing this for a while. We’ve
obviously got an eye for talent. Cal aside, everybody else around
here is in the top one percent of their peer group.

 


CAL (smiling): Screw you, Trav. What my cousin’s trying to say is
that we’ve done our homework on you. We know about your awards. We
know about your perfect PFT and shooting scores. We know you’re
like us. I know this is a big decision, but we’re all in
agreement.

 


BRIAN: What would I do about my other job?

 


CAL: Would you rather be working there?

 


BRIAN: That’s not what I’m saying. They’ve been good to me and the
pay’s not bad.

 


CAL (grinning): Come on, doc, you really want to go back to
changing bed pans after what you’ve seen around here? Plus, I’ll
twist Trav’s arm to take care of you on the salary side.

 


BRIAN (thinking out loud): It does look like you guys have a pretty
good thing going around here. I guess I’m in.

 


Travis walked up to Brian and put his
non-drinking arm around his new employee.

 


TRAVIS: Then welcome to the family, my boy. I just have one more
question for you: you’re obviously a smart guy, super fit, a
warrior. How come you didn’t go to B.U.D.S and become a
SEAL?

 


Without pause, Brian innocently
answered.

 


BRIAN: Because it only took me one time to pass the
ASVAB.

 


The whole room exploded in laughter as
Travis shook his head in mock surprise.

 


TRAVIS (lifting his glass in toast): Looks like you’ll fit right in
around here, doc.

 


+ + +

 


Dante cut the connection on his cell phone
and looked around at his newly assembled forces.

 


DANTE: I just got the address. Be ready to go tomorrow night after
I do a drive-by.

 


The hired guns all nodded and continued
preparing their gear for the impending mission. Dante looked around
the room appraising his beefed up crew. Bullet proof vests and
automatic weapons weren’t cheap, but they were effective. Things
were about to change. A war was coming.

That Marine’s about to feel some pain.

 


+ + +

 


The newly formed team spent the following
days going over “borrowed” police reports, courtesy of Neil.

 


TRAVIS: Some day you’re gonna have to show me how the hell you find
this stuff, Neil.

 


NEIL: It’s called plausible deniability, Mr. CEO. If I don’t tell
you, you can honestly tell your interrogators that you had no idea
how I got my hands on this stuff. Besides, I can’t show you all my
secrets.

 


TRAVIS: Fair enough. How about you give us a quick rundown of what
we’re looking at. My eyes are starting to hurt.

 


NEIL: Ok, here’s the gist. The local authorities haven’t come up
with much. I will give them credit though; they’ve put a lot of
resources into this investigation. Based on what Cal has told us,
it looks like their rendition of what happened in the alley is
pretty spot on. On the other hand, their search for West is
lacking. They just don’t have the resources. They’ve beaten the
bushes and interrogated this Shorty guy but haven’t come up with
much. This kid was a new recruit and didn’t have much knowledge of
West’s hideouts and operations. What they have gotten from him,
they’ve exploited pretty efficiently.

 


CAL: So what you’re saying is that we don’t have much to go
on.

 


NEIL: Right. I’ve gone over everything they have and it really
doesn’t give us much help on finding West.

 


Cal turned to MSgt Trent who was carefully
studying a map of the Nashville area.

 


CAL: What do you think, Top?

 


Without turning away from the map, Trent
answered.

 


MSGT TRENT: I think we need to start
beating some bushes too. I’ll volunteer to start on the north side
of town.

 


CAL: No offense, Top, but you’re not the most inconspicuous of
detectives.

 


MSGT TRENT: Don’t worry about me, Cal. What
my size lacks in subtlety it more than makes up for in
intimidation. I figure West is probably not only in deep shit with
the cops, but also with some of his customers and rivals. The way
these guys work, they’re all thinly connected by financial
obligations and past favors. I’ll just pretend I’m looking for Mr.
West to pay back the money he owes me. I can be pretty convincing
when I want to be.

 


CAL: OK. Can’t say I have anything better. Neil, what do you
think?

 


NEIL: I’m with Top. We need to get some boots on the ground. He’ll
blend in best in that area anyway. I can give him some help with
some gadgets if he wants. Just let me know what you need,
Top.

 


CAL: Trav, I know you’re busy but can you spare some time to talk
with some of your contacts within the Metro Nashville Police
Department?

 


TRAVIS: No problem. I’ll see if I can swing a lunch with a couple of
my buddies. We’ve made some good friends on the force around here.
They’ve even spent some time in our simulators and on our live fire
ranges.

 


CAL: Good. See what you can find out about on-going operations to
find West and make sure they don’t think we’re jumping into this
thing.

 


Cal turned to Brian.

 


CAL: That leaves me, doc and Andy.

 


ANDY: OK. What are we doing?

 


CAL: Now that I’m getting around on my own power I want to go
have a little talk with Irene.

 


BRIAN: The girl at your condo?

 


CAL: Yep. I have a bad feeling that her walk through my condo
wasn’t just professional curiosity. Anybody have any other
questions, comments or concerns?

 


Travis raised his hand,

 


TRAVIS: Yeah, we may have one small issue. Just got a text from our
legal department. Seems as though we’ve gotten a couple of
inquiries from some local reporter. He was trying to find you and
was looking for a comment on the investigation.

 


CAL: Just tell them to blow him off.

 


TRAVIS: I did but I’ve heard about this guy. He’s a tenacious
fucker. Young and ambitious. Gave the local police hell earlier
this year over some alleged abuse scandal. Turned out to be
nothing, but it really gave the police a black eye. This guy smells
a story.

 


CAL: What’s his name?”

 


TRAVIS: Henry Bellinger.

 


CAL: Why do I know that name?

 


TRAVIS: You’ve probably seen his name on any story condemning
conservatives, the military, or the police. He loves conspiracies
and is smart as hell.

 


CAL: So how do we deal with this guy?

 


TRAVIS: Let me think about it. I may just put The Hammer on
it.

 


BRIAN: The Hammer?

 


TRAVIS: Yeah, The Hammer. Marjorie Haines. She’s our lead attorney.
Don’t call her Hammer or she’ll kick your ass.

 


Cal thought about the problem for a
minute.

 


CAL: What if I give him an interview over the phone? What could
that hurt?

 


Travis shook his head.

 


TRAVIS: No way, Cal. This prick will find some way to twist your
words. He’s already suggesting that you should be arrested for the
murder of those guys in the alley.

 


Cal’s anger boiled over.

 


CAL (through gritted teeth): Any idiot can see that my actions
were in self-defense. What’s he trying to prove?

 


His cousin answered by pointing his finger
at Cal.

 


TRAVIS: That’s what he’s trying to prove: you’re some kind of animal
that should be caged. He hates the military and would love to get a
juicy story on the Killer Marine. I’m saying that if you get on the
hook with this guy he’ll make that famous short fuse of yours to
burn out really quick.

 


Taking a labored calming breath Cal nodded
to his cousin.

 


CAL: Touché. Guess it’s pretty easy to hit my hot spot
sometimes.

 


TRAVIS: Yeah, well, even your dad wasn’t perfect there either. He
had a killer temper on that rare occasion he got riled.

 


CAL: Tell me about it. Alright, I’ll stay away from this reporter
and let you handle him. You guys ready to go?

 


Everybody nodded and headed for the
door.

 


+ + +

 


Dante drove by the home without turning his
head, but instead used his peripheral vision to take in the
details. The property was probably a couple of acres and far
removed from any neighbors. It was situated in the Leipers Fork
area in the city of Franklin, TN. The area was known for the
mansions of some of country’s oldest and brightest stars.

This home was nothing like the homes of the
stars. It was a modest one level with a three car garage. No
frills. The driveway was lined with neatly spaced trees and the
lawn was well maintained. Basic.

Dante drove a little way past the property
and looked back. There didn’t seem to be any activity outside. He
decided to take a chance and pull into the vacant land adjacent to
the target property. A densely wooded entryway gave him a perfect
opportunity to conceal the late model Honda Civic he was
driving.

Carefully slipping out of the car, he pulled
down his ball cap and checked his aviator sunglasses to make sure
his face was properly hidden.

He didn’t have to go far to find a decent
spot behind a tree that afforded him a clear view of the whole
property. From the distance he couldn’t see any movement. He pulled
out a pair of small sport binoculars he’d purchased for cash at a
nearby gas station. His eyes adjusted and focused onto the side
window that seemed to be part of the living area. All he wanted at
this point was to confirm that the owners still lived at the
location and were alone. The last thing he wanted this go-around
was more surprises.

He waited ten, twenty,
thirty minutes. Nothing. Just about the time he’d decided to leave
and come back, Dante caught a flicker of activity in the back of
the house. Please don’t have a big fucking
dog. Dante thought.

A middle-aged man walked
out the back door onto a wooden deck trailed by a tiny Chihuahua.
Dante watched as the man waited for the dog to relieve itself.
Finished, the small dog ran happily back into the house and man
followed. One here. Now I’ve gotta make
sure Mama’s home too.

He shifted his gaze and, minutes later, saw
what he’d waited for. The man’s wife walked into view after opening
the garage door. Dante focused on the two modest vehicles and
didn’t find the telltale signs of a family trip or impending
visitors. It looked like the couple would be at home tomorrow,
alone.

He took his time walking back to the car. He
ran the details of the upcoming assault through his head. This time
he’d be the one leading the way just like the old days. Things
wouldn’t go wrong this time.



Chapter 12

Gulch District, Nashville,
TN

 


Brian pulled his car up to Cal’s condo building and the three
companions exited and headed for the front door. Through the glass
Cal could see Irene sitting at the welcome desk. A deep breath and
he passed through the doorway.

Irene looked up with her courtesy smile and
yelped in surprise as she recognized Cal.

 


IRENE: Oh, Cal! How are you?!

 


Cal noticed that the look of shock mingled
with a hint of guilt on Irene’s face. This girl was hiding
something. Years of learning when junior Marines were lying to his
face had honed Cal’s bullshit detector. He put on the nicest smile
he could muster and pushed forward.

 


CAL: Hey, Irene. How are things around here?

 


IRENE: You know, occasionally busy, boring the rest of the time.
You look great! How are you feeling?

 


CAL: A lot better thanks. Just wanted to stop by and get some of
my stuff. Oh, my fault. You’ve met my buddy Brian here and this is
my friend Andy. Andy’s a buddy of mine from the Marine Corps.
They’re doing the heavy lifting while I just point to
things.

 


Irene laughed dutifully as did the others.
The strain on Irene’s face intensified as she processed the
trio.

 


IRENE: Are you moving out or something?

 


CAL: Nope. Just gonna stay with some friends for a few days.
Anybody been in my place since the last time I was here?

 


IRENE (shaking her head): No, just your friend Brian the other day.
I’ve got a bunch of mail for you. I can go get it for you and you
can pick it up on your way out.

 


CAL: Andy, can you go with Irene and get my mail? We’ll be back
down in five minutes.

 


ANDY: No problem.

 


As Irene turned to head to the mailroom, and
Cal touched his right temple and glanced at Irene’s desk. Andy
followed his gaze, saw the cell phone, and nodded back to Cal. It
would be Andy’s job to use Neil’s laser gadget to tap Irene’s
phone. Not a problem.

Cal and Brian headed to the bank of
elevators and boarded the first to appear. As the doors closed,
Brian turned to Cal.

 


BRIAN: You think it’ll be as easy to do as Neil said?

 


CAL: Probably easier. By the time we get the mail, Neil should
have her whole system tapped.

 


They were both anxious to hear from Neil and
continued the rest of the way up to Cal’s floor in silence, each
wondering quietly what the cell phone hack would lead to.

As Cal was entering his pass code, his cell
phone buzzed.

 


CAL: Yeah.

 


NEIL: Hey, Cal, we just got a positive connection and we’re
starting to download all her recent activity.

 


CAL: OK. Call me back when you have a better idea of what we’re
dealing with.

 


NEIL: You got it.

 


Cal slipped his phone back in his pocket and
walked towards the master bedroom. He came back a minute later with
a small rolling suitcase.

 


CAL: You ready?

 


BRIAN: Do you need to get anything else?

 


CAL: Nope. Just got some extra pieces from the locker and some
clothes. The rest I can borrow from the company.

 


Brian grabbed the suitcase and followed Cal
back to the elevator. As they exited on the ground level they found
Andy waiting with a thin stack of junk mail. Irene was once again
sitting behind the welcome desk and appeared to be texting on her
cell phone. She looked up as they walked towards Andy.

 


IRENE: Did you get everything you needed, Cal?

 


CAL: I did. Hey, Irene, has anyone been here recently looking for
me?

 


She did her best to keep the fake smile
plastered on her face, but Cal noticed her face drop slightly at
his questioning.

 


IRENE: Just the police. They came by the day after
your…incident.

 


CAL: Anybody else that you can remember?

 


IRENE: Nope. I see everyone that comes in during the day. You know
that the doors are locked after-hours and on the
weekend.

 


CAL: Yeah. I was just curious. Thanks again for keeping an eye on
things, Irene.

 


IRENE: No problem. Let me know if we can do anything for
you.

 


He started to leave, then paused and turned
back.

 


CAL: Oh, forgot to mention one thing. Give the staff a heads-up
that I installed a video surveillance system a few weeks ago.
Nothing to worry about. I haven’t had a chance to review any
footage since getting out of the hospital yet. Just thought you
guys should know.

 


Without waiting for a response from the
open-mouthed Irene, he exited through the front door trailed by his
two friends.

Andy waited until they’d reached Brian’s car
before saying anything.

 


ANDY: Real discreet, Cal. I wouldn’t be surprised if she has a
heart attack.

 


CAL: Serves her right. I’m tired of sitting back and doing
nothing. I guarantee she’ll be on the phone with whoever she’s been
talking to as soon as we take off. In ten minutes, we’ll know where
West is hiding.

 


Without a good response, the other two
climbed into the car and they were soon back on the road to Camp
Spartan.

 


+ + +

 


Dante strolled into the dark room, shedding
his layers of disguise as he went. The twelve men waiting were in
various states of relaxation. Some were slumped on one of the
couches smoking; others were playing video games, or snacking on a
huge bag of Popeyes takeout.

 


DANTE: Alright, listen up. I just took a look at the house we’re
hitting tomorrow. I figure we can get in and out pretty quickly. I
don’t want to be there more than five minutes in case some
hillbilly decides to stop by with his shotgun. No shooting unless
we can help it. Everybody got that?

 


A chorus of mumbled agreements answered
West.

 


DANTE: Now, I want all of you to get some good rest tonight. I
don’t want anybody draggin’ ass tomorrow night. That means limit
the booze and weed.

 


One of the huge men from New Orleans raised
his head and spoke up in a bored southern drawl.

 


THUG: This ain’t our first rodeo, Dante.

 


DANTE: I know, I know. I just don’t want any fuckups this
time.

 


THUG #2: You mean not like the way Shorty
went down?

 


The comment was followed by snickers from
the rest of the hired crew.

 


DANTE (growling): You trying to challenge me? If you’ve got a
problem, I’ll take care of it right now.

 


THUG #2 (still smiling): Relax, Dante, I was just messin’ with
you.

 


Dante turned and headed for the back room.
The sooner he could send the New Orleans bangers back home, the
better. The walls of the small house were starting to close in on
everyone. Just the day before, one of his original crew had gotten
into it with one of the newcomers. It would’ve come to blows if
Dante hadn’t happened to walk in.

He was tired of babysitting. Tomorrow would
be the night it would all end.



Chapter 13

Camp Spartan, Arrington,
TN

 


Cal, Andy and Brian arrived back at Camp Spartan to find Neil
helping himself to the liquor in Cal’s suite. On the bar, he’d
arrayed an assortment of laptops, high tech headphones and speakers
and half-eaten room service. As Cal walked in the door, he watched
as Neil listened intently into one side of the set of headphones
perched on his head. His concentration was so deep that he didn’t
even acknowledge the trio’s entrance. Neil remained this way for
another minute, then his eyes shot open and he ran his fingers
deftly over the keyboard, apparently making notes from what he’d
just listened to.

 


CAL: Well?

 


 

NEIL: Hold on a sec. Let me finish my notes really
quick.

 


To kill time, Cal walked around the bar and
pulled a beer out of the fridge. He motioned to the other two with
the beer and both nodded. He pulled two more bottles out of the
fridge, expertly popped off the tops on the side of the bar, and
brought them around to Andy and Brian.

Andy waited patiently with a look of quiet
amusement as Neil wrapped up his note-taking. Brian walked to the
large bay window and took in the beautiful day. Cal tried to look
over Neil’s shoulder just for a glimpse of what he was doing, but
Neil shooed him away.

Finally Neil finished and swiveled his bar
stool around to face the others.

 


NEIL: OK. I’ve got bad news and good news.

 


CAL (impatiently): Would you just tell us what you found out
dammit?

 


NEIL: Patience is a virtue, my boy. Anyway, the good news first.
Your girl Irene has not been tipping off Dante West or any of his
crew.

 


CAL: And the bad news?

 


NEIL: She’s been doing spy work for that reporter,
Bellinger.

 


CAL: What? So why the hell was she rooting around in my
condo?

 


NEIL: Looks like little innocent Irene is a little short on cash
and this guy Bellinger loves good contacts within the ranks of
hotel and condo concierge. They’ve usually got the most access, so
he targets them pretty heavily.

 


CAL: You didn’t answer my question. What was she looking
for?

 


NEIL: Any little tidbits he could use to write a story. Your Navy
Cross citation to start. He wanted her to see if you were maybe a
druggy, closet gay or something like that. Anything to make his
story juicier.

 


CAL: I’d love to pay that guy a little visit.

 


ANDY (shaking his head): You know you can’t do that, Cal. It’d just
make things worse. Besides, you said that from the surveillance
video you watched, she couldn’t find anything.

 


CAL: It still pisses me off.

 


NEIL: I know, but listen to this. So it looks like this Bellinger
guy is desperate for intel. By the tone of his voice over the
phone, it’s pretty obvious he’s grasping at straws. Who knows,
maybe he’ll give up soon.

 


CAL: I doubt it. He’ll keep digging until he finds something.
I’ll just have to be careful about being seen in public doing
something stupid.

 


Brian couldn’t resist.

 


BRIAN: When you say stupid, do you mean like hunting down a
fugitive and leaving him hog-tied for the cops?

 


CAL: Yeah. I guess we just need to make sure we don’t get
caught.

 


BRIAN: You can say that again.

 


It was obvious Brian still wasn’t convinced
the operation could be pulled off without the authorities or this
reporter finding out. He took a pull from his beer.

Cal could see the apparent discomfort on
Brian’s face.

 


CAL: Have a little faith, doc. You haven’t seen any of us in
action yet. I think you may be pleasantly surprised.

 


That’s what I’m afraid
of…actually enjoying this shit. Brian
thought quietly.

 


+ + +

 


The team of four spent the next couple hours
running through Irene’s cell phone logs and recent text, email, and
phone conversations. Other than the dialogue with the reporter, she
seemed like any other twenty-something working girl.

Cal yawned as he looked at his watch.

 


CAL: Alright guys, why don’t we break until tomorrow morning? By
then, Top should be back and we may have a little more insight into
the location of our beloved bad guy.

 


ANDY: Sounds good to me. I’m beat.

 


Andy stretched and headed for the door.

 


ANDY: I’ll see you ladies in the morning. Anyone wanna join me for
a little motivating PT run at the crack of dawn?

 


Brian perked up at the mention of physical
activity.

 


BRIAN: I’ll go with you.

 


CAL: I don’t think you know what you’re getting into, doc. Good
ol’ Andy is a marathon runner. I remember how he used to take our
whole platoon on these God-awful runs. You look at the man and he
doesn’t look like a runner, but I’ve never seen anyone beat him in
distances over five miles.

 


BRIAN: I think I’ll take my chances. I could use a solid
ass-kicking after eating all this good food you guys have around
here.

 


ANDY (innocently): Don’t worry, doc, I’ll TRY to be nice. I’ll come
get you in the morning.

