
        
            
                
            
        

    
What Others Are Saying About With A Vengeance

 (some Amazon.com reviews)

"I became a die hard fan of Marcus Wynne after his first three novels and anxiously awaited "With A Vengeance." The wait was well worth it. Marcus puts you into his novels like no other can. The reader will receive a rare glimpse into the minds of both good and evil...The fight scenes in this book are the most realistic and graphic that I have read...Marcus Wynne is a been there, done that warrior from the old school... I cannot recommend this book highly enough." SOT 364

"For readers of military/LE fiction this book will be a welcome addition to their libraries. Marcus Wynne's description of CQB/CQC is a chew your lips off adrenaline rush. The weapons, technique and mindset descriptions put Brad Thor and Vince Flynn to shame. Mr. Wynne's obvious familiarity with violence lends his writing a level of authenticity unmatched by others and will satisfy the adrenaline junkie in you. Warning, the fight scenes are not for the faint of heart." T2J

"I made the mistake of sitting down to read "just the first few pages" before going to bed, and ended up having to force myself to put it down only after the sun started creeping its way through my blinds, if I was going to get even a modicum of sleep. Unlike other authors of this genre Marcus has clearly 'been there, done that and got the t-shirt'.." Nicholas Hughes

"If you go no more than 50 pages into this book you will read what terrorism truly is, in terms that are clear, lucid and absolutely frightening. I simply can't imagine how people deal with the experiences Wynne describes in such vivid detail. Picture Flight 93. Now imagine having an aisle seat." Atlanta Survivor

"Marcus Wynne fans will be delighted that he's back, literally with a vengeance, delivering the type of authentic detail that makes his books favorites with those actually in the business of violence...Early in the tale there is an attack scene aboard an aircraft, which is simply the best description of close-quarter combat I've ever read. Marcus Wynne knows the world of the gun and the knife and takes his hero through a quest for training and knowledge in the realities of combat." Dennis Martin

"Readers who find themselves throwing books across the room in disgust at the inaccuracy of action sequences written by authors with no real world experience will find this book bone crunchingly real...his ability to distill mindset into understandable terms made this book a valuable addition to my own personal self defense library... I found an unusual highlight to be the intricately detailed descriptions of the supporting characters. Immediately, you know who these people are, and you connect with them on an incredibly personal level." Seth Bailey, author of AND THE RAIN CAME DOWN

"Marcus' real-world expertise shines in this book. The weapons, the tactics, even the emotional and mental state of a modern day warrior are portrayed in such a realistic manner that you feel like you are immersed in the action... this book can be dark and violent at times but not gratuitous...once in a while a rare gem comes along that serves to remind us of the dark times we live in." Blowback 1971

"Marcus's previous books were excellent. This is even better. It's a high paced thriller that actually provides genuine thrills. The author's obvious first hand knowledge shines through in a taught tale of espionage, covert operations, terrorism and startlingly realistic depictions of close quarter action that, at points, left me sitting, staring at my computer, waiting for the adrenaline to fade so I could keep reading. I don't think there is a finer author in this genre. You need to read this book." Chris S.

"Wynne's a warrior who's survived to tell a few stories. His stories are compellingly real, the tools, techniques, and situations described often painfully so. Not just from a physical standpoint - the emotional technologies employed, and the mental constructs one experiences in trauma or war and afterwards - are all here in full regalia in a viscerally true manner. Adrenaline junkies, be aware that this fix is addicting." Christine N.
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PROLOGUE

 


Al-Shuhada District, Fallujah, Iraq, 

8 November 2004

Operation Phantom Fury

Team Raven, Task Force 626


 

 They came in the night to kill a man.

 Hunter followed Raven, the older man’s full grey beard and hair gleaming as the three men, dressed in dark dishdashas and baggy pants like any Iraqi, slipped in and out of the faint illumination between the shattered ruins of buildings, alongside walls that gaped like shattered teeth. Behind Hunter, Alec followed silently, spinning around every few steps to check their six, his AK-47 ready at his shoulder.

 They paused, crouched behind a crumpled wall, and looked across a rubble filled alley at the building they sought. 

 Raven held up one hand, and tilted his head to the right, listening to the tiny earpiece fastened in his ear.

 Over the crump of artillery and mortars, the distant rattle of automatic fire, and the distinctive clatter of tank treads, Hunter heard, through his earpiece, the voice of the controller that flew the Predator surveillance drone circling unseen and unheard above them, it’s night vision cameras feeding real-time footage back to the controller and the mission commanders huddled around the monitors in the command and control van parked on the outskirts of the besieged city.

 “Two in the alley, ten meters to your three o’clock, with longs,” the controller whispered, professionally cool.

 Two men with long guns. Sentries protecting the man inside the building, the man the three Americans had come to kill.

 Raven turned and looked at Hunter. The grey haired killer pointed at himself, then Hunter, then drew his finger across his neck. 


You and me, we’ll take these two.


We’ll use the knives.

 The steady stream of adrenaline that had been coursing through Hunter’s veins since they’d inserted, running quickly from the blacked out OH-6 that had set down for the briefest moment to let them out three blocks away, rose in a huge surge in his belly. His knees weakened, his heartbeat raced, his hands went cold, and his already empty bladder turned in an attempt to empty itself even more.

 Dispassionate, almost cold, Raven watched the signs of Hunter’s adrenaline dump cross his face.

 Hunter felt Alec behind him, the weight of the younger man’s attention and his barely contained disdain.

 Hunter took a deep breath, held it, let it out slowly, let his mind do what was necessary to be done to calibrate his state, not calm himself down, no, you need the adrenaline for killing, a little bit makes you sharper…he just needed to even it out. 

 Just like the Raven had taught him.


 And it worked, just like everything the man had taught him did.


 Hunter nodded when he was ready.


 They had a suppressed pistol for sentry removal, but that wasn’t why he was here. He was here to learn, and he knew, when he agreed to come, that there would be a test here. This was the test the Raven had planned for him long ago, when they first started down the warrior’s path together: Raven the brilliant teacher, Hunter the apt pupil, back where it started, beside the river, so long ago.

Raven saw the change come over Hunter, and nodded, and that acknowledgement meant more in that instant to Hunter than all the words ever uttered. The older man looked out slowly, around the wall, down the alley. He readjusted his night vision goggles, and then carefully slung his AK-47 to one side. He eased his long knife out. Hunter recognized that knife. It was a custom made Retribution, lovingly crafted by the knife making genius Jerry Hossom as his gift to the warrior brotherhood in the aftermath of 9/11. 

 Alec prodded Hunter in the back. Hunter turned and saw the handle of another Retribution held out to him. Alec nodded at him.


Go on. Take it.

 Hunter hefted the knife, felt its perfect balance poised on the forefinger of his right hand, the amazing lightness of it…when you thought, it moved; when it moved, it cut. That was the brilliance of the knife and its maker. He turned, knife in his hand, and Raven was waiting for him.

 They went into the alley.

There’s a method to stalking and killing a man with a knife, a method developed by hard men over many years. The Raven wrote part of that book, and he’d taught Hunter, but there’s a world of difference between the classroom and the street…keep your mind blank, don’t look directly at your target -- it’s not a man, it’s meat to be cut -- keep your mouth open wide, so your breath is silent…all those techniques are necessary so that nothing you do trips the sixth sense of the human you’re inching up on, setting your foot down carefully, toe first, then easing it down flat, feeling for anything under foot that might make the slightest noise, but most of all cloaking your intention, because there’s a deep part of the brain, the ancient reptile brain, that feels hostile intention…

 The two sentries chatted together, bored, shifting from foot to foot, while a battle raged not a mile from where they stood, and from time to time they paused, when there was a particularly loud, bright flash from an explosion in the distance.

In the luminous green of the night vision goggles, they looked otherworldly, not really human, and to Hunter they were no longer human, that’s part of the process…turn off the part of you that recoils at hurting humans and bring out the part that moves to eliminate the target…and as he closed on the sentry Hunter calibrated his body position, his shifting stance, and all of that went into the visualization that ran simultaneously with his approach, the little movie in his mind of how it needed to play out, he was both in the moment and visualizing exactly what he needed to do…keep your focus off them, because that’s what the human animal responds to, focused attention means intention and intention means danger.. and now, tonight, it means death.

Raven and Hunter hit the sentries simultaneously, moving like two machines with one mind, one will. To Hunter, it was as though Raven was driving them both; Hunter heard his mentor’s voice in his head, telling him what to do: explode forward, his left hand and forearm wrapping high around the sentry’s head (keep the underside of your arm facing OUT, Hunter, protect your brachial artery from your own knife), yanking back the head to expose the neck while you stomp the sentry’s right knee down and at the instant he buckles you slam your own foot down in a drop step that drives the long knife into the right side of the neck, straight in, twist it and cut out the front (not like the movies, Hunter, where you hold his mouth and saw across, you’ll cut your hand or your face or both if you do it that way, this way your off hand is clear of your blade line, and you cut to the front so you won’t be blinded by arterial spray) and what Hunter would never, ever forget was the sound, the crunch of the razor edged knife slicing through the cartilage of the trachea and then the wet hiss of arterial spray as all the vessels, great and small, in the neck opened…

 And just as Raven had told him, the man shivered, his hands dropped as he slipped into unconsciousness as the shock and loss of blood took him, and Hunter counted off the remaining seconds of his life with the slowing beat of the spray from the massive wound.

 Hunter dragged his target deeper into the alley, laid him down, then stood back and looked at the man he’d just killed.

 Raven looked at him, grave and expressionless. A fine spray of blood dotted the older man’s face and beard. It seemed strangely black in the luminous green of the night vision. Raven stooped over Hunter’s kill and dipped his first two fingers in the fresh blood. Then he traced a line on Hunter’s forehead, and down each cheek. 

 “First blood, Hunter,” Raven whispered. “Welcome to the club.”



 



PART I: CROSS THE SEA UNDER CAMOUFLAGE

 


 “The perception of perfect preparation leads to relaxed vigilance. The sight of common occurrences leads to slackened suspicion. Thus secret machinations are better concealed in the open than in the dark, and extreme public exposure often contains extreme secrecy.” The Thirty-Six Stratagems

 


Chapter One

 On the day she was to die, while seated in the boarding area of Gate 10 of Concourse A in Chicago’s Midway Airport, Christy Confetti actually spoke to the man who would later cut her throat. It was like Christy to be friendly; she was newly single since Ron had dumped her, a little vulnerable still, but looking, which was why her pal Kara had convinced her it was a good time to get out of Chicago and come out to Seattle. Christy had never been there before, though she kept the picture postcards Kara sent her taped up on the icebox in her little, neatly kept apartment. She liked the sun on the water and the boats and the thought of seeing dolphins racing alongside the ferries was a pleasant one. So it was a good day to travel, and it never hurt to be friendly, did it? She thought the man sitting next to her was a nice looking guy, dark and handsome. Christy liked that exotic look. Middle Eastern or Spanish maybe, lean and in shape, a gold chain hung around his muscled neck, open collared shirt under an expensive suit. Very nice eyes, dark brown, piercing, but with a softness under them that made her wonder if he’d been hurt in his life. He looked like that. Wounded. She knew how that felt.

She took out her compact and checked her make-up, touched up her lip-gloss. She was pleased with what she saw: an expensive hair cut, a nice facial. Her clothes were just right for travel: tailored slacks that showed off her aerobicized rear end, a nice silk blouse with a high neck, a little modest, like her. Christy put away her compact, turned to the man, tilted her head to one side and said, “So! Are you going to Seattle on business?”

 He seemed lost in thought, and her question jarred him. He considered her for a long moment before he answered. “Business and pleasure.”

 She liked the way he smiled when he said pleasure.

 “Really?” she said. “What do you do?”

 “I’m a musician,” he said. He nodded at the mandolin case in the seat beside him. “In a band. We’re playing at a mosque in Seattle.”

 “Really? Is it like an Arab band?”


 The man looked away, a faint smile on his lips. “We are Syrian.”


 “Oh.” Christy smiled to cover her confusion. “Isn’t that like Arab?”


 “Yes.” His voice was cool. “It’s like Arab.”


 His body language was eloquent when he turned away from her, and while Christy didn’t consider herself a book-smart person, she was well educated in the school of people reading. The hurt was plain on her face, but she smiled. Better to be polite than to stoop to someone else’s level, that was her motto, so she buried herself in a romance novel she’d tucked into her carry-on, and ignored her seat mate, and the rest of his band.

 But many of her fellow passengers in the crowded boarding area were keenly aware of the seventeen Middle Eastern men waiting to board. Some shot suspicious looks at the men; others studiously ignored them; some counted them off, over and over; some whispered among themselves. The Syrian band members stood in isolated knots, occasionally speaking to one another, and from time to time turned and surveyed the densely packed gate area as though looking for someone.

 June Huizar looked exactly like what she was: a stylish Hispanic professional in a black tailored Armani pant suit, a look well suited to one of Chicago’s finest trial attorneys. Her peers, and those unfortunate enough to confront her in the courtroom, often remarked on her street fighter’s savvy. They didn’t know how true to the mark that was, because June, in many things, kept her own counsel and her past to herself, and, once upon a time, she’d counted among her friends in the Central Los Angeles neighborhood she’d survived members of a number of infamous street gangs. She was tough and smart and street wise, and that street sense was driving her crazy right now.

 June didn’t get to where she was at by sitting still.


 She went to the ticket counter and said in her most professional voice, “I wish to speak to the station manager.”


 The ticket agent, a tired, prissy looking white man with a thinning fringe of blond perm, said, “Can I help you with something?”


 “Yes,” June said. “I would like you to get the station manager here. And also a TSA representative.”


 “What is this about?”


 June smiled tightly. “I would like to speak to them about this group of Arabs. On this flight.”


 “What group would that be, ma’am?” the ticket agent said, a hint of sufferance in his voice.


 “The group you can see as plain as day. The station manager, please.”


 “Is there a problem?”


 June’s temper rose. “Hellloooo? Anybody home? 9/11? Groups of Arab men hijacking planes? Ring a bell?”


 “Ma’am, they’ve been through screening. It’s discriminatory to single out passengers because of race…it’s against the law.” He curled his lip. “You might be sensitive to that.”

 “That might be a racist comment,” June said. “The station manager. Now.”

 The ticket agent hung his head in defeat, and picked up a phone.
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 Amy Prescott, 32 year old mother and newly minted divorcee, hurried down the concourse to Gate A-10 just as fast as a mother could go when towing a 3 1/2 year old boy. She came to a sudden halt when they came abreast with a hot pretzel stand.

 “Mommy? Pretzel, please?” her son Zachary said.


 “Honey, we’re in a hurry…”


 “I want one.”


 “Honey, I…”


 “I want one!”


 It was one of those times in a parent’s life when it was just best to give in and drive on. Amy pulled a wad of bills out of her purse, a parting gift from her father right before they went through the screening checkpoint, and pointed out a pretzel in the display case to the young black girl behind the counter.

 “Not that one,” Zachary said. “It looks yucky. I want that one.”

 “Okay, then!” Amy said, smiling in acknowledgement of the counter girl’s sympathetic look. She took the pretzel and handed it to him. “There! Are you fine now?”

 “Thank you, mommy,” Zach said. He took a bite, and rolled his eyes with the unabashed delight of a well-loved child. “Ummmm. Good.” He took another bite. “Do you think Grandpa will cry because we’re going away?”

 Amy laughed. “No honey. Your Grandpa doesn’t cry. C’mon.”

 She took him by the hand and hurried him along into the boarding area. She was relieved to see that their haste had paid off. Boarding hadn’t started yet. Amy pulled Zach along, steering her way through the crowd to see if she could find two seats together for them. She stumbled over some feet and stopped to apologize.

 “I’m sorry!” Amy said.

 The man she’d stumbled over smiled. It was a good smile, a real smile in a face that seemed as though smiles were infrequent occurrences. He was dark-skinned, maybe from the sun, but there was a hint of an exotic mix of blood in his features. Gray hair, short cropped and thin on the top, good shoulders and that swoop of torso to a lean waist that spoke of an athlete of some kind. His hand was tucked inside a big paperback book, one of those the same size as a hardback. It had Chinese characters on the cover and an English title Amy read upside down: Thirty Six Stratagems.

 “Not a problem,” he said. “Crowded in here. You okay?”


 Amy rolled her eyes in mock dismay. “Oh, yeah.”