 


The rest of the team packed
up and headed to their respective rooms. Cal took a minute to gaze
out the window and imagine what the next day would hold.
We’ve gotta find that guy, dammit.
And with that, Cal walked to the master bedroom
and fell into a fitful sleep.

 


+ + +

 


MSgt Willy Trent was no stranger to the dark
streets. Growing up in Atlanta, he’d quickly found that his
premature growth spurt elicited a certain amount of respect among
the neighborhood kids. Even the teenagers five years older than
young Willy often deferred to his ever-growing stature.

He’d found a love for weight lifting and
sports at a young age. His size was an obvious advantage on the
football field the basketball court. Unlike a lot of kids that grow
quickly and have a hard time dealing with the awkwardness of clumsy
long limbs, young Willy seemed gifted with natural balance and
athleticism.

His size and talent quickly led him to lord
over most of the young toughs in the neighborhood. Typical of
adolescent mischief, fights were common. Nothing too violent, just
a couple of boys punching each other, one usually walking away with
nothing more than a bloody nose or soon-to-be black eye.

Because of his size and quickness, Willy
never lost a fight before the age of fifteen. Up until then, he
could do no wrong. The only thing he didn’t succeed in (and it
wasn’t because he couldn’t) was school work. His mind was just
focused on playing sports and running his neighborhood crew. Later
in life, his mental ability would be tested and Willy wasn’t too
surprised to find out that his IQ was in the ninety-fifth
percentile. It was this ability that made him a natural leader and
crafty athlete. Brains plus brawn were a mighty combination.

At the time, Willy made it a habit to sneak
out at night (and infuriate his poor mother to no end) to hang out
with his friends. They’d never do any real damage, just roam the
streets hooting and hollering like kids do.

It was on one of these occasions that
Willy’s young crew encountered one of the local punks and his small
gang of hoods. Typical of Atlanta summer nights, the air was thick
with humidity and a lot of kids would hang around the local
7-Eleven, sipping ice-cold Slurpees and trying to stay cool.

On this particular night Willy’s crew got to
the 7-Eleven after the older and larger gang led by Leshon Braxton.
Leshon was in his early twenties and ran the gang with an iron
fist. No one in the local neighborhood wanted to get on Leshon’s
bad side.

As was typical when walking the streets,
Willy led the way. He recognized Leshon and nodded in
acknowledgement. Leshon’s eyebrows rose as he appraised the
towering teen.

 


LESHON: Hey there, Willy! I saw you on the football field last week.
Helluva game, brother.

 


Willy stayed quiet, nodded his thanks and
continued on his path toward the front door of the store.

 


LESHON: Hey, Willy, what’s wrong? Don’t you want to talk to
me?

 


A couple of the older boys snickered as they
watched their leader egg Willy on. The tall young man turned to
face Leshon.

 


WILLY: It’s all good, Leshon. Me and my boys just wanted to go get
something to drink.

 


LESHON: Ok, but that can wait a minute. Why don’t you boys head on
in there and get your drinks? Give me a minute to talk with
Willy.

 


The younger boys looked to Willy for
guidance. He nodded his consent and moved aside as they filed into
the store.

 


LESHON: So how come you’ve never come to hang out with me and my
boys, Willy?

 


WILLY: You know how it is, man; these guys have been my friends
since I was little.

 


Leshon nodded fatherly.

 


LESHON: I get it. I get it. But you know what, you’re not getting
any younger. Maybe it’s time for you to upgrade to the big boy
crew. What do you think, Willy?

 


Willy knew this day would come. One of the
problems with his size and ability he’d been gifted with was that
he’d become a target. Some older kids searched him out because they
thought he would be a good conquest. Others, like Leshon, seemed to
prize Willy because they saw the strength and intelligence in the
young man.

Young Willy recognized the look in Leshon’s
eyes. He wanted a new recruit. It’d happened before with less
capable crews, but Willy got a bad feeling staring back at Leshon.
He didn’t seem like the type of dude that would take no for an
answer.

 


WILLY: I don’t know, man. My momma wouldn’t really want me hangin’
out with older guys.

 


At his comment about his mother, the older
boys laughed out loud. One of the problems with being the target
was that you just had to stand there and take it sometimes. There’s
no way he could match the six guys either in an argument or a
fistfight. He’d just have to sit there and accept it.

 


LESHON: Don’t you worry about your momma, Willy. I’ll take care of
her. I’ll take GOOD care of her.

 


Leshon punctuated the lewd comment by
licking his lips lasciviously.

Willy took a calming breath
trying to shake off the inevitable anger boiling over from the
comment about his mom. He wasn’t the best at listening to his
mother’s lectures but he was very protective of the widow. His
father had died in a factory accident when Willy was three and he’d
made it his mission to protect his mother ever since.
Calm down, Willy. Getting mad will only make
things worse.

 


WILLY: Come on, Leshon. Can I just go inside now?

 


LESHON (eyes wide): You telling me what to do now, Wee
Willy?

 


WILLY (pleading): No, man. I just need to get back home before my
momma notices I’m gone.

 


LESHON: I told you, Willy, I’ll take care of that fine momma of
yours.

 


He smirked as he looked around at the
matching grins on his crew. Leshon wasn’t going to let him out of
this.

 


WILLY: What do I need to do so I can go, Leshon?

 


LESHON: You can start by not being a little bitch. Is that what you
are, Wee Willy? A little bitch?

 


Willy’s head snapped up. Even his tolerance
for mockery had its bounds. Later in life, friends would comment
that he was like a friendly giant; kind to a fault and slow to
anger, but once riled he could not be stopped.

Leshon smiled at the incensed youth.

 


LESHON: Now I see that fire, boy. How about we see how that fire
works? What do you say you and me go a couple of rounds?

 


The older man was famous for his street
brawls. He’d sent a couple of kids to the hospital and it was
rumored he’d once been a semi-pro boxer in his old hometown. Leshon
was definitely built like a heavyweight fighter: standing around
six foot three and well into the middle two hundreds. He was an
imposing figure to most other kids.

Willy wasn’t as easily deterred. Even at
fifteen, he was already close to six foot four and just over two
hundred pounds. Added to his formidable size were the countless
hours of honing his body to athletic perfection on the football
field and in the weight room. Willy was confident in his abilities
one-on-one but not six-on-one.

 


WILLY (almost in a whisper): I don’t wanna fight you,
Leshon.

 


LESHON: I didn’t ask what YOU wanted, boy! Now get your ass around
the back of this building and let’s see who the big dog is around
here!

 


Leshon’s companions whooped a cry of delight
and pushed the reluctant Willy toward the other side of the
building. Their leader led the way as he pulled off his shirt
showing off an impressive array of tattoos.

Willy glanced back to the store and noticed
his friends peering out of the window; wide-eyed and realizing he
was in big trouble.

As the small gang reached the back of the
building, Leshon turned suddenly and landed a wide right hook into
Willy’s left check. He’d seen it at the last possible second and
was able to minimize the hit by turning his head to the right, but
holy hell did it hurt. The blow spun Willy to the right and down to
his knees. He couldn’t help it.

 


LESHON: Come on, you little bitch! Get up and show me what you
got!

 


Well, there’s no way out
of this now. Willy thought. He shook his
head once and stood up to his full height. In that second,
something in his demeanor changed. Leshon noticed it and so did the
others. Willy’s look of supreme confidence and cold anger caused a
hush in the small crowd and made Leshon think twice about
charging.

Willy used the pause to make his move. He
bum-rushed Leshon and made pretended to swing a huge right-handed
haymaker. Just as he was about to connect with his attacker’s
blocking arm, however, he used his momentum to hug Leshon into the
path of his forehead. The collision sounded like a cracking
two-by-four as Willy’s forehead connected with Leshon’s exposed
nose. Blood splattered from the flattened nostrils as the two young
men fell to the ground.

Willy knew he had him. One of the things
he’d learned in his early fights was that despite the rage he
mustered to take out an opponent, his mind stayed serenely calm. It
was yet another gift that would serve him well later in life.

He used that talent to quickly weigh his
options. If he incapacitated Leshon now, he’d most likely have to
turn and take on the other five. Not the best opportunity for
getting out of the mess relatively unscathed. Just as he Willy
cocked back to headbutt him again, Leshon screamed in fear.

 


LESHON: Get this motherfucker off me!

 


The next three minutes were a complete blur
as the remaining crew members jump into the fray. Fists flew and
boots stomped as the gang pounded away at the defenseless Willy. He
tried to ball up in a fetal position to protect himself.

At some point, between blows to the head and
torso, Willy heard his mother’s voice. She was screeching at the
other young men. He looked up through bloody eyes to see his mother
holding his father’s old shotgun. He didn’t even realize his mother
knew how to use the weapon.

 


MOMMA TRENT: I’m giving you boys two seconds
to get the hell out of here or I’m gonna shoot.

 


She leveled the shotgun at Leshon.

 


LESHON: This ain’t over, bitch!

 


Leshon quickly fled the scene. His crew
followed close behind, all looking back over their shoulders hoping
Willy’s mother wouldn’t shoot.

She walked over to her son and bent down,
cradling the shotgun.

 


MOMMA TRENT: You OK, son?

 


Willy raised his bloody face and looked up
at his mother. In the limited light, she reminded him of a guardian
angel. A shotgun-wielding guardian angel, but a guardian angel
nonetheless. He tried to answer, but the words came out as a slur.
It was now obvious that his jaw was broken and he’d sustained other
injuries to his whole body. He felt like his entire high school
football team had literally run him over. Twice.

 


MOMMA TRENT: Come on, son. Let’s get you to
the hospital. Don’t try to talk.

 


It wasn’t easy for Willy’s mother to help
her son off the ground, but they somehow made it vertical and
around the side of the building to her idling car.

Willy later found out that one of his
friends had called Mrs. Trent as soon as Leshon had provoked the
fight. Luckily, the Trent household was right around the corner and
her commute proved quick after she grabbed the loaded shotgun.

He remembered the look on his mother’s face
as she nursed the beaten and bruised Willy. There was a sadness
there that he couldn’t place. At the same time, he saw a deep
determination in her eyes. He didn’t know what it was until days
later when his mother came in and announced that they were moving
across town to live with his grandmother.

 


MOMMA
TRENT: I should’ve seen it a while ago,
Willy. In this neighborhood, you’re gonna get nothing but trouble.
I’ve already talked to the private school across town and they say
that, with a partial scholarship for football, they can put us on a
payment plan. I’ve already talked to my cousins over there and
they’re gonna help me get extra work.

 


WILLY: I don’t want you to do that, momma. I can handle things
around here.

 


MOMMA
TRENT: It’s not in your control, son. If
it’s not those boys that attacked you the other night, it’ll be
someone else. We’ve outgrown this town. We need to start a new life
in a better place.

 


It was obvious to Willy that there was no
use arguing. Her mind was made up and he’d have to go along with
her decision. Deep down, he knew she was right. He would always be
a target.

 


The move proved to be surprisingly easy. It
was good to be close to family and Willy quickly excelled at
school. The mostly white high school was amazed at his talent on
the football field. With the help of some very diligent teachers,
Willy soon caught up to, or surpassed his peers in the classroom.
He learned to love his studies and eventually became not only
captain of the football and basketball team but also senior class
president and valedictorian. Not a bad rise for a former
misfit.

 


+ + +

 


MSgt Trent thought back to
those days as he strolled the streets of North Nashville. It’d been
a while, but most inner city neighborhoods had a similar smell and
feel. Dressed in dark clothing with a long leather trench coat, he
was glad he’d never have to live in such a place ever again.
Thanks to Momma, he
thought as he said a silent prayer to his now deceased
mother.

His mission was clear: infiltrate the area
and get intel on the location of Dante West. He and Cal had agreed
that it would be highly unlikely that Trent would stumble on West.
They just needed some better information so they could hopefully
triangulate the guy’s whereabouts.

So far he’d questioned a couple of winos and
hookers. They’d all said the same thing; Dante hadn’t shown his
face in a while. He changed tactics and started pushing the fact
that West owed him some big money and he was going get paid tonight
or heads would roll. It was time to light a fire and see what came
running out of the woods.

He finally hit pay dirt around two in the
morning. One of the hookers, obviously high on something, had led
him to one of Dante’s supposed drug houses. Trent snuck around the
side of the dilapidated duplex trying to get a better feel for what
he was up against. He pulled his Beretta out of his coat pocket
just in case.

Making his way to the back of the house, he
heard a television through the open window. Obviously, the
inhabitant wasn’t trying too hard to keep the space secure. He
glanced in through the corner of the window and saw two black men
sitting on a dirty couch watching television and enjoying some
weed. Brown paper bags filled will some type of malt beverage sate
pinned between them. Both men had pistols within arm’s reach on the
couch. Clearly, they weren’t completely stupid.

Keeping a low profile, Trent shifted his
gaze around the room and saw two women sprawled naked on the floor
on top of soiled blankets. Both women were passed out and probably
high by the looks of their slack jaws. He didn’t see any other
visitors and wondered what was upstairs.

He squatted down next to
the house and reached into his other coat pocket. He pulled out the
small box Neil had given him. Opening the box, he extracted the
pair of sunglasses and then gently handled the tiny flying spy
camera. Better safe than
sorry.

Just as Cal had done, he put on the
sunglasses and pressed the side arm. The small vehicle went
airborne and the left lens mirrored the camera’s point of view. He
directed the camera to fly up to the second story window. The
slight buzzing was completely muffled by the sound of the
television and nighttime noises. As it came up to the second level,
the drone slowed and hovered. Trent peered into the darkened room
and looked through night vision eyes at the empty floor.

The device moved into the
room and rotated to give Trent a full view of the contents. Lots of
trashed furniture but no people. He completed the scan of the
upstairs by directing the drone into the bathroom and a second
bedroom. Empty. Good.

Next, he directed the spy camera down the
stairs and into the kitchen. Other than a sink and table full of
used to-go cartons, the place was empty. That left the two pushers
and their girlfriends in the living room.

He brought the drone back outside and stowed
it and the glasses in his pocket. After a second to think, he knew
the easiest way to find out what he needed was to just knock down
the back door. He was pretty sure he could take care of the two
men.

Trent prepped by stashing his pistol back in
its holster. He withdrew two more of Neil’s presents. They were
specially modified tazers. They were a lot smaller than the
commercial version used by police and private citizens, but just as
powerful. In Trent’s hands, they each looked like matching Pez
dispensers and were roughly the same size as their candy
counterparts.

Out of habit, he checked to make sure the
laser sights worked. Before leaving, Neil had suggested taking two
just in case. Trent would have to remember to thank the techie for
the forethought. If he was lucky, he could incapacitate both men
without much noise. The last thing he wanted to do was burst into
the house with guns blazing.

He stayed in a crouch as he moved around to
the back of the little house. The keys to what he was about to do
was overwhelming force and surprise. Having the two idiots shooting
at him wouldn’t do any good. MSgt Trent was hoping he’d catch the
men with drug and alcohol slowed reflexes. He took two more
settling breaths, squared himself to the back door and pictured the
two men ten feet from the rear entrance. Holding the Pez tazers
loosely in each hand, he took one big step back then exploded
through the door with his size fourteen boot leading the way.

The door shattered the locking mechanism and
Trent followed the door into the entryway. He looked down at the
surprised expressions of the two drug dealers and didn’t hesitate
to aim each tazer at their chests and depress the triggers.

Before the guys could reach for their guns
the tazer wires reached out. The probes penetrated their thin
shirts and instantly started pouring voltage into their nervous
system. Trent held down the switches for five seconds then released
and watched the shocked duo slump back down on the couch.

Not waiting for questions, the former Master
Sergeant started the interrogation.

 


MSGT TRENT: Where’s Dante?

 


PUSHER
#1: What?!

 


MSGT TRENT: I said, where’s Dante? You
don’t start answering my questions and I’m gonna keep
shocking.

 


PUSHER
#1: No please…

 


Trent switched on the electricity and
watched as the men writhed in agony. Turning the juice off, he
started again.

 


MSGT TRENT: Like I told you, answer my
questions. Now, one more time: Where’s Dante?

 


PUSHER
#1: I don’t know, man!

 


The next shock threw the man’s head back,
hitting the wooden frame of the couch with a sharp crack. Turning
off the power again Trent explained again.

 


MSGT TRENT: I’m gonna tell you this one
last time. Dante owes me some money and I mean to get it tonight.
The only thing I want you boys to tell me is how I can find that
fucker.

 


PUSHER
#2: OK, OK!”

 


Despite the screams and grunts, neither of
the passed-out women on the floor had yet to stir. Good.

 


MSGT TRENT: You ready to tell me where he
is?

 


PUSHER #2
(gasping): We don’t know exactly where he is. He’s
been moving around a lot.

 


MSGT TRENT: You mean since he killed that
girl?

 


PUSHER
#2: I don’t know anything about that, man.
All I know is that the cops are after him and we haven’t seen him
for a while.

 


MSGT TRENT: So how do you know he’s still
around?

 


PUSHER
#2: He calls us a couple of times a day.
Dante wants to make sure we’re still making money for
him.

 


MSGT TRENT: Does he call you on your cell
phone?

 


PUSHER
#2: Yeah.

 


The man motioned with his head at the end
table where two new mobile phones sat in chargers.

 


PUSHER
#2: Usually calls once in the morning and
once at night. Wants to know how big our haul was.

 


MSGT TRENT: How was your haul
today?

 


The man looked at his companion not knowing
how he should answer the hulking trespasser.

 


MSGT TRENT: Wrong answer,
dipshit!

 


Trent depressed the power switch again
wondering how many times he’d have to do it. After a good long
shock he turned off the power.

 


MSGT TRENT: How was your haul
today?

 


PUSHER #2
(trembling): Dammit, man! It was good, OK?! You
know what kind of trouble we’re gonna be in with Dante for telling
you this shit?!

 


MSGT
TRENT: Don’t you worry about Dante. I don’t
think he’s gonna be around much longer. I’ve heard I’m not the only
one looking for money. I just want to be the first one to get
mine.

 


PUSHER
#2: You can take whatever we’ve got here,
just don’t taze us again, man!

 


MSGT
TRENT: How much do you have?

 


PUSHER
#2: A couple grand.

 


MSGT
TRENT: What?! I thought you said you had a
good haul today.

 


PUSHER
#2: We did, but Dante sends one of his
girls to come pick up every night. She usually comes by around
midnight.

 


Knowing he had to keep up the charade, Trent
went in another direction.

 


MSGT
TRENT: OK, where’s the money you have
here?

 


The man on the left pointed to a cardboard
box on the floor.

 


PUSHER
#1: It’s in there.

 


MSGT
TRENT: Alright, you two sit tight as I make
sure you’re not bullshitting me.

 


Keeping the two men directly in front of
him, Trent shifted around and glanced down into the box. It
definitely looked like there was a couple of thousand dollars in
assorted bills piled neatly inside.

 


MSGT
TRENT: Here’s what’s gonna happen next,
boys. You’re gonna turn, face each other and give one another a big
hug.

 


PUSHER
#2: What?

 


Trent didn’t even bother warning the men as
he depressed the tazer one last time. When the jolts ceased both
men had obviously met their limit and were ready to comply.

 


MSGT
TRENT: Like I said, I want you to face each
other, give your buddy a big hug, and hold it.

 


The two men looked at each other not really
wanting to know what was coming next. They did as instructed and
glared back at Trent.

 


MSGT
TRENT: Now, you with the arms on top I want
you to straddle your homeboy.

 


The man hesitated only briefly then
awkwardly climbed onto his friend’s lap with his legs and arms
wrapped tightly. Trent shifted the tazers so that he had both in
his left hand, then reached into a large cargo side pocket and
pulled out a handful of long black zip ties.

 


MSGT
TRENT: If either one of you fuckers move,
I’m gonna shock you until you pass out. Got it?

 


Both men nodded and didn’t budge as Trent
expertly tied both set of hands and feet with the cables.

 


MSGT
TRENT: I hate to do this next thing to you
guys, but I can’t have you running after me. Don’t worry, as soon
as your ladies wake up, they can cut you out.