 He laughed, a good sound. Zach gave the man his bold innocent stare.


 “Hi.” Zach said.


 “Hi, yourself,” the man said. “How’s that pretzel?”


 “My mommy got it for me.”


 “What a nice mommy you have.” He smiled up at Amy as he said it.


 “Want to see my Felix?” Zach said.


 The man set his book aside and gave his full attention to Zach. That warmed Amy.


 “Who’s Felix?” the man said.


 “Felix the Cat,” Zach said. He handed his pretzel to Amy, and shrugged off his backpack and pulled out a small cloth doll of a black and white cat with a big grin. “Grandpa gave him to me.”

 “Wow!” the man said. “I haven’t seen one of those before! That’s from a cartoon a long, long time ago.”


 “Grandpa told me.”


 “Zach, don’t bother the man,” Amy said. “I’m sorry, he just loves to talk.”


 “That’s really cool, Zach,” the man said. “I don’t mind at all. I like kids.”


 Amy looked at his left hand. No ring, but there was a faint dent and paler skin there. “Do you have any of your own?”


 He pursed his lips, shook his head. “No.”


 “You’re young,” she said. “You could still have them.”


 He laughed. “Vacation in Seattle?”


 “I have a girlfriend out on Vashon Island. Zach’s never been there. I thought it would be fun for him, ride the ferries, see the sights.”

 “It’s a good city for kids.”


 “And you?”


 He shrugged. “Business.”


 “What do you do?”


 “Part sales. Aircraft parts.”


 “Oh,” Amy said. “You didn’t sell any to this airline, did you?”


 He laughed. “Not this week. I don’t think they need any. They’ve got a pretty good record.”


 “I’m a nervous flyer.”


 “I am, too.”


 She laughed. “Well, there’s some seats over there. Nice talking to you. C’mon, Zach.”


 “Bye,” Zach said.


 “Bye, Zach,” the man said. He watched them go and wend their way through the packed boarding area, passing between two knots of Syrian musicians who didn’t give them a second glance. He spent a brief moment looking at the Syrian musicians, then slowly surveyed the boarding area while disguising his movement as a slow stretch. Then the man, whose name was Hunter James, reached into the breast pocket of his untucked heavy denim shirt and took out a small PDA, plucked out the stylus and tapped the screen for a few minutes. An intent look came and went across his face before he put away his PDA and adjusted his shirt, pulling it away from his body and the weapons concealed there.
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 On board the Boeing 757 that would carry American Trans Air Flight #923, three Federal Air Marshals stood in the front of the empty cabin and spoke with the pilot.

 “Did you see them?” the pilot, a tough and stocky character who’d spent years as a bush pilot in Alaska before he worked his way up to jets. “It looks like an Al-Qaeda reunion out there!”

 Sean Young, the senior Air Marshal, took a deep breath. He’d been a Navy SEAL for ten years, and let his enlistment lapse after 9/11 to become a Federal Air Marshal. He was the Assistant Team Leader.

 “Nothing we can do, Captain,” Sean said. “They haven’t broken any laws by being Middle Eastern and flying in a group.”

 “They didn’t break any laws before boarding on 9/11 either, were they?” the pilot said acerbically.

 Agent Kristy Wang, a slightly built Chinese woman, another Air Marshal, shifted her weight from foot to foot. The pilot glanced at her and looked away, his opinion of her clear in that dismissal. Her partner, Agent Bill Dillon, a tall, lanky, weather beaten former Border Patrol supervisor, shook his head in silence.

 “There’s nothing I can do except do my job, Captain,” Sean said. “It’s your call, you’re the Pilot in Command. You refuse to carry them, that’s on you and your airline. We’re not here to tell you to deny boarding to any passenger. That’s not in our charter unless they’ve been identified as a positive threat. These people have been through CAPPS, screened, and closely profiled. They were designated selectees and went through the whole nine yards. They’re clean. The only things they’ve got are carry-ons and musical instruments. And we’re here in case of any problems.”

 It was clear from his face that the pilot didn’t relish telling his management that he wouldn’t carry seventeen paying passengers that had been through selectee screening. “So you’re saying there’s nothing you can do?”

 “Not unless they start something. Then we’ll finish it,” Sean said.


 “Seventeen against five?”


 “They don’t have guns. And they don’t know we’re here.”


 The pilot glared at them, went into the cockpit and threw himself into his seat. The co-pilot looked at him, then back out the door at the Air Marshals. Sean looked back and shrugged. The PDA in Sean’s blazer inside pocket began to vibrate with the silent alarm. He took it out and looked at the screen.

 “Hunter’s not happy,” Sean said. “He doesn’t like the look of things out there.”

 “Operations got the message, right?” Kristy said.

 “Just as soon as we put it in,” Sean said. “Document all activity and forward as appropriate to Ops and Intel. That’s all they got to say. Nothing else to be done. Ours is not to question why, ours is just to fly and die.”

 “Cut that shit,” Bill Dillon said harshly.

 “Only the good die young, Bill,” Sean said. “You’ll live forever.”
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 Hunter James sat stock still in the crowded boarding area, seemingly engrossed in his book, while all around him people swirled like waves on a hidden rock. He exuded nothing but the ordinary; a friendly man fixed on his book, apparently unaware of the glances that came and then passed over him, dismissing him. 

 Dismissing Hunter was something he liked people to do.

 At least when he was tooled up to work. 

 Under his baggy denim shirt, worn shirt tails out to conceal his tools, he had a Sig-Sauer P-229 semiautomatic pistol, chambered in .357 Sig, tucked into a Milt Sparks Executive Companion inside the waist band holster, worn right where it felt good, behind his right hip. The maximum allowed spare magazines, two of thirteen rounds each, rested just front of his left hip in a speed carrier. In the right hand appendix position, tucked inside his waistband in a custom sheath built for him by Mike Sastre of River City Sheaths, was a custom made Kasper/Polkowski Companion, a wickedly sharp knife with a four inch blade, razor sharp along its standard edge and halfway back along the top edge. It was the same knife carried undercover by the elite Army commandos of the Combat Applications Group…sometimes known as Delta Force. In his left hand pocket, clipped on a pocket rip-cord he could get it out in a hurry, was a Mick Strider ground Hideaway Knife designed by the mysterious Ms. Frontsight of Artemis Knives.

 Hunter was fond of knives.

 He paused, his finger tucked inside his book, and rolled his neck as though to get the kinks out, and used the slow movement to disguise his thorough pan of the boarding area. More of the same. Hunter didn’t like the Syrians. Nothing to do with race, and not much to do with their country of origin, though Syria was a long time supporter of and haven for terrorist organizations to include Al-Qaeda. It was more specific than that. It was their physiology, their kinesics, their body language. Hunter had studied that arcane subject with the best academics, and then gone on to practice under the close tutelage of the best field practitioner he’d ever known, the Raven, and he’d learned that the body transmits a constant communication that never stops and can always be read by the skilled and trained. You can alter it a bit, disguise it, but except for a very few – and Hunter had known at least two of those – there was no hiding the message for long.

 The Syrian’s message was violence.

 Although they were supposedly traveling as a group, they had broken down into three distinct huddles. Like three teams. They were obviously nervous, perhaps because of the suspicious looks they were getting, maybe because of the intensive screening they’d gone through which included pat-downs, x-rays and searches of their carry-on bags and musical instruments, even their shoes.

 They put his teeth on edge.


 There was a sense of readiness, of willingness, and those were danger indicators in Hunter’s significant body of experience.


 Willingness. Willing to do…what?


 Violence.


 Maybe the same kind of violence he was willing to do: skilled, extreme, lethal.


 Hunter riffled the pages of his book at random, looked down to see where his fingers had stopped. Stratagem 15: Lure a tiger out of the mountain.

 “Use unfavorable natural conditions to trap the enemy in an difficult position. Use deception to lure him out. In an offensive that involves great risk lure the enemy to come out against you.”

 That seemed exactly appropriate to the situation facing Hunter’s Air Marshal Team. They were hamstrung by regulations and numbers, their real weapons deception and surprise. They would have to wait for the enemy to come out against them.

 Paul Raven would have found it amusing. Hunter wondered, briefly, if his old friend and mentor was looking down from Heaven, watching him flip through the book Raven had given him as a gift so long ago. Or, more likely, looking up from Hell. The Thirty-Six Stratagems, Sun Tzu’s Art of War, Miyamoto Musashi’s Book of Five Rings, and Yamamoto Tsuenori’s Hagakure, those were the holy texts of Raven’s religion: deception in warfare. What a great warrior – and deceiver – he had been.

 And, for a while, a great friend.

 An old, dead friend.

 Hunter didn’t like to think of that. He had very few friends left. Friends that had died, marriages that fell apart, lives torn apart, and the plain walls of his small apartment in the Chicago suburbs – those were things he set aside with the iron discipline he’d cultivated. Keep your mind in the game, in the now, that was his credo while working.

 On the opposite side of the boarding area, standing with his bag against the wall and ostensibly studying the USA Today he held in his hands, Hunter’s partner John Valentine, a quiet 27 year old who’d come into the Air Marshal Service right out of college after 9/11, visually worked the crowd. The kid needed to relax, Hunter thought, but even after five years on the job he was still excited about it and, if Hunter admitted it to himself, John was excited about working with Hunter. A lot of the new blood got that way. There weren’t many Marshals left from the pre 9/11 era, and Hunter was well known to most of the new agents from his instructor time at Artesia and Atlantic City. He taught Undercover Principles and Practice, Overseas Safety and Security, but what he was most remembered for was his instruction in empty hand to hand combatives, knife fighting and extreme close quarters shooting.

 The new agents all remembered those blocks of instruction.

 The headlines on the USA Today were visible even across the room: Director of Federal Air Marshal Service Resigns. The boss had stepped down after a rancorous meeting, and made his political suicide complete by holding a press conference afterwards denouncing the increasingly ludicrous demands put onto the Air Marshals by the management of the Department of Homeland Security. In the interest of “public perception” the Marshals were now required to travel in business suits or blazers; the relaxed grooming standards that had previously allowed the undercover Marshals to blend effortlessly into the thundering herd of passengers went away. They all looked like Mormon missionaries now, which might have been amusing except that now it took no effort whatsoever to identify the traveling Marshals, especially when seated in key positions. You don’t have to be a tactical genius to read the layout and configuration of an aircraft cabin and determine the best seats to prevent a hijacking.

 The boss was gone, and Hunter was going to miss him. He’d been a good man, a street gunfighter come over from DEA, but his best efforts had been like pissing in the wind. Nothing good came from bucking career bureaucrats, especially the mafia of retired Secret Service agents who’d moved into the administrative levels of the Air Marshal Service. You just had to make do with what you were dealt.


It’s not what you’re dealt, it’s how you play it.

 Hunter allowed himself a small grim smile at that favorite saying of Raven. He wondered what that old CIA legend would have said about the current play.

 Up at the ticket counter, the tired looking ticket agent pulled away from a heated discussion going on with the local station manager and a well dressed Hispanic woman who was apparently giving him hell about something. The station manager would look over at Hunter from time to time, perhaps remembering him from a threat briefing. 

 The ticket agent took up the PA microphone and said, “We are happy to announce the on-time boarding of Flight 923 from Midway Chicago to Seattle Washington. Please have your ticket out and available for inspection. We want to offer pre-boarding at this time for our Gold Pass passengers, families traveling with small children, and any passengers needing assistance with boarding.”

 Hunter watched the pre-boarding. There were a lot of children on this flight. A Syrian man and three others in his wake brushed by Hunter on their way to the front of the line. Hunter looked down, smiled, and thought about cutting their throats. After a moment to let the gap between them widen, Hunter followed them close to the boarding door.

 There was a faint peal of children’s laughter through the door.

 The ticket agent then opened for general boarding, and Hunter followed the first group of Syrians down the jet way. He ducked his head as he went through the forward passenger loading door. Sean Young was ducked back into the galley, watching the passengers board. Sean made brief eye contact with Hunter, twitched one eye in a wink meant to be reassuring. A Syrian in an off the rack business suit worn over a polo shirt, lingered for a moment and looked intently at Sean. Then the Syrian exchanged glances with his two companions, and made their way to their seats.

 The door shut. The passengers were seated. Sean slipped into his aisle seat right outside the cockpit door, across from the flight attendants. Across the aisle and one seat back, Hunter seemed engrossed in his book.

 The pilot’s voice was strong and firm over the loudspeaker: “We are pleased to announce an on-time departure for Flight #923 to Seattle…”
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 Outside the security checkpoint, a fierce visaged, heavily made up woman who might pass for George Washington on the dollar bill, sighed deeply. A man close to her age, early sixties, trim and fit in casual clothes, said, “Are yours coming in or going?”

 She smiled, and answered in a hoarse smoker’s voice. “Going. My daughter and my grandson. All I’ve got in the world.”

 He nodded. “Me too. Exactly the same. Don’t know why I stick around, I just want to know they get off okay.”

 “I hate to see them fly,” the woman said with vehemence. “I hate it. She just called me a few minutes ago, said she had a bad feeling. I wanted her to get off the plane, but she won’t. She’s stubborn, like her father. And me, too, I suppose. I guess you just have to trust the system, but after 9/11, I have no more trust in me.”

 The man studied her with interest and more than a little compassion. “I know exactly what you mean. It’s hard for me to trust anybody with my precious ones.”

 “Isn’t that just true?” the grandmother said. “Isn’t that just the truth of it?”
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 Forty five minutes into the flight of ATA #923, right after the pilot announced they’d reaching cruising altitude and turned off the FASTEN SEATBELTS sign, Ahmed Salim, a native Saudi Arabian traveling on a Syrian passport, stood up and opened his overhead compartment. He took out a McDonald’s bag, pulled out a sandwich, and stood in the aisle while he ate it. As though on cue, his fellow musicians began to get up, one by one, and stand in the aisles chatting with each other, taking items out of their carry-on bags – and watching the other passengers closely. 

 Sue Lacey was the lead flight attendant. She cursed under her breath as she saw the flood of passengers into the aisle even as she prepared the drink cart.

 “Looks like the flight to Mecca out there,” she said.

 Her partner Mary, a brand new though middle aged attendant, said, “I’m scared. I don’t like this at all.”

 Sue looked down the aisle, then over at Sean. “That’s what we got Air Marshals for,” she muttered. She didn’t sound convinced, even to herself.
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 June Huizar watched the Syrian band and twisted in her seat with a growing sense of outrage – and fear. She hated fear. It made her angry to be afraid, and when she was angry, she did something about it. Brains and guts and a scholarship to Cal State Long Beach had gotten her out of Central LA. Even while working full time at night in her uncle’s taqueria, she managed to pull down a straight 4.0 in Pre-Law and with that and her minority status as a Hispanic woman – all of which appealed to the white recruiters – she walked into Stanford Law School with a full scholarship. She graduated top in her class, much to her almost savage satisfaction, and then went onto a budding and successful career as a trial attorney. Her opponents weren’t prepared for the vigor of her drive honed by the long ladder she’d clawed her way up. 

 She knew what it was like to be hungry and scared and poor, and though she looked a long way from the street in her Armani suit and with her Gucci leather attaché that cost more than her uncle made in a month, she was no stranger to violence.

 There was violence in the air right now, and the old street fighter in her made her look around and take stock of the passengers around her. What was there was blithe indifference, ignorance, and an astonishing number of frightened faces. Like sheep. There were a few other passengers who watched the Middle Eastern men in the same way she did; June marked down those people in her mind as she thought about what to do. The damn security regulations prohibited her from even having a nail file, which would be better than her empty hands, though those same regulations had nothing to say about seventeen middle-eastern males boarding enmasse and filling up the aisles to…what?

 June knew. She just knew. Something was going to happen.

 She took the glossy in-flight magazine out of the seat back, then did something her uncle had shown her a long time ago: she rolled the magazine around it’s spine, very tight, twisting it in her hands till it made a short, sturdy club. She pulled heavy rubber bands out of her legal attaché and wrapped them around the tightly rolled magazine, then thumped it solidly into her hand. Her seat partner, a middle aged woman in a cheap flowered blouse, looked at her, then at the men in the aisle.

 “You don’t think…” the woman said.

 June looked at her. “What do you think? That’s what’s important.”