 


He linked two zip ties together and looped
it all the way around both men’s necks. He secured a neck restraint
by looping another zip tie between the two and cinching it down
tightly. They weren’t going anywhere without help.

He finished by pulling out the tazer wires
and stuffing them, two cell phones and two pistols into the
cardboard box full of cash.

 


MSGT
TRENT: Well, boys, thanks for your
cooperation. And remember, Just Say No to drugs.

Trent exited the way he came in and slowly
made his way back to his concealed pickup truck down an alley a
couple of blocks away.

 


He pulled out his cell phone and dialed Cal.
Cal picked up on the first ring.

 


CAL: Yeah.

 


MSGT
TRENT: I think I got one of those breaks we
were looking for.

 


CAL: OK. I’ll put on the coffee and wake up the boys. I’ll see
you when you get back.

 


MSGT
TRENT: Roger, out.

 


Trent replaced his phone, started the big
diesel engine and made his way back down to the compound.



Chapter 14

Camp Spartan, Arrington,
TN

 


After relaying the story (with intermittent laughing) to the
assembled group consisting of Cal, Brian, Andy, Travis and Neil,
Trent went on to explain what he thought they should do with the
stolen cell phones.

 


MSGT
TRENT: It seems to me that West is pretty
tight on cash. I doubt he’d want to miss any one of his pickups. My
vote would be to set a little ambush for his cash girl and convince
her to take us back to Dante tomorrow night. The problem is, now
he’ll know we’re onto him if he calls one of these cell
phones.

 


Cal turned to Neil.

 


CAL: Do you have any way to tap into these cell
phones?

 


NEIL: I thought you’d never ask. I can make these phones do things
you could never imagine. When I’m done with them, they’ll be
singing like canaries.

 


CAL: You wanna tell us how you’re gonna do that or do I have to
zip tie your ass like Top’s buddies?

 


NEIL (apologetically): Didn’t mean to be a smartass, Cal. So here’s
what I’m gonna do. I’ll take whatever info I can off the cell
phones. I can pretty much guarantee they’re disposables so their
secrets will be limited. If we’re lucky, I might be able to find
the phone number West is calling from and then use the cell
carrier’s network to pinpoint which towers he’s been feeding off of
when he calls. That MIGHT give us a better idea of where he’s
operating out of. Again, no promises.

 


CAL (nodding): That’s more than we had an hour ago. Do the best
you can and get us close. I think the rest of us should get working
on gear.

 


+ + +

 


About fifteen minutes later, Neil looked up
from his laptop.

 


NEIL: I’ve got something!

 


The rest of the group crowded around to look
over his shoulder. The entire screen looked like complete gibberish
to all except for the excited computer hacker.

 


NEIL (pointing at the screen): So check this out right here. I told
the program to look for the two numbers I tagged that were recently
used by West. At least we know he’s still in the area.

 


Cal stared at the screen not fully
comprehending what he should be looking at.

 


CAL: Dude, do you want to tell us what the hell you’re talking
about? What is all that crap on the screen?

 


NEIL: These right here are the periodic signals from the towers on
the north end of Nashville. All the recent pings are in the same
area.

 


BRIAN: So we can see exactly where this guy is hiding.

 


NEIL: Nope. This just shows us the general area he’s hanging out
in.

 


MSGT
TRENT: How big of an area are we talking
about?

 


NEIL: About two square miles.

 


CAL: That’s like finding a needle in a haystack. Can’t you do any
better than that?

 


NEIL: I told you this wasn’t foolproof, Cal. It doesn’t help that
West isn’t a total idiot. He’s clearly utilizing multiple
disposable phones and using them only when needed. The best shot we
have is if he calls one of the phones Willy brought back OR we
catch him moving out of the area he’s been hanging out
in.

 


CAL: Shit. Look, we don’t have much time before he realizes those
cell phones are compromised. Anyone have any bright
ideas?

 


ANDY: What if we just give the guy a call? What’s the worst that
could happen? Maybe Master Sergeant Trent could play his ‘give me
my money’ routine?

 


CAL: To what end? He’d just trash the phone he’s got. No, we’ve
gotta have a better plan to use these damn things to our
advantage.

 


Cal picked up one of the stolen cell phones
and started turning it over and over as he contemplated their next
step.

 


BRIAN: What if we get him to run?

 


Cal turned to the former Corpsman and waived
for him to continue.

 


BRIAN: What I mean is, setup some kind of loose perimeter in the
area we think he’s hanging out in. Then maybe Top can scare him
enough to run into our net. It’s not the perfect solution, but at
least it’s something.

 


It was obvious, after a few quiet seconds,
that no one really loved the idea, but all were at a loss to come
up with something better.

 


ANDY: So let’s say we get this guy out in the open. Then what? A
high-speed chase through the streets of Nashville? I see way too
many things wrong with the idea, but unless we can pinpoint his
exact location and conduct a quick raid, I can’t think of anything
better.

 


Cal nodded and held his chin thinking.

 


CAL: So if we can’t just catch him in the open, can we somehow
lure him to another location and take him there?

 


MSGT
TRENT: Cal, it’s six in the morning and I
really don’t think…

 


The silent buzzing of one of the confiscated
phones cut off Trent’s comment. Everyone looked down in
anticipation as Neil carefully picked it up and looked at the
caller ID.

 


NEIL: It’s him. What should we do?

 


Without responding, MSgt Trent grabbed the
small phone and answered on speakerphone.

 


MSGT
TRENT: Yeah?

 


DANTE: Who’s this?

 


MSGT
TRENT: A customer.

 


DANTE: Listen asshole, put Jevon on the phone.

 


MSGT
TRENT: Jevon ain’t here. He went to take a
leak.

 


DANTE: Then put Polo on.

 


MSGT
TRENT: He’s upstairs gettin’ it on with one
of the girls.

 


They could hear swearing in the background
as Dante tried to figure out what the hell was going on.

 


DANTE: Go get those idiots and tell them to call me
back!

 


The line went dead.

 


MSGT
TRENT: I guess that buys us a good two
minutes. Any ideas?

 


Neil looked up from his computer.

 


NEIL: I think I’ve got something. My tracking program was able to
pinpoint West’s location down to one square block. Is there any way
we can get there fast?

 


ANDY: Now that it’s light out, I don’t see how we can pull this
off without the whole world knowing. I say we call him back and
tell him we know where he is and see what happens. Cal, can we get
some of your company assets up there like yesterday?

 


CAL: Trav, can I get four teams of two in civvies and standard
vehicles up to Nashville?

 


TRAVIS: I’ll have them out front in ten minutes.

 


CAL: Let’s split up into two teams. Me, Top and Neil will ride in
Top’s truck. Doc, can you drive your car up with Andy? I would
rather keep you two a little farther back just in case.

 


BRIAN: No problem.

 


CAL: Alright, everybody grab your gear and any weapons you can
conceal on your person. Top, do you still have some extra shotguns
in the back of your truck?

 


MSGT
TRENT: Yeah.

 


CAL: Why don’t you go down with Doc and give him and Andy each
one.

 


MSGT
TRENT: You got it.

 


Trent, Brian and Andy left the room.

 


CAL: Neil, can you bring your tracking gear on the ride with
us?

 


NEIL: Of course.

 


CAL: Good. Now go put on some more operational shoes and let’s
get going.

 


Neil looked down at his Italian loafers and
nodded.

 


+ + +

 


As promised, ten minutes later the teams
assembled outside The Lodge. Cal gave everyone their instructions
and patrol areas. Neil handed out small water-tight boxes to each
team. Cal looked at him quizzically and Neil just winked back.

No one hesitated as they jumped in their
respective vehicles and headed north.

 


+ + +

 


Cal looked into the back of the truck’s cab
to see if Neil was up and running.

 


CAL: You getting anything yet?

 


NEIL: Nope. I probably won’t get a damned thing until Top makes
the next call. I’m worried this guy’s gonna lose the phone and then
we’re shit out of luck.

 


CAL: Alright then, let’s make the call, Top. Remember, keep him
on the line as long as you. Say anything you need to.

 


Although he was driving, MSgt Trent pulled
out the stolen cell and re-dialed Dante’s number on speaker. He
picked up after the first ring.

 


DANTE: Where the fuck have you been?

 


MSGT
TRENT: I’ve been in my truck.

 


DANTE: What do you mean, you’ve been in your truck? I told that
fool to have you give…Wait a minute, who is this?

 


MSGT
TRENT: This is the fool.

 


DANTE: What are you talkin’ about?

 


MSGT
TRENT: I’m the fool you owe money
to.

 


DANTE: Where are my two guys?

 


MSGT
TRENT: Don’t you worry about them. They’re
nice and cozy.

 


DANTE: Fool, if I find out you killed them, son…

 


MSGT
TRENT: Don’t worry, Dante. Calm down. I
didn’t kill ‘em. I’m just after my money.

 


DANTE: Fool, I don’t even know who you are, asshole.

 


MSGT
TRENT: I’m the fool you owe money
to.

 


Neil poked his arm through the two front
seats with a thumbs-up signaling that he’d caught the cell phone
trail. He’d silently told them that he’d need about a minute after
latching on to the signal before he could get a better location.
The convoy was still about ten minutes from their target.

Now West sounded amused.

 


DANTE: Fool, if I owed you money, you’d either be dead or on a
payment plan by now. I don’t know you. And if I don’t know you,
that means I don’t owe you.

 


Trent glanced at Cal who gave him the keep
going signal.

 


MSGT
TRENT: I said you owe me. I didn’t say that
you know me. It was actually one of your boys that I took care of
over in the shitty little house in East Nashville. Motherfucker
stiffed me out of ten grand last month when I came to deliver
supply. I asked him to pay me and he told me to talk to you.
Something about it being YOUR business.

 


There was a pause on the other end as Dante
weighed the new information. He wasn’t an idiot. He wanted to keep
all the customers he could get. Gangster or not, he was still a
businessman.

 


DANTE: Look man, I don’t know what that idiot told you but I never
stiff my customers or my competition. This town is too small for
that shit.

 


MSGT
TRENT: That’s what surprised me. I’ve been
doing business with your guys for a while and this was the first
time I ever felt cheated. So what do we need to do to get me my
money back?

 


Trent looked at Cal who
shrugged his shoulders as if to say, I
can’t believe this guy is buying this.

 


DANTE: How about I have a little talk with my boy and I’m sure we
can get this thing worked out.

 


MSGT
TRENT: How about I come over to your place
and we talk about it?

 


DANTE: Sorry, man, that I can’t do. Give me a couple minutes and
I’ll call you back.

 


Trent looked at Cal again, who nodded.

 


MSGT
TRENT: OK. Call me back.

 


The line went quiet as the call ended.

 


CAL: Nice job, Top. I guess he took the bait.

 


MSGT
TRENT: Yeah, but I wouldn’t count him out
yet. He’s like a cornered rat. A SMART cornered rat. I could almost
see the wheels in his head turning. Did you see how fast he calmed
himself down? This is one cool customer.

 


CAL (thoughtful): Yeah.

 


MSGT
TRENT: So, have you figured out what we’re
gonna do with this guy when we get him?

 


CAL: I figured we’d just have to see how it plays out. I’m sure,
with the experience you guys have had in the past, we can hatch up
some plan to dump him on the police without anyone knowing it was
us.

 


MSGT
TRENT: Now you’re thinking. We can’t let
him know it’s us either. That would be bad for you AND for the
company.

 


NEIL: Good thing we’ve got a bag full of black masks back
here.

 


Neil raised a small duffel bag on the seat
next to him.

There was silence for a minute as Cal
digested the conversation and planning the upcoming action. Worst
case, they would miss West. Best case, they would find him. Then
what? Part of Cal wanted to see West die by his own hands. The
realist in Cal pondered the idea and knew it wasn’t the logical
outcome. He could not put his people in jeopardy or endanger their
livelihood. Furthermore, he did not want to be known as the wayward
son that brought down his dead father’s company.

Think, Cal, think.

He’d just come to a decision when Neil
tapped him on the shoulder.

 


NEIL: Put this in your ear, the team’s checking in.

 


Cal glanced back as Neil handed him what
looked like a miniature hearing aid.

 


CAL: What do I do with this thing?

 


NEIL: I forgot you haven’t used one of these yet. It’s one of my
latest gadgets. The boys in the field love it. It’s going to let
you communicate with the rest of the team. You’re the only one that
everyone will be able to hear all the time until you tap the side
there. (He pointed to the slightly raised edge on the side of the
earpiece) Tap it once to talk.

 


CAL: How powerful is this thing?

 


NEIL: Thanks to my mad skills, it’s got a range of just over a
mile. The battery is another one of my designs and will give you
about twenty hours of straight use without recharging.

 


CAL: Nice.

 


Cal slipped the tiny piece of communication
gear in his left ear. He tapped the side of the earpiece.

 


CAL: This is Snake Eye Six, teams check in, over.

 


Each of the six teams, including Brian and
Andy, checked in with their respective assigned team numbers.

 


CAL: OK, listen up. We’re about five minutes out. When you get
into position, I want your baby birds on the fly, over.

 


Each team confirmed. The quick plan Cal had
laid out for the team prior to departure was that each pair would
have one of the spy drones for easier reconnaissance. Upon final
check in each team would launch their Baby Bird (Cal had named the
drones much to the chagrin of Neil who thought they should be
called something more sophisticated) and discretely recon the
objective. It would be tricky in the light of day, but the
miniature size of the Baby Birds decreased the likelihood of
detection by curious civilians.

 


+ + +

 


DANTE (thinking out loud): Something’s not right about
this.

 


Two of the hired guns glanced up in
confusion and Dante just waived them back to their card game.

He mentally processed each of his customers
and drug partners. He knew the two men running the operation that
had apparently been raided by the mysterious caller. He’d made a
quick call to one of his call girls to go take a peak inside. The
soonest she could be there was in ten minutes.

Shit. Dante thought. He didn’t like other people having the upper
hand. West didn’t like owing people either. It seemed like ever
since that damn thing with Shorty he was neck deep in favors. He
was a criminal, but a relatively honest one. His crew always
delivered and never tread on some else’s territory unless provoked
or if it was marked for acquisition by Dante himself. By keeping
that tight rein on operations, N.O.N. had seen solid growth in
income and recruitment since 2005. West did not want that to go to
hell. So what should he do about this caller he supposedly owed
money to?

 


+ + +

 


NEIL: I’ve got him!

 


CAL: Where is he?

 


Neil swiveled his laptop so Cal could see
and tapped on the property address. Cal relayed the information to
the rest of the teams. The net just got a lot tighter.

 


CAL: We’re five minutes out. Let’s get him back on the phone just
to make sure.

 


MSgt Trent hit redial.

 


DANTE: Yeah?

 


MSGT
TRENT: So did you find out where my money
is?

 


DANTE: Not yet.

 


MSGT
TRENT: That’s not good, brother.

 


DANTE: I know, I know. Look, I’m working on it. It doesn’t help
that I can’t get a hold of the two boys you handled.

 


MSGT TRENT: Not my problem, Dante. Maybe I
should come by and visit.

 


DANTE: Look, man, I think you know that there’s no way I’m gonna
tell you where I am, so how about we just calm down and
wait.

 


MSGT TRENT: I’m not so good at waiting,
Dante. What if I told you your boys told me where you’re hanging
out?

 


The comment disturbed Dante. Deep down he
knew there was no way his crew had snitched. Hell, he hadn’t even
told them where he was hiding. He wasn’t stupid.

At the same time, the paranoid part of Dante
West made him peek out the front window of the house. He didn’t see
anything suspicious. Besides, he had a house full of firepower
ready to defend himself. The problem was that he just couldn’t
shake the confidence of this deep-voiced caller.

 


DANTE: I told you, man, there’s no way you know where I am. Give me
another couple of minutes. I’ve got a girl going over to the house.
In two minutes, I’ll know which of my boys I need to squeeze to get
your money.

 


Trent looked over at Cal who motioned to
draw out the conversation.

 


MSGT TRENT: What if I told you I’m on my
way to your place right now, Dante?

 


DANTE: I’d say you’re bullshitting me.

 


West peered out the window again. The other
men in the room had gone mute and were watching Dante.

 


MSGT TRENT: I don’t bullshit, Dante. I’m
gonna get my money one way or another.

 


West put his cell phone on mute and yelled
at his crew.

 


DANTE: Get up off your asses and pack your shit. I think we’ve got
trouble coming.

 


The men started running around gathering
their gear in a fairly organized manner. These men were not novices
to danger. They already had their weapons at the ready as each
headed for the back door and their escape vehicles.

Dante took his cell phone off mute.

 


DANTE: I’ve had enough of this conversation, man. Even if you are
on your way, I’m gonna be gone. I’ll call you from another phone
later, if I feel like it.

 


The conversation ended and the line went
dead.

Cal tapped on his earpiece and started
instructing his assault teams.

 


CAL: All teams, get the Baby Birds ready. Target is on the move,
I repeat, target is on the move.

 


It was overkill to let his men know to
prepare their firearms. These were veterans who rarely went to the
bathroom without a weapon. They’d be ready when asked to execute.
Each knew without being told that action within a civilian
neighborhood required extreme caution. Firepower wouldn’t be used
except as a last resort. As Standard Operating Procedure each
member was given multiple tasers in the event close contact
warranted non-lethal intervention.

As they rounded the second to last turn
approaching the address provided by Neil, Cal pulled down his ball
cap to conceal his face as much as possible. He didn’t think
wearing a black mask in a neighborhood would be the most
inconspicuous disguise. Besides, he wasn’t planning on letting
Dante get a look at him.

The others didn’t bother with the masks
either. No one really thought West would call the cops and describe
them to a sketch artist.

Cal heard his earpiece beep and listened to
team #3.

 


TEAM 3: Six this is Three. I think we just saw our target roll by.
He’s in a nineties model maroon Honda Accord. Target is driving and
there are four other targets inside. Big boys too. How copy,
over?

 


CAL: Roger, let’s launch all Baby Birds now, keep…

 


TEAM 2: Six this is Two (Andy and Brian), we’ve got three other
vehicles leaving the target address.

 


CAL: Dammit. All teams, any ideas on how to exploit this
situation, over?

 


There was a pause as each team pondered the
question they’d already been calculating. They all knew the danger
of exposing themselves. A prolonged chase and shootout was not in
anyone’s interest. It was Andy who spoke up first.

 


ANDY: Six, I think we need to go with Plan B.

 


Plan B was to call the local authorities and
give them a good location on the wanted gang leader. Cal wrestled
with the thought. He wanted nothing but to get the man who’d killed
his beloved. But how could they take the man out without engaging a
bunch of armed gang members in the middle of the city?

In the desert of the Middle East, he
wouldn’t have thought twice. The decision would’ve been easy. This
war was a different story. His team wasn’t riding to battle in
armored vehicles and combat gear. They were pursuing a wanted
criminal in the heart of America wearing normal clothes and
carrying a few measly weapons. Cal knew what he had to do.

 


CAL: Roger that. I’ll make the call.

 


Cal picked up the disposable cell phone that
Neil had provided at step-off and dialed the number for Nashville’s
Metro Police Department. He relayed the pertinent information to
the operator then hung up twenty seconds later.

His head hung down for a couple seconds and
then he looked at his friends.

 


MSGT
TRENT: Don’t worry, Cal, the cops won’t get
this guy. We’ll find him later.

 


Cal nodded and looked back at his cell
phone. If only he could use it to call in some artillery support or
even some 30mm mortar rounds. As he daydreamed, he heard reports
from the teams. West was slipping through their fingers.

 


TEAM 2: Six, Two, the cars have split up onto different roads,
over.

 


TEAM 4: Six, Four, still have eyes-on target with Baby Bird,
over.

 


TEAM 3: Six, Three, still have eyes on target. Target is speeding
up, over.

 


TEAM 3: Six, Three, cops just spotted target’s car. Wait one…lights
are on, target is speeding up, over.

 


TEAM 2: Six, Two, the two cars we’re following just sped up too,
over.

 


TEAM 4: Six, Four, target is outpacing Baby Bird, over.

 


TEAM 3: Six, Three, trying to casually keep up with the chase, but
they’re really moving now, over.

 


Cal looked up and tapped his earpiece.

 


CAL: All teams break pursuit and meet-up at rendezvous point
Charlie, out.

 


His face covered in silent frustration, Cal
took the earpiece out, bent toward the console, and turned on the
police scanner.

 


+ + +

 


DANTE: Where the fuck did this guy come from?!

 


Dante accelerated through the red light. His
four passengers looked back toward the trailing police cruiser.

One minute they’d been driving down
Dickerson Pike matching the speed limit, then some cop had turned
on his lights and pulled up behind them.

Not easily scared, West was now completely
spooked. First, the call from the mysterious money collector and
now the cops were onto him? This was the fourth car he’d had since
being on the run. All the tags were legit and the car wasn’t
stolen. What the hell was going on? Was it possible the guy on the
phone was a cop?

As he let that thought tumble through his
mind, he continued to accelerate and speed through intersections.
He swerved to miss cars and put more distance between him and the
now fading cop car. He’d had each of his escape rides specially
equipped with new racing engines straight out of one of Fast and
Furious. The cops didn’t stand a chance unless they got a
helicopter up above. West wasn’t going to give them that
opportunity.

Being the savvy criminal that he was, he’d
already planned out multiple contingencies for escape. Right now,
he was on his way to one of his many safe houses where he’d pick up
another ride and move from there.

With the police cruiser fast fading in his
rearview mirror, Dante was already finalizing his plans for the
operation later that day.

 


+ + +

 


Cal was silent as he listened to the police
described the inevitable outcome. The police helicopter was on the
other side of town when the call was placed and, by the time it
came on station, West had evaded the lagging police cruiser.

 


MSGT
TRENT: There wasn’t much more that we
could’ve done, Cal.

 


CAL: I know. It just pisses me off that he was so close and we
couldn’t do a damned thing.

 


MSGT
TRENT: Now you know what the cops deal with
every day.

 


CAL: Yeah.

 


MSGT
TRENT: Where to now?

 


CAL: Let’s head back down south. Neil, can you radio the rest of
the guys and tell them to head home?

 


NEIL: No problem.

 


+ + +

 


The teams met briefly outside the campus
headquarters building. There wasn’t much to say other than a couple
thank-yous from Cal so the crowd quickly dispersed.

 


ANDY: I wish we could’ve done more.

 


CAL: I know, but it was the right call. Thanks for making
it.

 


ANDY: No problem. Hey, you know what that reminded me
of?

 


Cal looked confused for a second and then
the light bulb went on.

 


CAL (laughing): That patrol we were on with the
sheepherders!

 


BRIAN: You jarheads wanna tell me what hell you’re talking
about?

 


Andy turned to Brian and explained.

 


ANDY: Our platoon was running one of those crappy patrols on
another hot ass Afghan day. Well, all of a sudden, Cal looks to our
right and sees two insurgents peeking over a little hill about a
hundred yards away. We immediately take cover and call battalion to
get some fire support. We get weapons platoon on the hook and tell
them what we’ve got. The platoon commander was a buddy of mine and
told me that if I wanted to have some big guns there was a pair of
Cobra gunships a few clicks away. As you probably know, it’s always
fun to watch the Cobras fire some rounds, so my buddy patches me
through. Right about the time the gunships get on station, my radio
operator taps me on the shoulder and points back to the little
hill. I look over there and I’ll be damned if there isn’t a fucking
flock of two hundred sheep strolling up to the hill flanked by a
couple of herders. The two insurgents decide to take advantage of
the distraction. They actually run into the middle of the herd and
hunker down with the sheep.

 


BRIAN: No way.

 


ANDY: Yeah! So the Cobra pilot gets on the hook and tells me he
can see the two insurgents but that he can’t shoot because of the
livestock and herders. I told the guy that we suspected the two bad
guys were lying in wait so they could trip an IED. The pilot didn’t
care. He said the Rules of Engagement were tight. He couldn’t shoot
up a bunch of local sheep because some paper pusher in the rear had
decided it was bad for local relations. So what do we do? We had to
just sit there and wait for the two guys to come out. We’re sitting
there watching as the two Cobras are literally hovering overhead,
the two guys don’t even shoot at them.

 


BRIAN: I’ll bet they were pissing their pants.

 


ANDY: Yeah. We would’ve run over there except we were still
waiting for EOD to get there so they could sweep the road for
explosives. Well, even when the Cobras floated lower to try and
scatter the sheep, the damned things stayed calm and the insurgents
stayed with the sheep as they were guided toward the little town. I
called everyone I could, but we couldn’t get anyone else in on the
ground in time and because of the IED threat. So we had to watch
these two guys mosey on into the sunset with their herd of sheep.
That’s what I felt like today.

 


CAL (chuckling): Yeah. Now that I think about it, it’s a pretty
good comparison. Let’s get back to The Lodge. I think I’m in need
of a couple of fingers of The Famous Grouse.

 


The friends hopped in their vehicles and
made their way to the bar.



Chapter 15

N.O.N. Safe House,
Nashville, TN

 


HIRED GUN: Dante, the boys are all set and
we have that van you wanted.

West stared at the hulking messenger, one of
the hired guns from New Orleans. He’d especially be glad to have
this guy gone soon. West wasn’t afraid of much, but being
surrounded by a bunch of bouncers with guns, even vouched bouncers,
made him antsy.

 


DANTE: Alright, thanks. Tell your boys that we’ll be taking off as
soon as it gets dark. I want everyone on the level. No drinking or
drugs. Clear heads for this last thing.

 


HIRED GUN: We ain’t idiots, Dante. We’ll be
ready to go.

 


West nodded and closed the
door to his new bedroom. As he looked around yet another dingy
room, he dreamed of the day he could live in luxury once
again. Just a few more hours. Just a few
more hours.

 


+ + +

 


MSGT TRENT (raising his full glass): I’m
limiting myself to one of these. My ass is draggin’.

 


CAL: Thanks for all your help today, Top. We wouldn’t have even
had a chance to catch West if you hadn’t tracked him
down.

 


Trent drained his glass and looked back at
Cal.

 


MSGT TRENT: We’ll get the guy, Cal. Let’s
all get a little shut-eye and we’ll hit the streets again
tonight.

 


CAL: Thanks, Top.

 


Trent nodded and, with surprising grace
considering his size, hopped up from the couch and left the
bar.

Brian motioned to the bartender. Cal had
told him the guy was a former Marine sergeant major who’d come
onboard after losing a leg in the first Gulf War and soon became
one of Cal Sr.’s first hires. The bartender nodded back and walked
around the bar with a half-full bottle of The Famous Grouse. He
gave everyone in the group a healthy splash finishing with Cal.

 


CAL: Thanks, Sergeant Major. How’s the new book
coming?

 


BARTENDER: Slowly. Took me a while to
get my rusty brain running again. Neil set me up with a laptop
behind the bar so I can write while I work. Thanks again for that,
Neil.

 


NEIL (waving nonchalantly): Anything for my warriors, Sergeant
Major.

 


Andy and Brian looked on intrigued. Andy
spoke up first.

 


ANDY: What’s the book about, Sergeant Major?

 


BARTENDER: It’s the story about my
time in the first Gulf War and how I lost my leg.

 


ANDY: If I can ask, how DID you lose it?

 


BARTENDER: I was off doing some
long-range recon for Cal’s dad and ran into a bunch of bad guys. Me
and my spotter were able to take out the guys, but not before one
lucky sonofabitch lobbed a grenade our way. I’m lucky that I only
lost my leg. Hurt something fierce when my spotter dragged me a
couple clicks back to our evac point.

 


ANDY: So what made you write the story now?

 


BARTENDER
(pointing at Cal): That young man right there. He
came back from the sand pit and, after a few libations he convinced
me that SOMEONE would want to hear my story. No one’s gonna read
it.

 


CAL: As usual, the Sergeant Major is being modest. The book isn’t
just about that one incident. What he failed to mention, of course,
was that he got a Silver Star out of that one because the bad guys
he mentioned were on their way to ambush one of dad’s companies. He
and his spotter took out almost the entire enemy party of twenty
some guys with a sniper rifle and an M-203. The rest of the book is
gonna be about his battle to regain active duty status after losing
his leg. His fight to do that will really resonate with wounded
guys coming back from war today.

 


BARTENDER: Yeah, well, I guess that’s
where it finally got me. If the book can help even one disabled
Marine, how could I say no?

 


BRIAN (patting Cal on the back): It’s good to know that I’m not the
only one that doesn’t seem to have the ability to say no to our
fearless leader here.

 


BARTENDER: He takes after his father
that way. Never could say no to Colonel Stokes either. They must
have some voodoo magic in their blood or something.

 


Cal shook his head and responded to the
obvious compliment.

 


CAL: No, you’ve got it all wrong. I’ve just found that it’s a lot
easier to convince you guys to do things when you’ve had a couple
of these.

 


He raised his glass to demonstrate the
proper sipping technique for The Famous Grouse.

 


BARTENDER: Well, be that as it may,
I’m still glad you made me do it, Cal. I’ll get you the rough draft
in a couple of weeks. You can tell me whether an old salty Marine
with only a high school education can actually write.

He turned back to the bar and resumed his
duties as the group settled in to finish their drinks. Cal couldn’t
let that last comment pass.

 


CAL: The good Sergeant Major is, of course, being modest again.
What he fails to mention, is not only did he regain his active duty
status as a Gunny, but he went on to be one of the first Marine
first sergeants to serve with a line company with a prosthetic leg.
Then he went on to become a Sergeant Major while also finding time
to earn two masters degrees AND PT his battalion into the dirt.
Don’t let him fool you with that fake limp of high school education
bit. He puts on his Cheetah prosthesis and he’ll give Marathon Andy
a run for his money.

 


As the gathered crew discussed recent
events, Cal’s mind began to wander. He replayed the day’s action
over and over. What could they have done differently? What if
they’d kept following West and not called the cops? He finally
filed it all away for future analysis, knowing that the team had
done all that was possible without blowing their cover. It didn’t
matter, Cal was convinced that he’d somehow find West again very
soon.

 


On the other side of town, West’s crew was
finalizing plans for that night’s operation. No one knew the
location except for Dante. He’d given clipped instructions to his
hired muscle. Although he didn’t think there would be much
resistance, his recent failures necessitated extreme caution. Each
man only nodded as they listened to his orders.

 


+ + +

 


After adjourning from the bar, Brian and
Andy headed back to their respective rooms. Neil and Cal headed to
Travis’s office to discuss options for continuing the search.

 


NEIL: So what are you thinking about work-wise after we get this
guy, Cal?

 


Cal shrugged his shoulders still not clear
about where his path might lead.

 


CAL: I’m not sure. I want to see this thing out first, then who
knows? Maybe I’ll go on a long vacation.

 


Neil glanced at his friend as they walked,
perceiving the pain he must be feeling.

 


NEIL: Have you talked to Higgins yet?

 


Dr. Alvin Higgins, PhD, was SSI’s resident
psychiatrist. He’d been a long-time member of the CIA’s brain squad
for years. He came to SSI after working with the company on a
particularly hairy case a few years back. Higgins realized that
with SSI, he could continue the work he’d started at the Agency in
a different way, and for way more money. He was SSI’s resident
expert in all things intellectual, meaning he could either unwrap
the mental wiring of criminals and terrorist leaders, conduct
interrogations (he’d developed new and non-lethal techniques for
the CIA for years), or help SSI employees and family members with
any counseling they needed.

A pudgy man barely over five and half feet
tall, the affable Dr. Higgins had quickly endeared himself to the
employees at SSI. Where some psychiatrists were aloof and
borderline condescending, Higgins was the exact opposite. Jolly in
a way that reminding you of Santa Claus, Higgins had actually been
the reigning Saint Nick every year at company Christmas parties.
Not really what you’d expect from a man who’d dedicated most of his
adult life to the extraction of information from men’s minds by all
means necessary.

 


CAL: No, I haven’t seen him yet. Come to think of it, he’ll
probably be with Trav right now. Trav said he’d gather the inner
circle to think this West thing out.

 


As they entered the headquarters building,
the usual bustle of activity seemed like home to Cal. He’d never
officially worked at SSI, but he’d practically grown up in these
halls. At the same time, he always got the feeling that he was in
the middle of a battalion headquarters in the field. Electronic
maps and target dossiers were displayed on an impressive array of
flat screen panels all along each wall. SSI remained on the tip of
the technology curve thanks, in no small part, to Neil and his team
of techie geeks.

They headed to Travis’ secure office. In
reality, this entire building and any other SSI structure with any
sort of information capability, was shielded from outside snooping
by advanced electronic jamming and masking technology, once again
courtesy of Neil’s R&D team. The masking system was now being
leased by numerous government facilities and a mobile version was
also in development for field headquarters.

Cal entered Travis’ spacious office not
really knowing who to expect. He glanced to the eight man
conference table in the corner and found the party waiting. Two
others accompanied his cousin. The group included the first female
employed by SSI: company attorney Marjorie Haines. “The Hammer.”
Not only ferocious in court and deposition rooms, she was also an
expert martial artist in Brazilian Jiu Jitsu and Kung Fu. She’d
been known to take down multiple new recruits on the fighting mat
after a particularly trying day.

She’d entered SSI shortly after winning a
case against the company. Travis and the rest of the executive team
had been so impressed with her tenacity that they’d gone after her
to fill the role of lead attorney. It didn’t hurt that she could
match many of the men in physical discipline and she’d also been a
former prosecutor in the Navy JAG Corps and was a diehard patriot.
She was, of course, well paid for her efforts at SSI and was
considered one of the inner circle members. Today she was standing
casually, her typical grey pant suit perfectly tailored to her
athletic build. Her dark hair was pulled back in a sleek pony
tail.

Next to Haines was SSI’s head of internal
security, Todd Dunn. Dunn was one of Travis’ first hires at SSI and
a beast. If there could be a human version of an English bulldog,
it would be Dunn. A muscular barrel of a man and former Army
Ranger, Dunn rarely cracked a smile but could be absolutely
depended on.

 


+ + +

 


Dunn’s background was similar to some of the
other SSI employees. He’d been a star in the Rangers, quickly
rising through the enlisted ranks. Shortly after re-enlisting, his
father had been diagnosed with cancer. Dunn, now separated from his
parents by a four hour plane ride, did what he could to help his
father. Because the family had little money and poor health
insurance, the hospital bills continued to pile up. Dunn got a
second job as a bouncer at one of the strip clubs outside Fort
Bragg to make some extra money to send home. He was quickly
promoted to head of security for his cold calculation and eerie
calm during altercations. It didn’t hurt that he could do the books
better than the strip club owner. The new position allowed Dunn to
make more money by getting a portion of the bartender and stripper
tips.

One night on the job, a group of rowdy
townies decided to make trouble with some drunken soldiers. The
soldiers, obviously half in the cups but harmless, were easy
targets for the small group of oversized rednecks. Taunted into
brawling, the group of three soldiers were no match for the five
rednecks. The one black soldier was apparently the target of a
vocal tirade of racial slurs being screamed by the hulking
antagonists.

As Dunn approached the
group of brawlers with another bouncer, he noticed the butt of a
pistol in one of the attackers’ jacket pocket. Shit. I’m gonna have the ass of whoever let that guy
in.

What started as a shouting match quickly
escalated into a melee of flying fists. Just as he reached the guy
with the gun, the man pulled the weapon on Dunn. Acting on instinct
and training, Dunn closed the final foot, cupped his hands over his
head, and pushed the weapon up over his head while simultaneously
bending his knees slightly.

The diverted weapon fired and the loud boom
echoed in the enclosed space. Patrons and employees screamed as
they ran for the doorways. Dunn wrestled the pistol away from the
man and hit him with the pistol butt on his temple. The man fell to
the floor unconscious.

Dunn turned to see two of the three bloodied
soldiers lying on the ground. The third was being dragged to the
door by three of the massive rednecks. The two remaining
antagonists turned on Dunn; one with a large buck knife and the
other with a pistol matching the one in Dunn’s hand.

Still calm but with pistol aimed at the
gun-wielding redneck, Dunn tried to diffuse the situation.

 


TODD: Alright boys, you’ve had your fun. How about you drop your
weapons before anyone really gets hurt?

 


Instead of answering Dunn, the largest of
the five attackers and, apparently, the leader of the burly band,
yelled to his three companions dragging the soldier out.

 


REDNECK
#1: Bring that nigger over here.

 


They did as they were told
and brought the black soldier, blood pouring from his broken nose,
to their leader. As the small group corralled, the remaining club
security crew waited anxiously on the sidelines looking to Dunn for
direction. Shit.
Though Dunn. How am I going to get these
hillbillies out of here?

The tough-talking leader grabbed his
captive’s shoulder with his hand and positioned the victim between
himself and Dunn. Then he put the dazed man in a headlock and
pressed the pistol to his left temple.

 


REDNECK
#1: What are you gonna do now, tough
guy?!

 


The rest of the man’s cronies laughed evilly
as they watched.

 


TODD: I’ll give you one more chance. Put the guy down along with
all your weapons and we’ll make sure the cops treat you
fairly.

 


REDNECK #1
(laughing): Boy, you have no idea who you’re
dealing with. Now, I’m gonna give you thirty seconds to get all the
money into a bag and give it to me. If not, your black friend here
dies along with a couple more of y’all.

 


He waved his gun menacingly at the group of
security guards. They could tell by his fierce look of
determination that the man wasn’t lying.

With a clear head, Dunn analyzed the
situation. The redneck’s last comment told him that the situation
had just gone from bad to worse. What at first glance had seemed
like a normal barroom brawl, had now escalated into an armed
robbery. He knew it would take the local police a few more minutes
to get there. Meanwhile, the huge hillbilly was counting down.

Dunn saw bloodlust in the man’s eyes and
doubted that many would go unscathed even if they gave in to his
demands. To make matters worse, two more of the redneck crew had
revealed small pistols that had apparently been taped to their
lower backs. They all grinned wickedly as if daring someone to make
a move.

 


REDNECK
#1:
Twenty-two…twenty-one…twenty…

 


Dunn looked at the club owner who seemed to
barely have the strength to stand. The rest of the employees were
quickly gathering cash and wallets to present to the armed robbers.
Dunn saw the leader’s eyes flicker and a slight grin played across
his mouth. The man was actually daring him to act.

 


REDNECK
#1: …twelve…eleven…ten…nine…

 


Dunn took one last glance around the room
and analyzed everything: the location of the armed men, the
position of his security crew, the strippers cowering behind the
stage curtain, the hostess squatting behind the club owner and the
club owner hiding behind the bar.

 


REDNECK
#1: …three…two…

 


Dunn kept his eye on the man’s trigger
finger and, just as the man started to say ONE, he started to pull
back the trigger, fully intending to shoot the dazed soldier in the
head. Dunn reacted on instinct and double-tapped the huge man in
the face. Instead of waiting to see the result, he turned slightly
left and double-tapped the other two armed men center-mass. Within
a split second, the place was pandemonium again. The black soldier
was covered in the now dead leader’s blood and gazed up blankly at
Dunn. The other two men whom he’d just shot were now writhing on
the ground surrounded by security and being stripped of their
weapons. The only redneck without a gun quickly dropped his knife
in horror and threw up his hands.

The aftermath of the incident confounded and
confused Dunn. Instead of being hailed a hero, Dunn was treated
like a criminal. With two men dead and another two in the hospital,
the local authorities had no choice but to fully investigate the
situation.

Despite eyewitness accounts of all the club
employees, the authorities could not prove that Dunn was justified
in killing the man. He still remembered asking the police about it
in the following days.

 


TODD: Would it have been better if I’d let the guy shoot a man in
the head BEFORE I shot him?!

 


The system was suddenly against him and the
interrogator said as much. The police officer told Dunn that if
that had been the case, they wouldn’t be having this
conversation.