 She dipped back into her attaché and took out a thick Mont Blanc pen, uncapped it and tested the point with her manicured finger. She had something to hit with and something to stab with, and that was going to have to do her. This chica wasn’t going down without a fight. That’s all there was to that. She’d worked too hard for her life, and no bunch of chingada terrorists were going to take that way from her.
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 Nawaf Alhazmi remembered his mother, her face thin and pinched with pain, as she lay in her bed in a hospital battered and torn by gunfire and shells and bombs from the American warships that floated off shore from Beirut. He’d been so young, but he never forgot the look in her eyes, when she struggled to hold his hand, when she told him never to hate, to let it go, and to look after his brother as best he could. He never forgot the look on his father’s face, struck, broken, as he watched the wife that had borne him two fine sons slip away, her thin body torn by the fragments from the American bomb that had destroyed their house. He couldn’t bear to tell his wife that one son had already crossed over to the other side and would be waiting there for her.

 Nawaf learned of death and violence, fear and hatred, all in that same day so long ago. After his mother died, Nawaf and his father eked out what existence they could. It was a hard life in the ruins of Beirut. His father gave up deep inside, and slipped away with a wasting disease no doctor could diagnose. Left alone, Nawaf would have wandered the streets of Beirut till he died, but the social services of Hezbollah took him in, one of the many orphans of Beirut, fed him, gave him a bed, sent him to school. And when he was ready, they sent him to the camps in the Bekaa Valley, where he excelled in the hard curriculum in what was then the Harvard of terrorist universities.

 He specialized in hijacking.

 A hijacker by training, he’d risen to prominence in the war against the Soviets in Afghanistan. He led, at great cost, the assassination teams who worked in the cities and targeted the hated Raydoviki, the Spetznaz Raiders who’d been such effective fighters in the mountains and deserts of Afghanistan. After that war, he’d moved on as a trainer, often on loan to other terrorist organizations around the world.

 In the nineties, when Al-Qaeda rose to prominence with the funding of the Saudi Wahabi fundamentalists steered by Osama Bin Laden, he established the curriculum for the hijacking school protected by the Taliban in the Afghanistan mountains. Mohammed Atta, Ziad Samir Jarrah, Waleed Alshehri, were among the hijackers on 9/11 who’d been his students, and Nawaf had watched with fierce exultation the fall of the twin towers in New York. 

 He’d escaped the wrath of the Americans in Afghanistan, first the laser guided bombs, and then the special forces teams, who slipped in on the ground, relentless in their hunt. After the debacle in Tora Bora, Nawaf made his way in the opposite direction, through Iran and Iraq to Syria, where the intelligence organizations made a home for what remained of the Taliban and Al-Qaeda special operations and training infrastructure. While the American hunter killer teams like Task Force 505 pursued the remains of the Al-Qaeda leadership along the Pakistan border with Afghanistan, Nawaf and other key trainers were directed by Osama bin Laden to prepare for more strikes against the American homeland. 

 Like this strike.

Nawaf looked around the cabin of Flight #923. The other members of his hand-picked team stood up, took bags out of the overhead compartments, went into the lavatories, lingered in the aisles. He smelt fear on the plane, and the sheepish surrender on the faces of the passengers warmed him. Some had a different look. He and the others had already marked them down. There were Air Marshals on this flight. He had a good idea who they were. The operational security of the Air Marshals was laughable. One of the many advantages of living in America was the public’s constant and naïve bleating for full disclosure about classified operations – one only had to read the newspaper and troll the internet to gather what information was needed. Air Marshals were required to dress a certain way, a fashion that stood out sorely in the dress down casual attire that Americans traveled in. For Nawaf, air travel had been a special treat; most Americans traveled via air like Nawaf’s people traveled by common bus. All he need do was look for the short haired, athletic men uncomfortable in dress clothes, unlike the businessmen who wore their suits as though born to them. That narrowed it down. Then he had to look at their seats and ask himself: If I were trying to protect this airplane against hijackers, where would I sit?

 So simple.

 Despite all the Air Marshal emphasis on “secrecy”, the airline employees -- from baggage handlers to pilots and flight attendants and ticket agents -- all knew where and how many Air Marshals were traveling. None of those airline employees had security clearances, and none of them were trained in information security. Just sitting in a bar frequented by off-duty airline personnel, and listening while buying a few drinks and asking a few questions, had given his operational personnel an enormous amount of information.

 Which gave rise to this operation.

 It was time to remind the Americans, despite their massive expenditure of money and time and resources, that their airplanes remained completely vulnerable to the dedicated attacker. Nawaf and his team were just one of many. The much vaunted Air Marshals were no defense.

 As he was about to demonstrate.

 Nawaf nodded at one of the few actual Syrians on the hijacking team, Hani Hanjour. Hani turned and took down his instrument case from the big overhead compartment. He went down the aisle, slipping by his brother terrorists standing ready, into the lavatory and clicked the lock shut. He opened up the mandolin case and set the instrument on the floor while he perched on the toilet seat. Then he carefully peeled off the red velvet lining the interior of the case. Underneath the red velvet was a sheet of hardened plastic, cut to fit the inside of the case. The plastic sheet was covered with identical scorings, and Hani flexed the sheet along the scorings. The plastic broke neatly into a number of long pieces, all of them with a sharp edge and wicked point. He took a roll of heavy green duct tape and wrapped tape around one end of each plastic piece, making a sturdy improvised knife. Hani put the mandolin back in its case, set it aside, then opened up the cabinet beneath the sink. He pulled out the waste bin, and set the knives behind them, holding one back for himself, tucking it into his waistband and concealing it beneath his shirt.

 Then he went back to his seat.

 In two other lavatories, his counterparts did the same.

 One at a time, each of the Syrian band members went into the lavatories and equipped themselves with the instruments they had chosen to play.
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 Federal Air Marshal Kristy Wang breathed deeply, in for a count of four, hold for a count of four, out to a count of four. Her seat companion, a quiet businessman with a thinning head of gray hair looked at her curiously, but Kristy ignored him. He wasn’t a threat. The threat was all around her, up and down in the aisle, lingering by her shoulder. They’d already dismissed her as no threat, something Kristy was, for once, grateful for. She remembered Hunter James telling them, in the class on Undercover Practice and Principles, how women had the edge in this business when dealing with Arabs, who dismissed Western women as useless and no threat. That was changing, though, like so many other things on the new battlefield. Muslim women became suicide bombers, carried messages, lured unwitting men to their deaths. There were a small number of women in the Al-Qaeda operational cells. The leadership had managed to overcome their fanatical conservatism about women to address a weakness in their own operational envelope, a testament to the ruthless efficiency of the strategic and tactical planners. But they still didn’t know what to look for in Western women operators, and Kristy was, thanks to her training, one of the best. 

 Sweat trickled down her back, between her breasts, dotted her forehead. Her heart raced, and she went through the calming breathing routine again and again. She visualized her actions, a clear movie, just like Hunter had taught her, roll it like a movie till you had it perfect, then step into the movie, and feel it right through to the conclusion…but she couldn’t see the end of this movie, and the fear she rode like a wave clouded her vision. Kristy shifted in her seat, acutely aware of the pistol butt digging into her side beneath her suit coat, the seat belt already unfastened but crossed in her lap, the warmth of the concealed Hideaway knife tucked in the front of her bra, beneath the extra opened button of her silk blouse dotted with sweat. If the one closest to her made a move, she’d take the knife and cut her way to her pistol, shoot the others, fight to her designated cover position in the galley, and pray that her partners moved to cover her…she ran the movie through her mind again and again, while another part of her watched with a sick fascination the movements of the Syrians all around her.
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 Sean Young had been up and out of his seat eight times. He was sure his cover was totally blown. The Syrian “musicians” had been in the forward lavatory, right outside the cockpit door, at least ten times. He’d searched the lavatory twice, and found nothing, but the looks he got from the Syrians in the aisles told him his job was secret no more. Sean fought not to look over at Hunter, who seemed engrossed in that damn tattered book he carried everywhere, but Sean knew that Hunter had seen and clocked every single action and player around him. Hunter was easily the most deceptive man he’d ever met in his special operations career, and Sean was grateful for that right now, because he felt as though he had a cross hair on his back. He and Hunter were the last line of defense outside the cockpit door. When it went down, as he was sure it was going to, the terrorists were going to focus on him. And then Hunter would deal with them. That’s what he did. He might smile and nod and play the absent minded professor, but Hunter James was sudden death with hands and guns and knives, especially knives, once he got up to play. And they were going to play. That was a given. Sean was at a low boil. The Marshals were hamstrung on this outing. All this crap about political correctness, about preserving civil liberties, about no racial profiling…what more did the bad guys have to do? Wear a sign that says TERRORIST HERE? Another “musician” slipped by, paused for a moment and stared down at him.