 


DETECTIVE: Look, kid, we don’t make up
the rules but the law is pretty clear. If this thing goes to court
they can paint you into a cold-blooded killer. I already heard that
the leader of those redneck boys came from some rich family.
They’re pretty connected around here and are already raising holy
hell to get you the chair.

 


TODD: But these guys were gonna kill. I could see it in their
eyes!

 


DETECTIVE: I hear what you’re saying,
kid, but I don’t make the laws.

 


That same police station was where Todd Dunn
first met the CEO of SSI. Travis was in Ft. Bragg visiting some
contacts and got a whiff of the incident through friends in the
Ranger battalion. After making a few inquiries, Travis decided to
intervene. He made the visit under the guise of an attorney to
gauge Dunn’s personality. He walked out of the station knowing he’d
just found a diamond in the rough.

Days later, Dunn found himself in a private
jet being swept up to some campus in Charlottesville, VA.
Apparently this company, SSI, had pulled a few strings and he’d
been honorably discharged AND all charges had been dropped. As he
stepped off the plane in Charlottesville, he was met by Travis, now
in his casual SSI clothing: outdoor gear and hiking boots.

Travis had apologized for the ruse in the
police station and went on to explain what SSI was and find out
whether Dunn might be looking for a new job. After coming to the
realization that his career in the Army was over, Dunn was quietly
overjoyed at the opportunity.

One final piece finalized the deal and
Dunn’s undying loyalty to SSI and Travis Haden. Not only did SSI
welcome Dunn into their family, Travis also made sure that Dunn’s
father’s hospital bills were paid off completely and that he
received follow-up care from the top cancer specialists in the
world. Eight years later, Dunn’s father was still in remission.

 


+ + +

 


Needless to say, Todd Dunn was a fierce
defender of SSI’s family and a perfect fit as its head of security.
He was known throughout SSI as a stickler for security procedure,
but a thoroughly approachable friend.

 


CAL: So where do we stand?

 


TRAVIS: No blowback from the authorities. No one even knew you were
there.

 


CAL: How about that reporter? Did you get him off my
ass?

 


TRAVIS: We’re still working on that. In fact, it was The Hammer that
came up with a rabbit trail for him. It’s a good one.

 


Haines glared at Travis for using her
nickname. She was a modest woman despite her fiery spirit and
having a nickname like The Hammer didn’t help her sense of
propriety. Luckily, she and Travis were good friends (and rumored
at times to be lovers) and the comments usually rolled off her
back.

 


HAINES: Let’s just say I threw the guy a bone through an anonymous
source and he might be pursuing another more lucrative news
story.

 


CAL: I’m not following you, Marge.

 


HAINES: It’s another operation we’re running. Let’s just say it
won’t hurt our cause to have a reporter snooping around. It might
actually help us flush a couple of bad guys out.

 


CAL: So you’re not gonna tell me?

 


HAINES (grinning): Not yet. You haven’t been officially sworn in or
given us your blood brother handshake.

 


Cal shook his head. He always felt one step
behind dealing with The Hammer.

 


TRAVIS: Alright, alright. Let’s leave Little Cal alone. Todd, any
inkling about where this West guy ran off to?

 


TODD: Nope. Once the cops lost him, he did a pretty good job
digging another hole to hide in. I’m thinking he’s probably got
safe houses all over town.

 


TRAVIS: So you’re saying we’ve got nothing.

 


TODD: Sorry, boss.

 


TRAVIS: OK. So what’s our next move? Any ideas, Cal?

 


Cal thought it over for a moment. He didn’t
really have anything concrete. Maybe thinking out loud would
help.

 


CAL: This last lead was all because of Top Trent. I guess we
could send him out again and get him digging. Do we have any other
guys that fit into that part of town?

 


TRAVIS: We do, but from what you’re telling me about this guy, I
don’t think he’ll make the same mistake twice. What do you think,
Todd?

 


TODD: I agree. I’ll bet he made some quick calls to his network
and told them to be on the lookout and armor up. I think if we send
Willy and some more men up there they might be easy
targets.

 


HAINES: What about your link to his cell phone, Neil?

 


NEIL: Looks like he dumped it. He knew that’s how we got a lock on
him. That’s a dead end now.

 


Just then the door opened and Dr. Higgins
waddled into the room.

 


DR. HIGGINS (in an almost British accent):
Sorry I’m late, everyone. I wanted to make sure the file was ready
to scan. Oh hello there, Calvin.

 


CAL: Hey, doc! What file are you talking about?

 


DR. HIGGINS: Ever since your attack our
fearless leader over there (pointing with a pudgy finger at Travis)
has had me building a dossier on Mr. Dante West. Neil, can you pull
up the file on this computer?

 


NEIL: No problem.

 


Neil walked over to the 52 inch touch screen
panel on the office wall and started tapping and scrolling.

 


NEIL (over his shoulder): Is it in the usual place?

 


DR.
HIGGINS: It is. So what Neil is about to
pull up is not only all the police records we could find, but also
my analysis of the man’s mental abilities and motivations along
with some video surveillance Neil uncovered.

 


CAL: Video surveillance?

 


DR.
HIGGINS: Yes. Our resident wonder boy Neil
was able to hack into some kind of database down in New Orleans and
we found a thoroughly entertaining video of Mr. West robbing a
local bank.

 


TRAVIS (impatiently): What are we supposed to get from
that?

 


DR.
HIGGINS: I don’t know what you’ll get from
it, but I was able to determine a lot about our adversary. I won’t
spoil it for you.

 


Travis rolled his eyes and looked back to
the screen. Neil pulled up the main file. The first image showed a
worn file folder with an old photo of West. He looked to be in his
teens.

 


DR.
HIGGINS: This, ladies and gentleman, was
Mr. West at age fourteen. It was his first formal arrest. From what
we could gather, he was implicated in numerous other crimes since
the age of ten but had never been caught or arrested. This tells me
that Dante West is no fool. Even at a young age, the man was smart
and cunning. Apparently the only reason he was arrested in this
instance was because one of his accomplices identified West as
being the ring leader. As you’ll see on the next page, the boy that
snitched was later found brutally beaten in the juvenile detention
facility. The informer ended up being paralyzed from the neck down
as a result. It was assumed, naturally, that West was the culprit.
Once again, the assault charge wouldn’t stick to West. We can only
assume that the incident taught the assaulted boy a
lesson.

 


TRAVIS: Great story, doc, but what does this have to do with finding
the guy?

 


DR.
HIGGINS: Patience, my dear boy. As I was
saying, West seems to have a knack for staying under the radar. I
looked back through his grade school records and found that in his
early years he excelled in academic studies. One report even
suggested he had an extremely high IQ although his school did not
have the means to test for it at the time.

 


HAINES (intrigued): So what changed?

 


DR.
HIGGINS: His father was killed when Dante
was nine. It looks like his mother turned to drugs and prostitution
shortly after. The state soon took Dante out of the home and placed
him in a foster facility. It was apparently in that facility that
he had his first taste of gang life. The reports from the foster
home staff read like a novel. Good kid gone bad. They all talk
about how smart he was, a natural leader. He used his authority
with the kids to setup his own little gang. They started by
stealing food from the kitchen at night and soon escalated to armed
robbery. At the age of eleven, he ran away from the facility and
never came back.

From the age of twelve on, he was often
brought in for questioning but, believe it or not, they could never
charge him with anything. All the police reports detail the fact
that he was always respectful unlike so many of the other young
toughs they’d interview. I got a laugh from one entry made by a
detective who’d had the opportunity to interrogate West on more
than one occasion. This detective actually recommended that the
department stop bringing West in for questioning because the young
man was, and I quote, ‘a squared away young man with communication
skills far beyond the usual perps.’ This officer actually submitted
the recommendation to the D.A. The whole time they had no idea who
they were dealing with.

 


CAL (almost accusingly): Sounds like you’re starting to admire the
guy, Doc.

 


DR. HIGGINS
(nodding): Professionally, I do admire him. He is
probably a borderline genius with the skill and cunning to elude
the authorities. Over the years, I’ve only found top adversaries
have such characteristics. Anyhoo, back to the story. He moved up
through the ranks in New Orleans and, by his mid-twenties was a top
Lieutenant. When Hurricane Katrina hit in 2005, all the local gangs
scrambled to claim territory. West’s gang came out on top with no
small help from West himself. It was never substantiated, but I
found two gang task force reports that alluded to West’s part in
the land grab. Then, all of a sudden, West was gone. Vanished.
Through inside sources, the task force pieced together that, as a
result of his success in the post-Katrina operation, West was given
a promotion. He was tapped to expand the gang’s influence to
Nashville with the backing of his old gang. Think of it as
franchising for gangs. For the last couple years he’s been growing
a lucrative trade here in Nashville.

 


HAINES: What do you mean by lucrative trade?

 


DR.
HIGGINS: It appears that West setup more of
a business than other typical gangs. He essentially uses the gang
to protect his assets: drugs, prostitutes, protection, etcetera. In
another life, Dante West might well have been a very successful
businessman.

 


CAL (getting angry): Well that’s not how he ended up, Doc, so I’d
appreciate it if you wouldn’t talk about him with such
reverence.

 


TRAVIS (calmingly): He didn’t mean anything by it, Cal. You know how
Doc is. He looks at all these targets like an author treats a new
novel.

 


CAL (apologetically): I’m sorry, Dr. Higgins. I didn’t mean any
disrespect.

 


DR.
HIGGINS: It’s okay, Calvin. We’ll do our
best to make sure we find Mr. West.

 


After the visible tension left the room,
Higgins continued.

 


DR.
HIGGINS: So now the question is ‘What will
Dante West do next?’

 


CAL: Any ideas, Doc?

 


DR. HIGGINS: West is a very capable leader
and strategist. Looking back on his record, he’s never made the
same mistake twice. I think he’s trying to figure out how to stay
out of the hands of the local authorities while at the same time
trying to hold his organization together. It’s my professional
opinion that Dante West is trapped and needs to do something
audacious to break out or just sit back and wait. The problem with
waiting is that he’ll risk losing his associates and possibly lose
a lot of his street business. No. I think he’ll try to make a
move.

 


TRAVIS: What kind of a move will he make?

 


DR.
HIGGINS: Something that will solve his
problems, get the police off his track, and get his business back.
Maybe an assault on a rival gang? I just can’t say for certain.
What I can say is that Mr. West is not one to sit back and wait. He
is a man of action. He is a man who’s built his own destiny. He
will not wait to see what happens. I think we need to monitor the
police scanners and look into any turf wars or gang violence we
might hear about.

 


CAL: So more waiting around.

 


DR.
HIGGINS: Yes, more waiting. I suggest you
all read his dossier and digest what you can. I am good at what I
do, but you may find something I didn’t. It’s all I can think to do
for now.

 


Cal nodded and moved to shake Dr. Higgins’
hand.

 


CAL: Thanks for your help, Doc. I appreciate your
insight.

 


DR.
HIGGINS: Not at all, Calvin. I’ll continue
my analysis and let you all know if I find anything new.

 


With that, Higgins waved farewell and left
the room. Cal and the others had no doubt that SSI’s resident mind
specialist would spend many sleepless nights analyzing and
reanalyzing West’s file. Once on the trail, Dr. Higgins was a true
bloodhound. He wouldn’t stop until his quarry was found.

Cal turned back to the others.

 


CAL: Any other thoughts?

 


TODD: I’ll do some digging too. Maybe my contacts within the
police department and FBI can help. Couldn’t hurt.

 


HAINES: I’ll run some checks through my court contacts. See if we
can’t run down some of his associates and squeeze some intel out of
them.

 


TRAVIS: I’ll reach out to some of my contacts too. Let’s all
remember to be discreet about this. The last thing we need is that
reporter catching wind of this.

 


The small group dispersed and Travis
followed Cal out.

 


TRAVIS: Hey, Cal. Got a minute?

 


Cal nodded and led the way to his father’s
office two doors down. Even though it’d been years since his
parents’ deaths, the office was still in the same state that Cal
Sr. had left it in 2001. The office was cleaned daily by a crusty
old Marine who’d served with Cal Sr. in the early 1970’s. Although
now technically retired, the old Marine came in every weekday to
reverently dust and vacuum “The Colonel’s Office.”



Chapter 16

Camp Spartan, Arrington,
TN

 


Cal remembered first meeting the man years ago. He’d left the
Marine Corps after serving in Vietnam. Totally coincidentally, he’d
been a machine gunner in (then) Capt. Stokes’s company. Back in
those days, the military wasn’t given the same place of honor as in
the post-9/11 days. The proud Marine returned home to find
protesters spitting at him and calling him names. Worst of all upon
returning to his family he found that his twin sister (the two had
been inseparable from birth) now dressed in hippy garb and spewing
the same propaganda he’d heard debarking the airplane ride home.
Even after repeated attempts to make peace with his sister, he
finally gave up.

Unable to reacclimatize or even find a job,
he learned to cope through drugs and alcohol. Instead of dealing
with the pain and emotional grief, he internalized his pain and
went into a quick downward spiral. Within a year, the poor man was
living on the streets begging for money so he could buy a hit or
swig. He spent the rest of the 1970’s and 1980’s bouncing from
shelter to shelter and bottle to bottle.

In the mid-90’s the man had somehow wandered
to the Nashville area. By that time, the Stokes family was back in
Nashville and Cal Sr. was reestablishing his roots and expanding
his business. One weekend as father and son were volunteering at a
local shelter handing out food, Cal Sr. spied the man in the line.
Now hunched, his body ravaged and aged by years of abuse, he
shuffled forward in his oversized winter coat. On his left arm he’d
sewn on an old tattered Marine Corps emblem. Cal Sr. liked to chat
with the people they volunteered to help and used the patch as his
introduction.

 


CALVIN
SR: Nice patch you got there. Were you in
the Corps?

 


CRUSTY MARINE (suspiciously): Yeah. So
what?

 


CALVIN SR (smiling): I was in the Marine
Corps too.

The man paused and tried to concentrate his
gaze on his fellow Marine. Without thinking he blurted:

 


CRUSTY MARINE: I was in Vietnam.

 


CALVIN SR: Me too. Those were different
times, weren’t they?

Finally, the man’s smile cracked. Cal could
see his filthy teeth inside but also noticed the sudden gleam of
remembrance in the man’s eyes.

 


CRUSTY MARINE: They sure were. Different
times.

 


Over subsequent visits, Cal Sr. made it a
point to find the man and checkup on him. Cal remembered asking his
father why.

 


CALVIN SR: Because he will always be a
Marine. That makes us family. If he wants help, I’ll give it to
him.

 


The two Marines had quickly made the
miraculous discovery that the homeless man had once served under
Cal Sr.’s command. Not surprisingly, Cal’s father put great effort
into helping “his Marine.” Over time, the man agreed to enter a
rehabilitation program paid for by the charitable arm of Stokes
Security International.

After getting cleaned up and reunited with
his family, he was offered a position in the newly built SSI
complex just south of Nashville. After years of substance abuse,
the man’s mental capacity was now vastly diminished. He was,
however, extremely grateful for the chance to help maintain the
grounds for SSI. Over the next few years, the man became one of the
company’s most loyal employees. Refusing, even after numerous
offers from Cal’s father, to call Cal Sr. anything but Colonel, the
man was once again home among his fellow warriors. He ate in the
chow hall and shopped in the small PX. He was home.

Upon Cal Sr.’s death, the man wept openly as
he demanded from Travis that he be allowed to maintain the
Colonel’s office as a sort of shrine. Travis had quickly relented
and, even after officially retiring, the man was given a
comfortable living space in one of the campus’ small homes.

 


+ + +

 


Needless to say, the office was spotless as
Cal and Travis walked in. Cal often came to the office to sit and
stare at the countless photographs all around the office. There
were pictures of the family and of his time in the Corps. Anyone
visiting the office could see that Cal Sr. had somehow found a way
to merge his two families into one through the birth of SSI It was
his legacy and would serve as a home for warriors for years to
come.

Cal still remembered what the place had
looked like during construction. His father always enjoyed nature
and had his office designed so that it appeared to be part of the
outdoors. The office itself actually jutted outside the main
structure of the building and close to the surrounding woods. It
afforded the office a 180 degree view of the surrounding area. You
could sit in the office early in the morning and watch the deer and
turkey grazing below.

Cal walked around the large desk and sat in
the cushy swivel chair. Travis took the seat in front of the desk.
He always deferred to his younger cousin when visiting the office
together.

 


TRAVIS: So what do you think, Cal?

 


CAL: I’m thinking that I’m about tired of waiting. We got all
geared up for that trip north only to have it fizzle out on us.
It’s just a little frustrating.

 


Cal answered while mindlessly opening
drawers and peering in just as he had done as a teenager. He’d
always been curious about what his father kept close at hand.

 


TRAVIS: I understand how you feel, but you’ve got to realize that
this is the real world. Middle America. We can’t just go around
guns blazing shooting up the bad guys.

 


CAL: I’m not an idiot, Trav. I’m just disappointed.

 


TRAVIS: I know, man. But listen, if nothing else, this is good
experience for you for later on. If you decide to be an active part
of SSI you need to learn about the rules. You might as well learn
them now.

 


CAL: Alright I’m game. Hit me with the high points.

 


TRAVIS: OK. Like I told you before, these types of operations
started a few years ago. We saw the need and we attacked it. Also,
we were approached by certain entities that needed work done on the
sly. We’ve always been really careful with whom we work with. We
are not vigilantes for hire. We are also not a tool for corrupt
politicians or criminals. The work we do here in the states beneath
the law is strictly regulated and kept under the radar for obvious
reasons.

 


CAL: So who approves these missions?

 


TRAVIS: Right now, me. Back in the day, it was your dad. There are
only five of us within SSI that are actually involved in decision
making for these ops. Todd Dunn and The Hammer are two of the five.
Dr. Higgins is obviously in the loop. Last, but not least, is Neil.
Between the five of us, we make the call whether to use company
assets or not.

 


CAL: What about the teams you send out to do the dirty
work?

 


TRAVIS: They are never, and I repeat never, in contact with any
individual or group that initiates the mission. That’s my job. I
think I mentioned before that some of the people that tip us off
are highly placed government officials. It is absolutely necessary
that they maintain their anonymity.

 


CAL: Trav, I hate to say this, but you’re starting to sound like
you’re running some kind of secret society. Do I have to learn the
secret handshake too?

 


TRAVIS (suddenly serious): I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt
because of who you are, but this shit is serious. Now do you want
to hear this or not?

 


Cal threw up his hands in surrender.

 


CAL: Sorry. Sorry. Go ahead, Grand Master.

 


A small grin spread on Travis’s face. He was
a man that rarely displayed anger, but Cal’s comment had obviously
hit a nerve. It was hard not to give his cousin a little ribbing
every once in a while. Tough habit to break.

 


TRAVIS: Like I was saying, our sources are really funny about their
involvement. We’ve obviously vetted everyone but we’ve always gotta
be careful. That’s why each mission is always reviewed by the five
of us before we decide to make a move. Every angle has to be
explored and the good and bad always have to be weighed. As a
result, we don’t green-light every mission. Sometimes we decide not
to act and our sources understand that. We can’t be everything for
everyone.

 


CAL: So how do you decide which mission you do
green-light?

 


TRAVIS: There’s no real formula. It really comes down to a couple of
things. One: do we think we can get away with it without being
exposed? Two: does the result of a successful mission, and its
positive effect on this country, outweigh the possibility of
failure AND exposure Three: does the mission live up to the
standards of Corps Justice? If any one of those things can’t be
answered definitively, we don’t move forward. Sometimes we’ll go
back to our sources and tell them thanks but no thanks and give
them a recommendation on who should handle the problem.

 


CAL: Can you give me an example of a mission you didn’t
do?

 


TRAVIS: Yeah. Three years ago one of our sources came to us with an
interesting dilemma. Apparently, one of the big Mexican cartels was
hiring American engineers to dig these elaborate tunnels under the
border. The problem was that law enforcement didn’t have the
manpower to track down the leads and exploit the intel, so they
came to us. We looked at the intel and asked what they wanted done.
Basically, they wanted us to shut down the operation. We ended up
not taking on the mission, although we did provide them with some
of Neil’s toys because we didn’t see the direct result it was
having on American security. Now don’t get me wrong, I’m not all
about the cartels bringing their drugs into our country, but we
just didn’t feel like it was a worthwhile operation for the amount
of effort we’d be putting in.

 


CAL: So what if the cartels were running terrorists through those
tunnels and not just drugs?

 


TRAVIS: That would’ve been another story. We hate terrorists around
here; especially the ones that try to sneak into the country. But
you need to understand that we get A LOT of requests and we’re only
one company. As much as it sucks sometimes, we can’t say yes to
everyone.

 


CAL: I think I’ve got a better picture now. So tell me how you
think I’d fit into the equation.

 


TRAVIS: Honestly, I just don’t have the time to run it anymore. It’s
not that we run a lot of ops, it’s just dealing with our sources
and going through the thought process. As CEO, it’s probably best
that I don’t run it anyway. Too much visibility. I’ll still be
involved but I think you’ve got the brains and experience to run
it.

 


CAL: Trav, I’m a Marine Staff Sergeant. You’re talking about
running a covert arm of this company. I’m not sure I’m really
qualified to do that.

 


TRAVIS: You’ll have help. Dunn, Haines, Patel and Higgins to start.
And don’t forget that I’m not going anywhere either. Don’t worry,
we’re not just gonna throw you to the wolves on day one. We’ll ease
you into it.

 


CAL (skeptically): That sounds like what my company gunny said
before I took over as platoon sergeant.

 


TRAVIS: This ain’t the Marine Corps, cuz. SSI is a well-oiled
machine. Besides, not to pump up your ego too much, but you’ve got
a lot of your dad’s talents. The guys around here already respect
you and think you’re part of the team. Anyone gives you grief, I’ll
deal with them. Plus, is there anyone else in this world that we
could trust more to run our covert ops? I think not.

 


Cal mulled it over. Is this really what he
wanted to do? He’d always respected his father’s company and the
men in it, but running what was essentially a division within a
multi-billion dollar corporation at his age was almost too much to
fathom.

The sun had already set as he thought about
what else to ask his cousin. Cal obviously didn’t need the money.
He’d considered going back to school, maybe heading back to U.Va to
finally finish his degree. He couldn’t go back in the Marine Corps.
It was still entrenched in two wars and he’d already gotten funny
looks from those who knew about the Navy Cross. He loved the Corps
but that chapter was finished. He couldn’t go back.

Besides, this might give him the opportunity
to actually do some good without being bogged down by rules of
engagement or meddling by higher headquarters. He could think of a
lot worse options out there.

 


CAL: So you’re saying that at some point I’d have final say in
any operation we take on?

 


TRAVIS: Yep.

 


CAL: Do we have a name for this quote, unquote
division?

 


TRAVIS: Not really. I call our inner circle the Fantastic Five but
no one thinks that’s very funny. I guess if you want to name it,
you can. I wouldn’t recommend going out and getting business cards
though.

 


Cal nodded. The idea was starting to grow on
him.



Chapter 17

N.O.N. Safe House,
Nashville, TN

 


Dante looked around at his underlings. All were armed and
ready. They’d taken the remainder of the afternoon to inventory
their gear and finalize plans.

 


DANTE: Any last minute questions?

 


The gathered men shook their heads. They
knew the plan. It wasn’t a complicated one.

 


DANTE: Alright. Let’s get going.

 


West led the way to the back of the house
and out the door. Their vehicles were waiting and fully gassed.
They’d all been serviced earlier in the week per West’s
instructions. He was not about to let a low oil light or a faulty
transmission screw up this night’s action.

The assault crew piled into their respective
vehicles and cautiously pulled out of the driveway. After the
episode with the police earlier everyone was on edge.

The caravan made its way out of town and
onto the interstate. It would be a short twenty-minute ride to
their destination. West was almost giddy with anticipation. He
calmed his nerves as he always did: by imagining a mental picture
of a dead Cal Stokes.

 


+ + +

 


Cal and Travis talked until the sun had
fully set. There were still a lot of details to be ironed out once
the former Marine had made his final decision, but Travis was
confident that Cal would come around.

 


TRAVIS: So like I said, Cal, sleep on it and we’ll talk about it
again over the next couple of days. Right now, your focus needs to
be tracking down West.

 


CAL: OK. Give me a day and I’ll give you a decision one way or
another. How about we…

 


Cal felt his cell phone vibrate in his
pocket. He pulled it out and checked the caller ID.

 


CAL: I’d better take this, it’s Frank. You wanna wait or see you
tomorrow?

 


TRAVIS: I’ll catch you in the morning. Give Frank my
best.

 


Travis got up out of his chair and turned to
leave. Cal picked up the call.

 


CAL: Hey, Frank.

 


There was a pause on the other end.

 


DANTE: Frank can’t come to the phone right now, if you’d like to
leave a message please wait until the sound of the gun
shot.

 


Cal’s blood froze. He knew the voice well.
He had heard it over and over in his brain since waking up in the
hospital. Dr. Higgins had it right: Dante West had made his
play.

Travis turned to wave goodbye and noticed
the pale expression on his cousin’s face. He quickly walked back
into the room and shut the door.

 


TRAVIS (whispering): What happened?

 


Cal grabbed a piece of
paper and pen from the desk and scribbled: It’s West. He’s got J’s parents.

Travis nodded and grabbed his own cell
phone. He speed-dialed the emergency number for the SSI alert
system. Within minutes, the entire internal management team would
be assembled in the war room and the quick reaction force would be
mobilized.

Cal turned his attention back to the
call.

 


CAL: What do you want?

 


DANTE: I guess I don’t need to formally introduce myself. By the
tone of your voice, it sounds like you already figured that one
out.

 


CAL: What have you done with Jess’s parents?

 


DANTE: Oh, nothing yet. Just a couple of bruises. Old man wanted to
fight back so we had to smack him around a little.

 


CAL: I swear if you touch them…

 


DANTE: Now let’s not start making promises you can’t keep, hero
boy. How about we get down to business before I have to cut this
call off.

 


CAL: What do you want?

 


DANTE: I want you, Mr. Stokes. So here’s the deal. I want you to
come meet me and some of my friends. If you act nice we’ll exchange
you for the husband and wife. If you call the cops or do something
stupid, they die.

 


CAL: How do I know you’ll keep your word?

 


DANTE: You don’t, but what other choice do you have? From what I’ve
read online you’re the hero type. I seriously doubt you’ll let
these old-timers die.

 


What other choice did Cal have? At the
moment, he couldn’t think of another option than to agree.

 


CAL: OK. Where do I go?

 


West relayed the address and Cal wrote it
down.

 


CAL: What time do you want me there?

 


DANTE: Let’s say one AM. That way we’ll have the place all to
ourselves. Come alone.

 


CAL: I’ll be there.

 


DANTE: See you then, hero.

 


The phone went dead and Cal stood and stared
out the window. The moon was almost full and he could clearly make
out the surrounding trees. The forest seemed eerily calm, as if
anticipating the impending confrontation.

 


TRAVIS: What did he say?

 


CAL: He says he’ll let them go if I give myself up.

 


Without a direct reply, all Travis could do
was nod. He knew it was better not to give an opinion until the
team had gathered.

 


TRAVIS: I’ve already alerted the headquarters staff. They should be
gathering in the war room right now. Let’s go see if we can figure
this out.

 


Cal managed to grab his
notes and followed his cousin out the door. Doubts swirled in his
mind as he tried to focus on some kind of solution.
How did I not see this coming?



Chapter 18

Williamson County,
TN

 


Dante replaced Frank’s cell phone on the kitchen table and
turned to his prisoners. They were sitting on the floor flanked by
two of West’s men.

 


DANTE: Looks like your boy is gonna pay us a little visit. You both
behave and you might get to go home.

 


Frank glared at the gang leader through
hate-filled eyes.

 


FRANK: You leave Cal out of this, you murderer!

 


DANTE: Now, now, grandpa. That’s no way to treat your host. Don’t
make me put you to sleep again. Better yet, how would you like me
to give your lady a little time with a couple of my boys
here?

 


FRANK: You touch her and I’ll kill you!

 


Dante responded with a kick to the man’s
stomach. Frank doubled over and retched on the floor.

 


DANTE: Now, see what you’ve made me do? Like I told you before we
took you out of your house, you keep your mouths shut and you just
might make it out of this. If not, I can’t make any
promises.

 


He shrugged to accentuate his point, as if
the choice were completely out of his hands.

Frank looked up again and put his arm around
his quietly sobbing wife. She’d already been through so much with
Jessica dying. Why this too?

 


DANTE: Now we’ve only got a few short hours to wait. My boys will
take you back to the master bedroom and tie you up so you can get
some sleep. I’ll come get you when the time comes.

 


West waved a casual dismissal and the two
guards pulled the prisoners to their feet and took them to the back
of the house.

Dante turned back to the window and repeated
the phone conversation over in his head. He’d always had the
ability to find the calm within the storm. His analytical brain
outshone any of his competitors. Many had underestimated his
talents. His was a gifted mind that catapulted him up through the
ranks. That, coupled with his ruthless tactics, would see him rise
once again.

My time of redemption
nears.

 


+ + +

 


The SSI inner circle gathered in the secure
conference room down the hall from where Cal and Travis had just
been. Each member walked in quietly and waited for the information.
This was not their first emergency session.

Travis took a seat at the head of the table
and the rest arrayed themselves close by. Cal stayed standing as he
continued to pace the length of the room.

 


TRAVIS: Cal, why don’t you give everyone a quick rundown of the
conversation you had with West?

 


Cal did in a tone that suggested his mind
was already searching for possibilities.

 


TRAVIS: OK. We’ve got about four hours until Cal needs to be there.
The good news is that as smart as West is, he has no clue that
Cal’s got SSI assets behind him. Anyone have any questions or
comments?

 


TODD: I think we need a few teams to infiltrate into the area
right now. We can take them in low with the two helos we have on
site and drop them in about a mile away. Hell, there’s so much
farmland out there the launch will be easy. After landing the
teams, the helos can take up station and give us some video using
their infrared cameras. We should be able to get a damn good idea
of who’s with him and the layout of the place.

 


TRAVIS: OK, get it done.

 


Dunn grabbed his phone, slipped to the
corner, and made the call give clipped, whispered commands.

 


TRAVIS: What else?

 


NEIL: I’ll make sure all the teams have multiple drones at their
disposal. They’ll each be rigged with non-lethal darts. Might help
take out some of West’s friends.

 


Travis nodded and pointed to Dunn.

 


TRAVIS: Go talk to Todd and make sure those guys don’t leave without
getting as many of your toys as possible. I mean it, Neil. Anything
they need.

 


NEIL: Got it.

 


Neil got out of his seat and headed over to
chat with Dunn.

 


TRAVIS: Who’s next?

 


DR.
HIGGINS: I know I’m asking the obvious, but
have any of you cowboys thought about how young Calvin is going to
get out alive?

 


CAL: I’m not worried about that, Doc.

 


DR.
HIGGINS: I know how you feel. You will,
however, be going in unarmed into the lion’s den, as they
say.

 


TRAVIS: Doctor Higgins is right, Cal. It won’t do anyone any good if
West gets his hands on you.

 


CAL: I don’t care about me right now. I need to get them out of
there. If that means I go in alone, then I’ll go in
alone.

 


TRAVIS: I know you’re upset, cuz, but you need to take a step back
on this one. If you don’t, you’ll be playing right into his
hand.

 


Neil stepped back into his spot and snapped
his fingers.

 


NEIL: Dammit!

 


TRAVIS: What?

 


NEIL: I can’t believe I didn’t think of this before. I’ve got a
couple of things that might be able to help Cal out.

 


TRAVIS: You want to elaborate, Mr. Wizard?

 


NEIL: Let me run down to the Bat Cave and grab a few more toys.
It’ll be easier to show you than to explain. I’ll meet you guys
outside.

 


He ran out of the room with an excited,
almost childlike, grin on his face.

 


TRAVIS (shaking his head): I don’t know sometimes with him. Okay, so
who else has a brilliant idea? Marge, you got anything?

 


Haines thought for a second before she
answered.

 


HAINES: Clearly, you guys have the operational stuff taken care of.
I’m just trying to think of the aftermath. Anyone give a thought to
what we do with the any bad guys you might capture or, worst case,
kill?

 


CAL: We take out anyone we need to. I’ll deal with the
consequences later.

 


HAINES: I know you’re upset but that’s not how we run around here,
Cal. We HAVE to think about the next step. For instance, if we do
take prisoners, what do you do with them? Especially if they’ve
seen your face. We have to make absolutely sure that S.S.I. is not
linked to the rescue.

 


CAL: Sorry, you’re right. So how do you guys usually do
it?

 


TRAVIS: If it’s something overt like this we usually wear masks or
face paint at least. It really depends on the situation. It’ll be
hard for you to do that. So the question again is, what do we do
with West and his henchmen?

 


CAL: I know I’m the most amped up about this, but what if, worst
case, we just kill them all? I’m not a murderer or anything but
these guys asked for it, right?

 


TRAVIS: True. But then you’ve still have to think about the
aftermath. Disposing the bodies is no big deal. Jess’s parents are
another problem. We can’t have them blabbing about this team of
guys dressed in black coming to save the day.

 


CAL: I thought Frank and Dad were good friends. Doesn’t he know
some of what we do?

 


TRAVIS: Sure, but not at this level. I guess we just have to be
careful about how much we expose them to.

 


HAINES: I agree. The less they know, the better. If it ever comes to
sitting on the witness stand, I want them to have plausible
deniability. They need to be able to say they didn’t see anything
and don’t know anything.

 


TODD (looking up from his phone): Hey, Trav. We’ve got the two
helos warming up and we’ve got six two-man teams getting ready.
I’ve got ‘em suiting up in black with suppressed weapons and
non-lethals. Along with night vision and Neil’s toys, they should
be good. Anything else?

 


TRAVIS: Nope. That sounds perfect. Tell them we’ll meet them at the
helos in ten minutes.

 


Dunn nodded and continued to relay his
orders through his cell.

 


TRAVIS: Alright, let’s all go grab whatever gear we’ll need and meet
back up outside.

 


Everyone left the room knowing it was going
to be a long night.



Chapter 19

Camp Spartan, Arrington,
TN

 


The assault teams and supporting staff met ten minutes later at
the PT field that doubled as an expedient landing zone. Andy and
Brian Ramirez were both suited up in identical black utilities.
MSgt Willy Trent stood nearby talking with Dr. Higgins and Haines.
Todd Dunn was giving the assembled troops their final orders and
Travis listened and chimed in periodically.

Neil wandered around the pairs of assault
men handing out his goodies. Each pair nodded as they were handed
their gift bags. They all knew Neil well and always liked getting
to try out his array of new gadgets. These were all highly skilled
operators with extensive real world experience. Warriors, one and
all.

Cal walked around the group not really
knowing where to fit in. He was a key part of the operation, but he
still felt disconnected. Everyone else knew their part and none had
hesitated to come to his aid. It was in that moment, as he observed
the silent preparation of each man, that he finally felt at home. A
feeling of peace wrapped itself like a blanket around his body and
mind. The clarity of battle suddenly enveloped him. He knew what he
had to do.

He stepped up to men that would put
themselves in harm’s way and ask for everyone’s attention.

 


CAL: I wanted to say a couple words before we step off. First,
although I think I know the answer, any man that feels
uncomfortable with the upcoming mission and the possible
repercussions can leave right now.

 


He looked around at the gathered men and
none stirred. No one moved a muscle until someone chuckled. It was
Travis. Then the laughs spread to the assault teams.

 


CAL: Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to volunteer for
anything?

 


The snickers changed to outright guffaws as
a smile spread across Cal’s face. One of the men in the back row
shouted.

 


TROOP: We don’t have a choice, Staff Sergeant. You sign our
paychecks!

 


Cal laughed. It was good to be with his
family again. Another man in the front row joined in the
ribbing.

 


TROOP #2
(pointing at Travis): Shit, I didn’t volunteer.
The recruiter screwed me.

 


Cal held his hand up for silence.

 


CAL: As long as we understand each other, I just wanted to say
thanks. I feel like I’m back with my Marines.

 


TROOP #3: Semper Fi, Staff Sergeant!

 


TROOP #4: Ooh-rah, Staff Sergeant!

 


Followed by a din of barks and backslapping,
the men lined up to shake Cal’s hand. He somehow held in his
emotions of gratitude and he looked each man in the eye as they all
quickly shook his hand and boarded their respective
helicopters.

As the last man boarded, the pilots of each
helo looked to Cal, saluted and lifted off.

Travis walked up behind Cal and put a hand
on his cousin’s shoulder.

 


TRAVIS: Well I guess I know what your answer is.

 


CAL: Yeah. I’m in.

 


+ + +

 


It would be a short twenty-minute car ride
out to the location West held his captives. It gave them a chance
to finalize their strategy.

They had devised a plan that would both keep
things simple and maximize their chances of success. Cal would
drive MSgt Trent’s truck to the rendezvous point while the others
(Travis, Dunn, Brian, Neil, Andy and MSgt Trent) would board one of
the returning helos and fly to a nearby loitering area. It would
allow them to monitor the situation and provide almost immediate
support if needed.

Neil explained his new gadget to Cal and the
others as he helped him put it on.

 


NEIL: Just remember, since this is a prototype you’ll only get one
shot with it. It doesn’t have the ability to recharge
yet.

 


CAL: Got it. One helluva way to field-test it.

 


NEIL: Yeah. You’ll owe me a full debriefing when you get
back.

 


Patel paused as he suddenly realized there
was a high probability that Cal would not return.

 


CAL (cheerfully): No problem. I can’t wait to use it.

 


He’d seen the change in Neil’s demeanor and
wanted to diffuse the sudden tension. Patel relaxed and slapped on
his quirky smile once again.

 


CAL: You’re a genius, brother.

 


MSGT TRENT: I’d really like to see the look
on West’s face when you use it.

 


CAL: To rehash really quickly: once I get eyes on Frank and
Janet, I give you guys the signal and you send the teams in. I’ll
take care of West.

 


TRAVIS: Yeah. Just remember to keep your head down when our boys
come crashing in. I told Dunn not to use flash bangs so you should
be good there. With any luck, those Baby Birds will take out a few
bad guys. Hey, Neil, you got the helo cams up yet?

 


Neil had resumed his position in front of
the numerous computer screens.

 


NEIL: Almost there. They just called in to say the insertions were
successful.

 


CAL: Can you patch that through your speakers?

 


NEIL: Just a sec. Got it.

 


The small group looked over Neil’s shoulder
to see the live stream from the two helicopters. They’d positioned
themselves at a distance and altitude that wouldn’t allow their
locations to be heard from the farm held by West and his crew.

 


HELO #2: Spartan six, this is Spartan Mobile Two.

 


TRAVIS: Go ahead, Mobile Two.

 


HELO #2: Roger, how does my video feed look, over?

 


TRAVIS: Clear and pretty, Mobile Two.

 


HELO #2: Roger, zooming in for a closer look.

 


The group stood transfixed as the pilot
zoomed in on the main house. It appeared to be a one-story ranch.
The infrared camera easily picked up the heat signatures in and
around the house.

 


HELO #2: Six, I’ve got what looks like twelve bodies on location. You
getting this, Six?

 


TRAVIS: Roger, Mobile Two. Can you really get it there with the zoom
and pan around the house, over?

 


The pilot did as instructed and panned from
room to room. There were six people in the house itself. Four were
in what looked to be a back bedroom or master suite.

 


TRAVIS: Zoom in some more on that back room, Mobile Two.

 


HELO #2: Roger.

 


The screen enlarged and the team could see
the white outlines of two people sitting on the ground and another
two pacing around the room.

 


CAL: That’s gotta be them.

 


TRAVIS (nodding): Mobile Two, can you give us a better look at the
perimeter?

 


HELO #2: Roger.

 


The video slowly zoomed out and panned
around the property.

 


HELO #2: Six, I’ve got what looks like four teams of two patrolling
the perimeter, over.