 “Help you?” Sean said.

 The Syrian, dressed in an open collared white shirt under a dark suit coat and dark jeans, just stared, then walked back to the rear of the plane.

 “Fucking hell,” Sean muttered.


 One of the flight attendants looked out the galley at Sean and raised her eyebrows as though to ask, “What’s going on?”


 He shook his head no.
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 Up in the cockpit, the pilot was furious. His name was Mike Aley, and he was a tough young guy who, while a bush pilot in Alaska, had won his share of brawls with big loggers. 

 “So that’s it?” he sputtered in outrage to his co-pilot. “The Air Marshals and the FBI on the other end will talk to these guys? How about I land this damn plane and get them off!”

 The co-pilot shook his head. “You want to be looking for a new job? Start over on a regional feeder, no seniority, work your way up again? I don’t know about you, but I’m too old for that shit. Law’s the law. They haven’t done anything illegal. If they’re going to do anything at all. It’s like the Air Marshal said, maybe they’re just testing us to see what we’ll do. If the Air Marshals do anything, they’ll be identified. The Arabs aren’t going to try anything. Let the Marshals and the FBI sort it out. We just fly the bus. They’re not getting in here.”

 “I’m the Pilot in Command,” Mike said. “I’m ordering them all back to their seats.”


 “That you can do,” the co-pilot said. “Safety issue.”


 Mike Aley nodded vigorously and picked up the intercom microphone.
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 “This is the Captain speaking.” The announcement boomed in the cabin. “We’ve got some rough air ahead of us, so for your safety, I’m turning on the FASTEN SEAT belts sign. If you’re up and about, please return to your seats immediately and fasten your seatbelt.”

 Nawaf Alhazmi nodded. He’d expected that. It was sooner than he would have liked, but he had planned for this contingency. His people knew what to do. Up two rows ahead, across the aisle, Ahmed Alnami and Ziad Samir stood up. All the hijackers were on their feet now. 

 “Sir?” Sue Lacey, the lead flight attendant said. “You’ll have to return to your seat. Now, please.”

 Ahmed Alnami smiled at her. He slipped his hand inside his suit jacket and gripped the handle of the plastic knife tucked behind his back.
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 Zachary Prescott stared out the window at the cloud formations, then turned and looked at his mother. “Mommy? Why are you scared?”

 Amy Prescott watched the men gather in the aisle. A huge wave of fear swept over her. She reached out and took her son’s hand, then pulled him to her breast.
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 Hunter felt the energy swell throughout the plane. It was an actual physical sensation to him, a sense of weight, a tingling in his skin and spine, an impingement on the sensory receptors all over his body that worked to add up the data and feed it to the subtle subconscious machine called intuition, or instinct, the fighter’s knowledge. He’d known, of course, as soon as he’d seen the Syrians in the boarding area. He always knew, though he’d never been able to break down how he knew. It was a gift he didn’t question, something forged from his genetics, his experiences, and his training, especially what he’d learned from Raven. The older man had seen his talent, guided him down the path with the right teachers and the right experiences till Hunter’s talent shone, like a rough diamond shines after its journey through the hands of the finest cutters and polishers. 

 Today was his day to shine.

 Hunter had done all that could be done. They’d passed their threat assessment on to Air Marshal Operations; Sean had talked to the pilot. The bottom line was the Marshals couldn’t act until there was an overt act. The Syrian band had broken no laws. Yet. And up till now, all they had displayed was the capacity to be a nuisance and a deliberate attempt to lure the Marshals into activation.

 But it was kicking off now. 

 Part of his trained consciousness, a part that worked separately from the time sense of the rest of the world, raced ahead and examined possibilities: How would it go down? Hunter suspected pure force of arms, a rush to draw the Marshals out and then overwhelm them with sheer numbers. He’d worked a mission out of India like that, when eighteen Kashmiri separatists had boarded the flight, planning to overpower the crew with pure numbers. Would there be firearms? Other than those the Marshals held, he thought not. The stringent search of the aircraft before boarding would have located any accessible from the cabin, and every one of the Syrian passengers had been through selectee screening. Explosives? Again, not likely, but possible. Both Sean and Hunter were qualified In-Flight Explosive Technicians. They knew what to do if an explosive device figured in the problem.

 The pilot repeated his request for all passengers to return to their seats. Sean looked back down the aisle, glanced at Hunter. Four Syrians strode forward. Sean spun out of his seat, and Hunter saw the adrenal dump in Sean’s face: white around the edges, the clenched jaw, narrowed eyes, hunched posture as his head came down and jutted forward of the shoulders. The ex-SEAL stepped back with his right foot, blading his body at a forty five degree angle, his back to the cockpit door, blocking the aisle. He held his left hand out while his right hand went to his pistol butt, all pretense at cover discarded, because the experienced Naval Special Warfare operator knew what was happening now.

 “Stop!” Sean boomed, his voice driven by adrenaline. “Right there!”


14

 Bill Dillon, the battered old Border Patrol Supervisor on his second federal career, veteran of many gunfights with drug and human smugglers along the Rio Grande, a fearless man who’d faced down as many as twenty armed smugglers alone, he died first. He knew it was coming; he had the same sense as Hunter, a sense honed by years on the sharp edge with a gun at his side, as often as not in his hand, a sense honed from reading people and situations under circumstances that spelled life and death for those involved. Till now, he’d been the one dealing out death. But the things that made him formidable also made him stand out. He didn’t look natural in his blazer and cheap off the rack slacks from Penny’s; he looked as though he should be wearing a battered Stetson, a shirt with button studs and crisp blue jeans tucked over cowboy boots. He would have been just another older man in the crowd then, but the regs, those damn regulations, they put him into an outfit he was itchy and scratchy in, and it didn’t make any sense to anyone who looked at him. Why wouldn’t he take his jacket off if he was so uncomfortable? That drew unwanted attention. The way he clocked the passengers around him, his narrowed eyes, all those physiological cues he had that spelled out to the well-trained: “switched on.” It was as though he wore a sign.

 It made him the first target. 

 The first terrorist grabbed his left arm and tugged him hard, pulling him halfway out of his aisle seat. The second grabbed his head and yanked it back, exposing his throat. Bill went right for his holstered pistol, but the third terrorist pressed down on his shoulder and smothered his draw as Bill twisted against the hands holding him. Then the fourth one lunged forward and stabbed his plastic knife into Bill’s throat, twisting it in a half-circle to cut it out of the tissue, then stabbed it in again. Hani Hanjour crowed in triumph as Bill struggled, his life blood spraying out of his throat. Then Hani reached over and plucked Bill’s pistol from his holster, and grabbed the spare magazines from his belt pouches.

 Now the terrorists were armed.

 Three rows ahead, Kristy Wang heard the screams and turned and saw Bill die. She’d been riding the tripwire of adrenaline for a long time and now the switch was tripped. She did just as she was trained to do. She dipped her left hand between her breasts, into her bra sheath, and looped her index and middle finger into the capsule of her Hideaway Knife and tugged it out. The motion drew the attention of the terrorist beside her, but Kristy knew what to do. She stabbed across her body into the terrorist’s thigh, ripped out through the back of his leg as she used her body motion to twist her small form in the seat. Her right hand blurred towards the holstered pistol and then it was out, tucked in a tight pectoral index as she popped one two three rounds in less than a second into the terrorist, then hooked him out of the way with her knife, thrust the pistol into the temple of the next terrorist and pulled the trigger. The spray of his brain matter and hair and blood dotted her face as he collapsed and fell out of her sight picture. Her vision shrank into a black tunnel, just as she’d been warned it would under life threatening stress, and she snapped her head from side to side to break that physiological state and restore her baseline vision and now, in the slow motion that comes with massive adrenaline dump, the other terrorists surged towards her, knives in their hands. Kristy was up on her feet and the welcome rage flowed through her, releasing all her skills, and she braced her left hand, the knife still worn on the two fingers, beneath the right hand and went to work, double tap double tap double tap, retreat back towards the cover of the galley, moving with her back open she knew but she had to deal with the fight in front of her. Double tap bang slide locked back but they kept coming, one reached for her gun as she slashed out with the Hideaway and one of his fingers came right off, a scream of rage, and she hit him in the face with the empty pistol and knocked him back, slashed with the knife, then the knife hand flashed back for the spare magazine, the wonder of the superbly engineered Hideaway was that you could do a reload with it laced on your fingers and then someone snatched her by the hair and kicked her knee out from behind. She stabbed behind her with the knife even as she felt the ragged edge of the plastic knife at her throat and even with him sawing at her she kept fighting, furious, though now she felt the wet and knew what that meant. The dark hovered at the corner of her eyes and a sudden weakness went through her but even as the darkness closed in Kristy fought and fought…

 June Huizar watched the woman Air Marshal die. It kept her frozen in her seat for a long moment, as it would most people not inured to sudden shocking violence. But the deaths of the two Air Marshals set her off. A terrorist raced down the aisle towards her on his way forward. June chambered her right hand, clenching the Mont Blanc pen, across her chest. As the terrorist came even with her, she stabbed the pen into his groin.