 


Silence reigned as the team continued to
follow the moving video. Each man was analyzing the battlefield in
a different light. They could already make out the patrol
patterns.

 


TRAVIS: Are we patching this to the assault teams?

 


NEIL: Yep. I gave them some tablets that have the video streaming
live. Each two-man team has one.

 


TRAVIS: Good. I want to make sure we’re all seeing the same
things.

 


They continued to watch the live feed
knowing that the landscape they now observed would soon be under
foot.

 


+ + +

 


The fourth patrol had just checked in.
Nothing but a bunch of deer and turkey. His boys weren’t used to
farm landscape but none had complained. They knew better than to
gripe now. West walked to the master bedroom and addressed the
captive couple.

 


DANTE: You have about another hour until your hero gets here. Don’t
go thinking you’re gonna try anything. Both of my boys here have
orders to shoot you if you run. Don’t worry though. I told ‘em only
to shoot you in the legs. It’ll hurt like hell but it’s better than
being dead.

 


The bound pair said nothing for fear of more
beatings. They’d already silently agreed to wait until Cal showed
up. They believed in Cal’s abilities and, more importantly, Frank
secretly hoped SSI would be involved.

 


+ + +

 


MSGT
TRENT: You ready, Cal?

 


CAL: Yeah. Thanks again for loaning me your truck.

 


MSGT TRENT
(smiling): No problem. I know if anything happens
to it, you’ll buy me something better.

 


CAL: You bet.

 


Travis walked over to join Trent and Cal. He
had the look of brotherly worry already etched on his face.

 


TRAVIS: Are you ready?

 


CAL: Jeez. How many dads do I have around here? I’m fine,
Trav.

 


TRAVIS: Had to ask.

 


CAL: I know.

 


TRAVIS: Anything else you need?

 


CAL: How about you have a nice glass of The Famous Grouse waiting
for me when we get done?

 


TRAVIS: You got it. But really, Cal, are you sure you’re ready for
this? You did just get shot like two weeks ago.

 


CAL: I’m still a little sore and weak, but I’m not planning on
doing any of the heavy lifting. I’ll let the assault teams take on
the bad guys.

 


TRAVIS: Good. Like we talked about, keep your head down and our boys
will take care of the rest.

 


Travis patted him on the back. Cal nodded
and jumped in the truck. He had to adjust the front seat to
accommodate his smaller frame. Starting the engine, he looked back
as his friends gathered next to the truck.

 


CAL: Alright, boys, I’ll see you on the other side.

 


He closed the door and didn’t look back.
Pressing on the gas, he wondered if this would be the last time
he’d see them.

 


+ + +

 


Dante played the scenario out in his head.
He knew that the Stokes kid would probably try something. Hell,
he’d try some little trick too if he was in the same boat.

It didn’t matter though. The plan West had
concocted couldn’t even be foiled by an FBI raid. Revenge was fast
approaching.



Chapter 20

Williamson County,
TN

 


Cal pulled into the dirt driveway that led to the appointed
rendezvous point. He knew the assault teams were simultaneously
tracking their targets and getting ready. Taking a deep breath, he
drove the oversized truck up the lane.

Around a bend, he caught the winking beam of
a flashlight. He figured it was probably two of the guards sitting
by the interior fence. Sure enough, as he pulled up he saw two
thugs armed with rifles flagging him down.

He slowed and approached the gate.

 


GUARD #1: Get out of the truck.

 


CAL: OK.

 


Cal complied and slowly opened the truck
door. He came out with his hands raised.

 


GUARD #1: You have anything on you?

 


CAL: Just my cell phone.

 


The guard shouldered his weapon and expertly
frisked Cal. He took out the cell phone and gave the other guard a
thumbs-up.

 


GUARD #1: Get in the truck. We’ll be in the back with our guns pointed
at your head so don’t try anything stupid.

 


CAL: I wouldn’t think of it.

 


The three men climbed into the truck and one
guard directed Cal to drive up to the house. Cal did as instructed
and they made it to the modest structure without further
interference.

The other guy in the cab ordered Cal out of
the truck. For the second time that night, Cal carefully stepped
out of the cab. He looked up to the porch and saw another thug
standing in front of the door. He motioned for Cal to come closer.
Once again, Cal was subjected to a thorough frisking. These guys
weren’t messing around.

The first guard handed Cal’s cell phone to
the house guard and walked back to the truck.

 


GUARD #3: Go in through the door right there. Dante’s waitin’ for
you.

 


Cal nodded and headed to the door trailed by
the third guard. He opened it and stepped inside. The guard
motioned to the right. Cal walked towards what he knew was the
kitchen. As he moved, he imagined the assault teams quietly moving
into their final positions, drawing beads on West’s patrols.

He walked into the kitchen and tensed as he
saw the familiar face of Dante West.

 


DANTE: Welcome to my humble abode.

 


CAL: Where are Jess’s parents?

 


DANTE: Right down to business, huh. Okay, (yelling) bring them
out.

 


Cal heard footsteps and waited anxiously for
his one time future in-laws to appear. They shuffled slowly into
the room. Jess’s mother looked disheveled and scared. Frank’s
appearance made Cal’s blood boil.

 


CAL: Are you guys ok?

 


FRANK: We’re fine, son.

 


CAL: I thought you said they wouldn’t be touched.

 


DANTE (shrugging): It’s not my fault the old guy wanted to put up a
fight.

 


CAL: You’re going to regret touching them.

 


DANTE: I don’t think you’re in a position to do much threatening,
white boy. So anyone tracking you with that cell phone?

 


CAL: I told you I was coming alone. Now let them go.

 


DANTE (to the guard with the cell phone): Take the battery out of
the cell phone and give them to me.

 


The man did as ordered and gave them to
Dante. West looked at it briefly then put it in his right pant
pocket.

West pointed to his two prisoners and spoke
to his men.

 


DANTE: Take these two out back and get rid of them. I’ll take care
of the hero.

 


CAL (screaming): You motherfucker!

 


Cal lunged at Dante trying to make contact
with his enemy. West side-stepped and watched Cal drop to the
floor.

 


DANTE: It’s time for you to take a nap, white boy.

 


West pulled out his pistol and slammed Cal
in the back of the head. The last thing Cal remembered before
blacking out was a foggy image of a screaming couple being dragged
out of the house.

 


+ + +

 


NEIL: Oh, shit.

 


TRAVIS: What?

 


NEIL: Cal and West just disappeared.

 


TRAVIS: What do you mean they disappeared?!

 


NEIL: One second they were there, clear as day, on the infrared
video screen, then there was a scuffle and the two
disappeared.

 


TRAVIS: Could they be in a basement?

 


NEIL: It’s possible, but we’d still have even a weak signal if
they were in a typical basement.

 


ANDY: Wait. What if it’s not a typical basement?

 


TRAVIS: What do you mean?

 


ANDY: Neil, what does it look like on the screen when someone
walks into a secured bunker?

 


NEIL: They disappear.

 


BRIAN: But this is a normal house.

 


ANDY: That’s what it looks like from the outside. Neil, can you
pull up the ownership records for the property again?

 


NEIL: I’ve got it right here.

 


ANDY: OK. It says here that the property was quitclaimed over to
some entity called Williamson Enterprises, LLC.

 


NEIL: Yeah. I already looked that one up. It looks like a typical
shell entity used to hold real estate.

 


ANDY: What if this LLC is controlled by West?

 


NEIL: You really think he’s that sophisticated?

 


ANDY: You heard what Dr. Higgins said. This guy’s been
underestimated his whole life. I think he owns this property and
has built something under the property.

 


TRAVIS: Is that even possible?

ANDY: I wouldn’t put anything past this guy, Trav. You better
tell…

 


NEIL (nervously excited): Hey, guys, it looks like some of the
guards are dragging Jess’s parents outside.

 


TRAVIS (into his microphone): All teams this is Six, mission is a go.
I repeat, mission is a go.

 


+ + +

 


Silently in the dark night, each of the
teams launched their quiet drones. Every man knew how critical it
would be to hit their targets with their one and only non-lethal
shot.

In staggered intervals, each team took out
their targets with swift precision using the drone’s dart
capability, save one.

The pair dragging the prisoners outside got
halfway to the backyard before one of the men was immobilized. The
second gang member bent down to pick up one of his stumbling
prisoners just as the dart meant for his neck sailed harmlessly
high and into the side of the house.

Standing back up, he looked to his left and
noticed his partner unconscious on the ground.

 


Guard #2: What the fu…

 


Two muffled rounds in the face silenced the
man forever. The assault team moved in quickly to secure Jess’s
parents.

Each pair called in to Travis to report
their success.

 


TRAVIS (to his companions): All of West’s men are secure. One dead.
They’ve got the parents and are moving to the evac LZ.

 


BRIAN: What about Cal?

 


TRAVIS: There’s no sign of him. The house is empty.



Chapter 21

N.O.N. Underground
Facility, Williamson County, TN

 


Cal awoke to find himself strapped to a two-wheeled dolly by a
set of orange vehicle tie downs. He was being carted down what
looked like a narrow tunnel with intermittent lighting. It was
cold, musty, and damp as he tried to get his bearings. Suddenly the
dolly stopped and West stepped around to face Cal.

 


DANTE: You awake?

 


CAL: Where are we?

 


DANTE: Where nobody will find us.

 


CAL: Underground?

 


DANTE: Not as dumb as you look, white boy.

 


CAL: Where are you taking me?

 


DANTE: I guess I can tell you now. Once my boys take care of your
girl’s parents they’re gonna join us down here. Then the fun
starts. Before that happens, you’ll get a little tour of my
facility here.

 


Without further explanation, Dante moved
back behind Cal and started pulling the dolly again.

Cal’s eyes were wide as they kept moving
farther into the hillside. They soon passed rooms full of marijuana
plants and high powered halogen lighting. It looked like they had
one impressive growing operation down there. It was no wonder West
could keep operating even on the run. Cal decided he’d try some
questions.

 


CAL: You want to tell me how you built all this?

 


DANTE (voice filled with pride): It wasn’t hard. Economy sucks right
now. For the right price we had some really good contractors down
here building for a while. We even had a couple of consultants from
the Army Corps of Engineers. I got the idea from something I read
about a redneck here in Tennessee who built something similar for
his weed growing, but got caught when someone noticed how much
electricity he was using. We solved that problem. No one knows this
place exists.

 


CAL: What about the guys that built it? You can’t keep their
mouths shut.

 


DANTE: We were choosy about who we picked and where they came from.
Shipped them in from a couple of states and kept them on property
until they were done.

 


CAL: Are you telling me they’re still working?

 


DANTE (chuckling): Sort of. Let’s just say they’re fertilizing the
local vegetation now.

So that was it. He promised to pay a king’s
ransom and then he killed them. Higgins was right. This guy was
smart and ruthless. Cal decided to keep trying to build
rapport.

 


CAL: How did you guys get around the power problem?

 


DANTE: That was the easiest part. My boy in the White House decided
to start giving out tax credits for new energy sources like solar
and geo-thermal. We’ve got a huge geo-thermal footprint all around
the underground tunnels. On top of that, we’ve got dedicated
generators powered by everything from gas to solar. Not bad for a
kid from the hood.

 


CAL: Is this your only facility?

 


DANTE: Now why do you think I’d tell you that?

 


CAL: I figure you’re probably going to kill me, so what’s the
harm?

 


DANTE: Fair enough. We’ve got a total of five of these babies
scattered around Williamson County. Three are operational. We get
to make our goods right under one of the richest counties in the
nation. We’re starting out with marijuana then we’ll probably get
into the meth business. That’s what you white boys like,
right?

 


Cal was impressed by the size of the
underground facility. The sheer magnitude of dirt moved illustrated
the power of West’s burgeoning empire. The problem: How the hell
was he going to get out?

 


+ + +

 


The assault teams gathered on the front
porch listening to Travis give orders. The incapacitated gang
members had been quickly interrogated. Not one knew anything about
the secret tunnel they’d just uncovered. Worse still, the one man
who probably could’ve helped had been killed. He’d apparently been
Dante’s number two.

To complicate matters even more, the door
they’d found behind the rotating shelving in the walk-in pantry was
built like a bank vault. From what they could tell after a cursory
examination, the steel door was some five inches thick. One of the
assault teams was already trying to cut through the door. West had
covered his tracks well.

 


TRAVIS: So here’s the plan: the assault teams will stay here and
keep trying to cut through this damn door. Willy, you stay with
them and lead the way in. The rest of us will jump in the two helos
and take a look around. There’s an exit somewhere, we’ve just gotta
find it.

 


ANDY: What about Cal?

 


TRAVIS: The best we can do is find him fast. There’s no telling what
West has planned for him.

 


+ + +

 


Cal remained silent as they neared their
final destination. West wheeled his guest into what looked like a
butcher shop mixed with a crude third world hospital clinic. Cal
could feel the cold air and smell the residual stench of some kind
of meat. The dolly came to a stop.

 


CAL: Where are we?

 


DANTE: This is my own private interrogation chamber. Over there,
you can see some of my tools. Picked up the trade from this ancient
voodoo man in New Orleans. Taught me some good tricks to get men
talking. Really useful when you think one of your boys is a
snitch.

 


Cal stayed quiet as he gazed around the
room. He noticed an old rusted bedspring in the corner anchored to
the floor and ceiling. Next to it was a pair of car batteries with
cables. Next to the cables was a bench with an assortment of knives
and tools. Everything looked well cared for and well used.

 


CAL: You want to tell me why you’re going to torture
me?

 


DANTE: It’s called revenge, brother.

 


CAL: It’s not enough that you killed my fiancé?

 


DANTE: You killed my crew AND you crippled my business. I owe
you.

Cal wasn’t getting anywhere with his
questions. He needed to try something else. When in doubt try the
frontal assault.

 


CAL: For a guy as smart as you, I’d think a pussy move like
attacking a harmless couple was a dumb move.

 


DANTE: What are you talking about?

 


CAL: Shit, Dante, I heard you were a pretty smart guy back in the
day. I guess all that dope you’ve been slinging gets harder and
harder to say no to.

 


DANTE: You don’t know a think about me, motherfucker.

 


CAL: I know about your dad and how he died. I know about how your
mom gave you up when you were a kid.

 


Dante stopped what he was doing. His eyes
went wide then flashed with anger. He also registered a touch of
unease in response to Cal’s comment. How could this white boy know
that? It was never in the papers. He’d made sure his past had been
buried a long time ago. It was amazing what he could snag with a
couple quick break-ins.

 


DANTE: You made that up.

 


CAL: Oh really? Then ask me how I know that you’ve got a really
high IQ and that up until the age of ten you were doing well in
school.

 


DANTE: Who have you been talking to?

 


CAL (laughing): You dumb shit. Obviously there are things about me
that you don’t know.

 


DANTE: You better watch your mouth. Looks like you forgot who’s in
charge.

 


CAL: Really? I’d say in the next couple of minutes my boys are
gonna be coming through that door over there.

 


DANTE: Who the cops?

 


CAL: No, asshole. Tell you what, why don’t we leave it as a
surprise?

 


West stared hard at his prisoner. He
honestly couldn’t tell if he was being bluffed or not. This
underground facility was his most secure location. Was it possible
that it could be breached?

 


DANTE: You know why I don’t believe you?

 


CAL: No, why?

 


DANTE: Because I designed this place myself. Oh I forgot. You were
passed out when we passed through not one but three doors built
like bank vaults. It’ll take days to cut through that
shit.

 


It was Cal’s turn to look confused. Was
Dante telling the truth? Either way, one of them would be right
soon. Cal could only hope that his friends would find him soon.



Chapter 22

Main House, N.O.N.
Compound, Williamson County, TN

 


MSGT
TRENT: Six, this is Big Dog.

 


TRAVIS: Go ahead, Big Dog.

 


MSGT
TRENT: We’ve got a little issue here. We
got enough of a hole cut to see through the other side with our
fiber optics. Looks like there’s another door on the other side
some ten feet down the passageway.

 


TRAVIS: You’re kidding me.

 


MSGT
TRENT: You know I wouldn’t do that,
Six.

 


TRAVIS: Alright, keep working and we’ll do the same. Let me know if
you have any other ideas. Six, out.

 


Travis looked to his companions and gave
them the news. West was surprising them at every turn. What looked
like a straightforward mission now felt like a complete
cluster-fuck.

 


TRAVIS: Anyone else have any bright ideas?

 


ANDY: I think we need to start by getting half of your teams
roaming the countryside. Who knows, they may get lucky and find the
tunnel exit.

 


NEIL: What about the toy I gave Cal. You think he’ll use
it?

 


TRAVIS: I’d think he would’ve used it by now.

 


ANDY: OK. Then let’s keep sweeping the countryside and see what we
find.

 


The companions fell silent and continued to
look out the windows with their night vision goggles. Each kept
toggling back and forth between normal night vision and heat
register. Nothing yet.

 


+ + +

 


West had gone back to preparing things in
the room. Cal was curious about why his captor hadn’t called his
goons yet. Maybe they worked off of cell phones and the signal
couldn’t penetrate the underground lair.

Cal had one more ace up his
sleeve: the weapon Neil had given him. The problem was its
deployment would be tricky. He somehow had to get West to use Cal’s
cell phone. That would take some coaxing. Think, Cal, think.

An idea popped into his head like a
lightning strike. His plan wouldn’t be easy and he’d have to feel
some pain first. No matter. It was his only option. Cal gritted his
teeth and steeled himself for the upcoming torture. He knew from
talking with former POWs that everyone broke eventually. The body
and mind could only take so much.

He would have to use that to his
advantage.

 


CAL: Are you gonna get started or do I have to torture myself,
you pussy?

 


DANTE: Almost ready, white boy. You may wanna watch your mouth and
enjoy the last few minutes you’ve got.

 


CAL: Whatever. Any second now my guys will be busting in that
door over there.

 


DANTE: Not likely. The back exit to this place is impossible to
find. Plus, this won’t take long. I’ll be leaving your body in here
to rot after I’m done with you.

 


CAL: So are you going to tell me why you want to torture
me?

 


DANTE (grinning): At first it was all about revenge. You see, I
can’t let the asshole that put me on the radar and killed my boys
get away with it. The second reason came to me a minute ago while
you were running your mouth. I’m curious about these so called
secrets you say you have. It might be a good investment of my time
to do a little digging.

 


CAL (to himself): BINGO!

 


Dante moved back to the dolly and pressed
his pistol to Cal’s temple.

 


DANTE: Now I’m going to unstrap you and take you over to the
bedspring. You try anything, I’ll shoot you. You got me?

 


CAL: Yeah.

 


He released Cal slowly, never removing the
gun from Cal’s head. When finished, he ushered his prisoner over to
the bedspring that was now connected to the two car batteries. West
methodically strapped Cal to the metal frame with zip ties on his
ankles and wrists. Cal was spread-eagle, glaring at West and
prepared for pain.

 


DANTE: I’ll start with a low setting. I just want you to get a
little taste.

 


West switched the machine on and Cal heard
the buzz of electricity. Next, Dante grabbed the power knob and
turned it to the first setting.

Cal’s body seized and his eyes shut
involuntarily. This wasn’t going to be fun.

 


+ + +

 


TRAVIS: All the teams just checked in. Nothing from the guys
scouring the farm. Neil, are you finding anything in those property
records?

 


NEIL: Nothing. Obviously no plans were ever submitted to the local
commissions for the building. Looks like he really did it on the
sly.

 


TRAVIS: What about the police records? Any complaints for noise or
blasting?

 


NEIL: Already checked that and no. Besides, this property is just
shy of a thousand acres. They could get away with a lot without
ever being seen or heard.

 


BRIAN: What about the topography?

 


TRAVIS: What do you mean?

 


BRIAN: I know there’s a lot of land in the hundred year flood plain
around here. I would assume that if West wanted a long-term
facility he would’ve factored that in. Maybe we can find out which
way the tunnel leads by taking away certain portions of the
topography.

 


TRAVIS: Good idea. Neil, pull up all the topo maps with elevation
and flood plain data. It’s the only lead we’ve got right
now.