 He screamed, a shrill sound, that brought her to her feet. June hit him hard in the head with the rolled up magazine, again and again, till he fell down.

 “Get up!” she screamed at the other passengers. “Get up and fight! Help me!”
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 Nawaf Alhazmi watched the fight surge down the aisle. He was surprised, and a not a little dismayed, by the passengers standing up to fight. He hadn’t expected the American passengers to fight back; he’d expected them to do as they’d always done, and let their hard men do the fighting for them. 

 Nawaf bellowed, “Get back in your seats! We will kill you if you don’t sit down right now! Get down!”


 His men took up the cry as they forced their way forward. “Get down! Get down!”


 Khalid Alnawi snatched a woman up out of her seat. “Watch me!” he screamed. He cut her throat. “Her blood is on your…”


 Khalid’s head snapped sharply to the side from bullet impact, and he sank cross legged into the aisle. From the forward cabin, facing back, twenty-seven year old John Valentine stood braced in a good combat Isosceles, having just killed his first man, and mastered his terrible fear even as he drew fire from the two pistols taken from Kristy Wang and Bill Dillon. John stood and fought, careful to avoid the panicked passengers, doing his best to keep his sight line clear till he fell, slowly, like a tower crumpling into itself, and was crushed beneath the feet of Syrian terrorists rushing over him to the cockpit.

 It was one minute into the hijacking.
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 The words were hardly out of his mouth when Sean heard the shots in the cabin. It’s quite distinct, the close range blast of a handgun in an enclosed space; Sean felt the air pressure on his face, or so he thought as the shots cracked and rang in his ears. His right hand already on the butt of his pistol, he went smoothly into his draw stroke, the weapon clearing his Milt Sparks holster and then indexing off his right pectoral muscle, meeting his off hand there and punching out, his finger already taking the slack out as he roughly aligned his weapon with center of mass on the first terrorist, only a few feet away when he fired. In his slowed down vision he saw the white cloth of the Syrian’s shirt flutter and start red around two small, neat holes, and then the man was almost on him, even with Hunter…

 …and Hunter, hunched in his seat like a terrified passenger, thrust his left hand into the aisle, the Hideaway Knife ringed on his left hand and cut into the groin of the terrorist who’d caught two in the chest but was still rushing forward, his knife upraised. Hunter swung in his seat, his own pistol coming up one handed one two three shots in less than a second, the longest one five feet away, three headshots just like that, and the terrorists dropped, surprise on their suddenly dead faces. That was a personal best for time and accuracy; he’d never shot as well in practice, but Hunter knew he only worked at his peak when it was for real and this was the moment he’d trained for all his life…


17

 Christy Confetti cowered in her seat as shots rang out and people screamed. Then the man she’d talked to at the boarding gate, a lifetime ago, grabbed her by her hair and tried to yank her out of her seat.

 “My seat belt! The seat belt!” Christy screamed. She fumbled at the belt that held her in place. The terrorist jerked her up and shoved her in front of him, his plastic knife to her throat, and marched her down the aisle towards the Air Marshal blocking the cabin door.

 “Put down your gun! I’ll cut her throat!” the terrorist shouted.

 Sean Young kept his weapon level and burned in his sight focus on the little sliver of terrorist head behind the terrified face of the pretty young girl with the blade to her throat, forced himself to concentrate on what he had to do…

 “Her blood is on your hands!” the Syrian shouted. He sliced the blade hard across Christy’s throat. Both her small hands clasped at the sudden gaping wound as though she could press it shut, hold back the life rushing out in torrents, and it seemed strange, as her life swirled down a drain of blackness, that she could think only of sun and water and ferries on Puget Sound.

 The terrorist let the dying girl drop while he fumbled at another woman in her seat. But Sean got the shot he’d waited for; he put away his feelings about what he’d just seen, like the warrior he was, and focused on what he was there to do, and he pressed the trigger at just the precise moment and the .357 Sig round cracked out on a tongue of flame and spat itself precisely into the exposed mid-skull just above the ear of the terrorist’s turned head, and the Syrian terrorist, Ahmed Fayez by name, faithful husband of Imam, devoted father of two and the murderer of many Israelis, dropped cross legged as his brain was destroyed and his life snuffed out, just like that. 
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 Hamza Saleh punched the male passenger who reached for Hamza’s pistol, snatched up from the dead woman Air Marshal, and cleared his line in time to see Ahmed Fayez fall. Hamza was a good shot, one of the reasons his primary job was to recover a weapon from the slain Air Marshals immediately and put it to use. He’d been well schooled in the training camps, done well at the point shooting curriculum first developed by the British and the Americans during World War 2, and freely available in excellent training books and video tapes. During his time in America, he’d attended several shooting schools, where he’d been treated with suspicion. But as a legal American resident, green card and all, with no criminal history, his check had cleared and he’d been tutored by the same people who taught the American military and law enforcement. He gripped the pistol in a solid two-handed grip, tucked tight into his pectoral muscle, and as his fellow fighter fell into the aisle, Hamza punched the pistol straight out, locked into a solid Isosceles and broke the trigger, focused on the front sight pinned to the Air Marshal’s chest, tracked it up through the recoil cycle and back down as he pulled the trigger again and again till the Air Marshal fell out of Hamza’s sight picture. 
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 Sean felt the bullets strike him, red hot pokes into his chest and abdomen, the shooter was good, he was shooting below Sean’s outstretched pistol and hands, and that took a cool head to do that, gun against gun at close range, Sean knew that, he’d been here before…he staggered back a step, brought his gun up, c’mon SEAL, you can do this, every day is Hell Week remember that, you can do this, keep the weapon aligned and do your job, don’t pay attention to the sudden weakness, the sense that all your energy is rushing out of you like a balloon with a fast leak, collapsing inward on yourself, you have a job to do, Sean Young, this is what you do, you’re the last line of defense and killers are coming and the innocent are screaming, Sean, and you are the warrior, it’s your job to stand in front and take what comes because that’s what you are, that’s who you are, don’t pay attention to the blood running down your front, okay, so you’re on your knees, keep the gun up, keep shooting Sean, c’mon SEAL, pain is just weakness leaving your body, use the pain to stay focused, c’mon Sean, c’mon SEAL, don’t pay attention to the darkness coming Sean, front sight, press, front sight press, acquire/fire, acquire/fire, see him fall, you’re doing your job, okay the carpet feels rough against your cheek, keep your goddamned eyes open, Sean, c’mon SEAL, it’s not the dark water you’re swimming through now, you can do this, you’re the last line, there are women and children screaming for help Sean, this is what you do, and…

 His last word was “Hunter…?”

 Hunter James, the last living Air Marshal on board American Trans Air Flight #923, swung out of his seat as his friend and partner Sean Young fell. Hunter stepped over his friend’s body and button hooked into the narrow galley space right outside the cockpit door. The terrorist who’d shot Sean fell into the aisle, his torso riddled with Sean’s last shots. But there were others storming up the aisle.
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 Nawaf Alhazmi rallied the remaining hijackers. “Leave them and move forward!”