 


+ + +

 


West had just shocked Cal for the third
time. He had yet to ask a single question. It was obvious he was
just enjoying seeing the pain register on the former Marine’s
face.

Cal, although in extreme pain during each
shock, was starting to finalize his plan. It was a strange talent
he’d uncovered while on the battlefield in Afghanistan. He’d found
that in times of extreme pain and duress, his mind became
hyper-focused instead of losing its edge and wandering into the
fog. It was what had allowed him to keep going even after being
wounded multiple times.

Within this clarity, he remembered hearing
stories from former POWs from the Vietnam War and World War II.
They’d survived by only divulging snippets of the truth. They’d
survived by effectively weaving lies within the truth. Cal was
about to try the same tactic.

 


CAL (panting): Are you gonna ask me any questions or just get your
rocks off watching me shake?

 


DANTE: Man, you must really have a death wish. You ready to die
already?

 


CAL: No. I’m just ready to be done with your bullshit.

 


DANTE: Still hoping your buddies are coming to save your ass,
huh?

 


CAL: That’s right. And when they do I’m gonna strap you to this
fucking thing and let you go a couple rounds.

 


DANTE: Hate to tell you this, boy, but that ain’t gonna happen. How
about we just get down to the questions. This time we’re gonna play
a new game. If I think you’re not telling the truth, I turn on the
machine again. If I REALLY think you’re bullshitting me, I’m only
gonna beat on you a little bit.

Dante picked up a steel baseball bat from
the corner and demonstrated practice swings. His grin returned.

 


CAL: What, no knives yet?

 


DANTE: Oh those will come soon enough. So, let’s get to the
questions.

 


+ + +

 


MSgt Trent pulled at the heavy steel door
with all his strength. They’d finally cut around the locking
mechanism. Sweat beaded on his brow as the door finally separated
from the last bit of steel holding it to the lock.

The door swooshed open and the assault team
quickly jumped into the space, guns at the ready, panning for
targets.

 


ASSAULT TEAM
LEADER: All clear!

 


MSGT
TRENT: Does it look like the same kind of
door as the first one?

 


ASSAULT TEAM
LEADER: It does, Top. You want us to start
cutting again.

 


MSGT
TRENT: Do it.

 


The team leader nodded to his demolitions
expert and the man moved quickly to the next door his cutting tools
already in hand.

 


MSGT TRENT
(into his mic): Six, this is Big Dog.

 


TRAVIS: Go ahead, Big Dog.

 


MSGT
TRENT: First door breached. Moving to
breach door number two, over.

 


TRAVIS: Roger. Let me know as soon as you have an idea of what’s on
the other side.

 


MSGT
TRENT: Roger, out.

 


Trent was praying that there wouldn’t a
third door.

 


+ + +

 


West had begun the interrogation with some
basic questions: date of birth, home address, sexual preference,
etc… It was obvious that West was building some kind of rudimentary
baseline to see if he was lying; sort of a voodoo version of a lie
detector test.

 


DANTE: Time for some real questions. How did you find out about
me?

 


CAL: My company.

 


DANTE: What do you mean your company?

 


CAL: I own a company.

 


DANTE: What kind of a company?

 


CAL: A consulting company.

 


DANTE: This is your one and only warning. Stop trying to drag this
out. You answer me or I’ll make you answer it. You got
me.

 


CAL: I thought I was doing damn well, asshole.

 


Without warning, West picked up the baseball
bat and took a quick swing square into Cal’s gut. Cal tried to
dodge and somehow absorb the blow. His head sagged as the wind was
knocked out of him.

 


DANTE: You’ve got thirty seconds to catch your breath and then you
start answering.

 


Cal could feel his recent
gunshot wounds throbbing and threatening to bleed again. He had to
stay focused and buy more time. The only problem was: how much more
could he take? Hurry up, Trav.

 


+ + +

 


ANDY: The best I can see is that the tunnel has to run this way
under this ridge line. Any other way, they risk going into or at
least skirting the flood plain.

 


TRAVIS: I’m still not totally sold on the idea.

 


ANDY: I think West would’ve thought about this. The guy went
through Hurricane Katrina and probably the flood of 2010 here in
Nashville. He doesn’t strike me as a guy that would take any
chances.

 


TRAVIS: OK. So where does the tunnel dump out?

 


ANDY: I say we start right over here by the Harpeth River. We
might…

 


NEIL: I just had another idea!

 


TRAVIS: What?

 


NEIL: Let’s assume that West is using this place as some kind of
drug manufacturing center. Even if he’s able to mask the heat of
his power source, he’ll still need to have some kind of
exhaust.

 


TRAVIS: Explain that.

 


NEIL: It’s like a car engine. All that heat has to go somewhere.
The intake and exhaust help keep the engine cooled. If West is
using heat lamps, for example, that hot air has to go somewhere. It
would be crazy expensive to have a self contained system like they
have in a nuclear sub. I’m betting they had to build vents to get
the hot air out.

 


TRAVIS: Then shouldn’t we see them with our heat vision?

 


NEIL: Not necessarily. The scopes we use are calibrated to see
obvious variances, like the difference between a person’s body
temperature and the ambient air temperature.

 


ANDY: But then how do we see people at night when we use the same
scopes in the desert?

 


NEIL: There’s still a difference between your body temp and the
air temperature. It’s just that the air’s warmer.

 


TRAVIS: So how do we find these vents?

 


NEIL: Let me see if I can patch into the helo’s infrared system
and recalibrate it for much smaller variances.

 


TRAVIS: Alright, but do it fast. The longer we take, the less I like
Cal’s chances.

 


+ + +

 


West was getting more and more excited as
the interrogation went on. He’d already found out about SSI and
Cal’s stake as owner. Cal, through extreme willpower, had skirted
questions about SSI’s covert wing. Who would’ve thought he’d catch
the heir to a billion dollar company? The options started to whirl
in Dante’s head.

Maybe he could ransom Cal.

Maybe he could exchange his prisoner for
money and weapons.

The possibilities were endless.

 


DANTE: You’re in luck, rich boy. I’m thinking that you might just
make it out alive today.

 


Cal looked up through puffy eyes and spit
more blood onto the floor. His insides were on fire and his tongue
felt like a puffed up marshmallow. Every time he got shocked, he
swore he’d bit off another piece of his tongue.

 


DANTE: What’s wrong? No more smartass comments?

 


CAL (thickly): What do you want me to say?

 


DANTE: How about you give me the number to someone I need to call
at your company? Maybe I can talk to someone sane there.

 


CAL (thickly): I don’t know the number. It’s on my cell
phone.

 


Dante glanced down at his pant pocket as if
he’d forgotten the missing cell phone. He pulled the cell phone and
battery out.

 


DANTE: How do I know they won’t track me as soon as I put this
battery in?

 


CAL: Aren’t you the one that told me cell phones don’t work down
here?

 


DANTE: True.

 


CAL: So how the hell would they track it?

 


DANTE: OK. So what’s the phone number?

 


CAL: Call my cousin Travis. It’s under T. Or wait, you can read
can’t you?

 


West shook his head and looked back down at
the phone. He replaced the battery and turned the phone on. Cal
watched expressionless, waiting for the perfect moment to reveal
his surprise. He wondered if he’d even be able to reach the trigger
Neil attached to his right molar with his tongue.

Neil had instructed him to tap the molar
three times and the miniature flash bang he’d installed within
Cal’s cell phone would detonate. The problem now was getting his
swollen tongue to react at the right moment.

Cal moved his numb tongue around in his
mouth and spat another gob of blood and phlegm onto the floor. He
looked back to Dante.

 


DANTE: This thing is asking for a password. What is it?

 


Cal gave Dante the access code and
instructed him on how to retrieve the correct phone number.

 


CAL: You may want to try making the call from the phone. It’s got
enhanced signal strength and could work.

 


DANTE: I thought you said it wouldn’t work down here.

 


CAL: It’s worth a shot. Might get you through faster, unless you
have a better idea.

 


DANTE: What the hell.

 


Dante speed dialed Travis’s number and held
the phone up to his ear. Just as it reached his ear, Cal carefully
tapped his molar three times and the cell phone exploded with a
shriek.

West collapsed to the floor, his hearing in
his left ear thoroughly wiped out. He lay unconscious as Cal tried
to find a way out of his restraints. Neil had been very clear on
the last point. West would only be incapacitated for a maximum of
three minutes. Cal had to hurry.



Chapter 23

Above N.O.N. Compound,
Williamson County, TN

 


The team on the helicopter waited anxiously as Neil patched
into the onboard system and clicked away.

 


NEIL: I’ve almost got it. There.

 


Everyone looked expectantly at the video
monitor to see the change. Neil had been right. What before looked
like only a few spectrums now looked like a rainbow where every
color bled into the next.

 


TRAVIS: You want tell me how the hell this helps us?

 


NEIL: Patience, Trav.

 


TRAVIS: I’m about out of patience, Neil. My cousin, your friend, is
down there right now having that fucking gangster do who knows what
to him. He might already be dead.

 


ANDY (placing a hand on Travis’s shoulder): We don’t know that,
Trav. Neil’s doing his best. So show us how this works,
Neil.

 


NEIL (pointing at the monitor): Now this is all just theory, but
I’m thinking that if we zoom in close enough we might be able to
see the vents.

 


TRAVIS (now somewhat calmed): What are we looking for?

 


NEIL: It should almost look like a little fire. You know how you
look at a flame say coming out of a pipe? I’m thinking if I got the
calibration right, we’ll be able to see that.

 


The group spent the next minute staring at
the screen as Neil zoomed and panned over the terrain. Brian almost
jumped out of his seat pointing.

 


BRIAN: What’s that right there?

 


NEIL (looking at where Brian’s finger was): Let me zoom in. That
looks like a vent! Now let me follow it up this way…

 


ANDY: There’s another one!

 


TRAVIS: Good job, Neil. Now keep following those vents and let’s see
if we can find that damned rabbit hole.

 


+ + +

 


In under a minute, Cal had somehow managed
to scrape the zip tie on his left wrist almost all the way through
on the rusted bed spring. He gave one last tug and the tie popped
off of his bloodied wrist.

He glanced back down at the still
unconscious West. His internal clock told him he probably had less
than a minute to get out. Cal didn’t want to find out if his body
could handle a hand-to-hand fight right now.

 


+ + +

 


The helicopter crew tracked the vents to a
location just over a mile from the main house. There they found
some kind of tiny structure that appeared to be a sewer drain.
Travis decided to start the search on the ground there.

After hearing from MSgt Trent that there was
a third steel door behind the second, Travis ordered Trent to leave
two men to guard the house and bring the rest via helicopter to the
possible tunnel exit.

 


TRAVIS (to the pilot): Put her down right over there in that field.
We’ll hump the rest of the way.

 


NEIL: Where do you want me?

 


TRAVIS: Stay on the helo and give us updates from the air. Doc, I
want you ready with whatever medical gear you have.

 


BRIAN: Roger.

 


TRAVIS: Andy, how do you feel about going in first?

 


ANDY: I’m game.

 


TRAVIS: OK. The rest of us will provide support.

 


PILOT: Ten seconds to LZ.

 


TRAVIS: Roger. Let’s go get our boy.

 


+ + +

 


Cal had almost removed his last restraint
when Dante started stirring. He looked up in confusion and shook
his head trying to clear the cobwebs. Attempting to focus, he got
up to his hands and knees just as Cal snapped the last zip tie off
of his left ankle.

With speed that surprised Cal, Dante got to
his feet and reached in his pocket for a gun. Staggering on
unsteady legs, Cal snatched the baseball bat from the ground, swung
it backhanded, and connected with West’s firing hand just as he
extracted the pistol from his coat.

The weapon fired and clattered to the floor
as Dante clutched his hand.

 


DANTE: You’re gonna pay for that, boy.

 


Dante stepped backed and grabbed a wicked
looking filet knife from the bench. Cal was trying his best to stay
on his feet but his head was reeling. His body had taken a real
beating. He had to focus. His life depended on his ability to stay
on his feet.



Chapter 24

N.O.N. Underground
Facility Back Exit, Williamson County, TN

 


Andy led the reinforced team up to the iron sewer grate that
was mounted into the side of the hill. The criss-crossed iron bars
were big enough to fit an arm through but no way near big enough to
fit a person. The stench was foul. He could see water draining out
through his night vision goggles and smelled like it came from a
local cow farm. Sweeping the area, he looked for some kind of
entrance. Where the hell was the exit? Looking back to his left he
stopped.

 


ANDY: Did you hear that?

 


MSGT
TRENT: Sounded like a muffled
gunshot.

 


ANDY: Yeah. Came from inside the grate. You think you can move
it?

 


MSGT
TRENT: Let me take a look.

 


Trent shouldered his weapon as the rest of
the team provided cover. The huge man felt around the edge of the
grate for some kind of release or handhold. Nothing. Next, he
reached inside the opening and started methodically feeling along
the inner edge. Halfway around he stopped.

 


MSGT
TRENT: I think I’ve got a handle here but
it’s locked.

 


ANDY: Where are the hinges?

 


MSGT
TRENT: On the left side.

ANDY: You think we can blast through it with a little
demo?

 


MSGT
TRENT: Won’t that give us away?

 


ANDY: I think it’s a little late for that. Besides, I didn’t like
the sound of that gunshot a second ago.

 


MSGT
TRENT: OK. I’ll go get the breach kit from
our guys.

 


Andy nodded and looked back
to the grate. I hope it’s not too
late.

 


+ + +

 


The two wounded men circled each other
trying to find an opening. They each eyed the pistol on the ground.
The weapon would easily turn the tide.

West took a quick swipe at Cal. Cal dodged
easily and shifted left as West moved closer to his lost gun.

 


DANTE: I can’t wait to carve you up, white boy.

 


CAL: Looks like I’m winning. You’re the one with half an
ear.

 


Dante put his hand up and felt the remains
of his tattered ear. Although wounded, he was far from being out of
the fight. The loss of hearing in his left ear wasn’t going to stop
him. West looked at his opponent with pure hatred. Only one man
would be leaving alive. By the look on his face, West was convinced
he would be that man.

 


+ + +

 


The team stepped back and took cover as the
signal was given that the breaching explosive was set. Andy counted
down with his fingers and the demolition man pressed the button on
the remote device.

At the same moment, the loud blast echoed
through the trees.

Andy looked around the tree and saw that the
grate was now resting on its hinges. They were in.

 


+ + +

 


Cal and Dante looked toward the open hallway
at the sound of the muffled explosion. Fear crossed Dante’s face as
he quickly calculated his options. He still had an extra escape
route in case the back sewer was found.

 


CAL: I told you my boys were coming.

 


DANTE (shaken): They’re not here yet.

 


As he spit out his last word, he lunged for
the discarded pistol. A second later, Cal was also diving for the
weapon. He was too late. As he descended to the floor, Cal could
see Dante wrapping his hand around the pistol and turning his way.
The world slowed as Cal stared down the barrel of his
executioner.

 


+ + +

 


The team rushed into the tunnel scanning and
clearing as they went. They kept as quiet as they could, but the
running water made it almost impossible. Andy pushed hard as he
moved down the tunnel. Fifty feet down he found a door. Luckily,
this one wasn’t made of steel.

 


+ + +

 


Cal lurched to the right as the Dante pulled
the trigger. Miraculously, the bullet somehow only grazed Cal’s
head as he descended the final distance to the ground. The side of
his scalp burned from the bullet’s passing. He ignored the pain and
tried to knock the weapon aside.

Dante brought the pistol back around towards
Cal. This time he wouldn’t miss.

 


+ + +

 


MSGT Trent barreled through the wooden door
like a freight train. Andy came in right behind with his weapon
leveled. He could see light ahead and heard the sound of another
gunshot.

 


+ + +

 


Instead of shying away from the gun, Cal
embraced it…literally. He grabbed Dante’s pistol hand and tried to
angle the barrel up as he pulled the weapon closer to his
chest.

A crash sounded from the hallway and Cal
could see Dante struggling to keep his focus inside the room. For
Dante West, the next few moments would seal his fate regardless of
whether he lived or died. His only hope now was to exact his
revenge before that happened.

 


+ + +

 


Andy ran down the tunnel
trailed by the rest of the assault team. His heart pounded as he
readied himself for the scene he was about to encounter. Would Cal
be dead? Rounding the corner his heart leapt as he saw his friend
struggling on the ground with West. Still
alive.

 


+ + +

 


Dante’s eyes widened as he glanced at the
hallway to see men in black streaming into the room. The two men
grappled on the floor, a fight to the death. The pistol remained
lodged smack in the middle of the two. A hairs breadth either way
and one man would be dead.

Cal and Dante lay locked in a deadly
embrace, eyes blazing and desperate. West’s finger still gripped
the pistol trigger. Cal struggled to point the gun back at West.
Cal saw his opponent pull the trigger twice and felt the loud
double report of the gun.

 


+ + +

 


The assault team watched helplessly, not
wanting to take a shot for fear of hitting Cal. His friends each
felt the two gunshots deep in their guts. They all screamed at once
as Cal slumped to the floor.



Chapter 25

Camp Spartan, Arrington,
TN

 


The funeral was a private affair. All of Cal’s and Jess’s
friends attended.

They’d decided to dedicate a new cemetery on
Camp Spartan itself. With some heavy legal work by Marge Haines,
they were able to get the approval of the state and local
authorities. The deceased was family after all.

The grave site was situated on a lonely hill
overlooking the rifle range. It afforded a magnificent view of the
surrounding countryside. According to Travis, it was where Cal had
taken Jess for their first picnic on the campus grounds.

Cal stood flanked by his closest friends
looking down at the casket holding his beloved Jessica. Although
still gripped with grief, his head and heart had turned the page.
She would never be forgotten, but Cal could live free of guilt. The
death of Dante West had closed that chapter for Cal. He could now
move on as Jess wanted.

The service was short but beautiful. Jess’s
pastor presided over the affair with grace and dignity. Not a dry
eye remained in the crowd. It never ceased to amaze Cal, as he
stood surrounded by some of the fiercest warriors he’d ever met,
that such men often held the most compassion and emotion. It was
what allowed them to do what they did to the best of their
abilities and protect fellow Americans that often criticized their
methods and spat in their face. These were men of duty and
honor.

He was finally home.

 


+ + +

 


Cal said his final farewells to Jess’s
parents and split off to rejoin his friends. Travis cut him off
before he got there.

 


TRAVIS: How you doing, Cal?

 


CAL: Still a little bruised up, but I’m OK.

 


TRAVIS: It’s only been a week, but you’ll have plenty of time to
heal now.

 


CAL (absently): Yeah.

 


TRAVIS: Hey, I know this might not be the best timing, but I’ve got
some people I’d like to introduce you to.

 


CAL: Here?

 


TRAVIS: Actually down at The Lodge.

 


CAL (eyebrow raised): Mind giving me a hint?

 


TRAVIS: It’s a little hard to explain. Why don’t you tell the guys
we’ll meet them at the bar in about an hour. The Sergeant Major’s
bringing out the good stuff.

 


+ + +

 


Travis led the way down the
second floor corridor of The Lodge. Cal could see two burly men in
suits standing outside one of the large suite doors.
What the hell? He decided
to keep his mouth shut and follow Travis’s lead.
I guess I’ll find out soon enough.

Travis nodded to the two guards as one
mumbled into his lapel mic. Following his cousin into the suite, he
noticed the backs of nine men as they entered. Each man was dressed
in casual attire but even their clothing couldn’t dampen their air
of dignity and power. They came in varying shapes and sizes but all
seemed familiar to Cal and apparently with each other.

The tallest guest turned as did the other
eight at hearing the sound of the door closing. Cal almost tripped
as he recognized each and every man, not from personal
acquaintance, but because in the suite stood nine of the most
powerful American political leaders of the last two decades,
including three former U.S. Presidents.

 


TRAVIS: Gentlemen, allow me to introduce my cousin, Cal Stokes. Cal,
say hello to the Council of Patriots.

 


+++++
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