 Knots of passengers fought with the hijackers in the mid and rear cabin. The Hispanic woman shouting at them was their leader, and Nawaf ran straight at her, his blade held out like a fencer’s sword. Her eyes swelled large when she saw him and she froze, and then he drove the knife hard into her soft belly, doubling her over. He yanked the knife out and pushed her down into the carpet, stepped on her and then past her, waving the bloody knife over his head.

 “Forward! Forward!”

 Just ahead of Nawaf, Jimmy Cline, a 50 year old ex-Marine with a bad leg, kicked out his foot and tried to reach the pistol that had fallen from Hamza Saleh’s hands, but it slipped beneath the seat. Two terrorists rushed past him, followed closely by Nawaf Alhazmi, and Jimmy struck futilely at them as they rushed past, ignoring him and the other hands grasping at them as they cut their way forward towards the last remaining Air Marshal. 
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 Hunter James was in the zone, the zone where warriors live, that place where they control time and ride the adrenaline rush, that hormonal cocktail that rises up from all the glands inside and carries those fighters to a place where it seems as though everything is in slow motion, and all the skills cut into the neural pathways after years of training and practice are lit up by the energy flowing from the hippocampus and the amygdala, the little switchboards of the limbic system that kick in when the organism is in danger, and the conscious mind shrinks to a tiny observer that watches as the subconscious mind, so much faster, so much more skilled, so much more deadly when engaged, leaps forward to take charge in the fight. Decisions are made faster than conscious thought, movements calibrated, and the impossible happens as though commonplace. His firearms instructors would have told Hunter it’s impossible to make three killing headshots in less than a second, but he did; his combatives instructor would have told him it was unlikely that he could take on two attackers with knives at close range simultaneously, but he did…as one grabbed for his gun hand, Hunter cut his arm out of the way with the Hideaway in his left hand, banged his head forward in a savage head butt, courtesy of his combatives mentor, Dennis Martin in Liverpool, then bulled the stunned terrorist around and used him as a shield to keep off the second one, slashing at him with his knife, push the body and kick it hard in the direction of his opponent, clear the knife arm out of the way with the Hideaway, cutting clean down to yellow-white bone, then stick the pistol in his face and pull the trigger, only once, save your ammo, the fight is on and the others are down, the fighter grabbing for his knife even as he fell and now Hunter’s line of fire was clear, clean shots, bam, bam, bam, and three more fell into the aisle, and it’s impossible to make those kind of head shots some theorist might say, but Hunter was an Air Marshal, by definition one of the finest combat shots in the US arsenal, and he was an old hand, and an instructor, and he was sudden death with bullet and blade and empty hand when he rode the adrenaline rush into the zone, and so the terrorists fell as the brass scattered around Hunter’s feet and his slide locked back and he speed loaded his pistol with his Hideaway still in place, a bloody whirl of steel and then, just for the briefest instant, he wished that Raven were still alive to see him, his prize pupil, and how well he did at the moment of greatest need. 

 There was a sudden lull, one of those moments that come in combat, when silence falls, and the stink of burnt gunpowder and the brassy stench of hot blood and the sour reek of fear fill your nostrils, when the screams of terrified children and women ring out loud, as though in a church, when the moans of the wounded and dying filter through, and the fighters stand and take stock of how the battlefield has changed.

 In the aisle, Nawaf Alhazmi stood behind his last fighter.

 He pushed him forward and shouted, “Kill him!”

 Rashid Ahmed had seen his previous three companions die one two three. He knew the Air Marshal was a good fighter, but he was an American, and Americans, no matter how fierce, had a core of softness in them. Much of the training in the camps had focused on how to take advantage of that. One way was through the use of hostages, so Rashid snatched up a frail old woman, slashed at the young man trying to hold him back, then held her in front of him as he pushed her down the aisle, hunkered down behind her like a shield. He closed with the Marshal, and he stepped right over the body of the dead Marshal laying in the aisle and over the bodies of his fellow terrorists and right at the Marshal and he shoved the old woman forward and followed with his knife…

 The old woman screamed and grabbed at Hunter for support and gripped his gun arm like a life preserver. He couldn’t shake her off before the terrorist lunged at him with the knife. Rashid Ahmed was good with a knife. He had trained with the brothers from the Filipino Muslim organization Abu Sayeef, and he knew the difference between point and edge. He lunged in point first and his plastic knife chipped off the brass buckle of Hunter’s gun belt and gouged down, shredding pants material and cutting into his groin. 

 Hunter jackknifed back, all the training in the world can’t over ride that kind of pain, but it can force you back on track, keep you focused on what needs to be done, pick out the targets, slam the hammer fist holding the Hideaway into the terrorist’s head, and then the terrorist bulled forward, tackling Hunter and running him right back to the cockpit door, where he slammed with force that knocked the breath from him and the terrorist, desperate with adrenaline and rage and the pure fury of the fanatic, stabbed Hunter again and again, the jagged knife cutting into his abdomen and groin and hip and legs. Hunter slammed his pistol into the terrorist’s head, but the desperate man grabbed the pistol and shoved it up, discharging it, inducing a stoppage with an expended casing caught in the ejection port, making it a club, and Hunter felt his bladder cut loose as the terrorist’s knife jabbed into him, and he dropped an elbow to the back of the other man’s neck, hooked the Hideaway into the terrorist’s forehead and cut back, throwing back the head, cut to the bone and scraping, then clubbed down with the pistol again and again, then stuck the point of the Hideaway in the hollow behind the man’s left ear and ripped forward, taking everything from the major vessels to the larynx and esophagus out in one crunching rip, and the terrorist’s eyes rolled back in his head, white, then spotted pink with sudden hemorrhages and Hunter slid down the cockpit door, leaving streaks of blood, dragged down by the sudden weight of the terrorist discovering he was dying, but still trying to shove the shards of his knife into Hunter.

 The pain rose like a red tide in Hunter. He rode it like he’d been trained to do and let vent with a cry of rage, designed to rally the body’s defense, to bring the useful parts of anger to bear: release the body’s pain killers, keep the adrenaline pumping, keep the machine running till he did what he had to do.

 His job wasn’t done.

He ran his left hand over the top of the slide and brushed the casing out of the ejection port, saw the comforting brass of a seated round in place as the slide snapped forward. He paid no attention to the blood and urine and body fluids running from him, took the huge ball of pain and compressed it into a small ball of fire red color, turned the color green, damped down the sensation of pain by pure will power and the techniques drawn from neuro-linguistic-programming, taught to him by the old Jedi himself in Minneapolis, were all working just the way they were supposed to, and he fought off the narrowing of his vision, fought his way back from shock, can’t be shocky yet, Hunter, job’s not done, that nagging voice in his head, the acerbic tone of Raven: Hunter, draw from your core, tap the strength you don’t know you have, on that day, you’ll know how, draw it up, you’re the warrior and it all hinges on you…

 In the aisle, Nawaf Alhazmi crouched, his knife in his hand, the lone remaining terrorist, and studied the dying Air Marshal slumped against the cockpit door, the only remaining obstacle to his goal. And despite his training, despite his mindset forged in the brutal hardship of his life and hammered on the anvil of his training, Nawaf Alhazmi felt a deep and certain stab of fear when he looked at the mortally wounded man and the look in his eye, and how he fought to steady his pistol with both hands.

 Beside him, a woman clutched her young boy to her, her eyes rolling white with terror. The little boy held a doll, a black and white cat. Nawaf stared down at him, and he saw the image of his mother, one day in Beirut, before the bombs, before the fighting, how he’d fallen in the garden, and she’d rushed to him, picked him up, soothed him, wiped the tears from his face and kissed away the pain in his knee, and something in him, long buried, rose up and he saw, really saw, the pain and terror in the boy’s face, and he thought of himself wandering alone in the streets of Beirut, through the rubble, and he looked back at the Air Marshal struggling to prop his pistol on his knee, and Nawaf Alhazmi put away what was left of compassion in him, crushed it down finally, and grabbed the boy by the collar of his shirt and snatched him from his mother.

 “No!” Amy Prescott screamed. “Zach! Oh, God, no!”

 “Mommy!” 

 Amy lunged at Nawaf, tugged at his arm, and he turned to her as though she were an insect and punched her, brutally, as hard as he could, again and again, beating her down into the chair, striking her with all the rage he had till she was still, lifting his knife hand over her, but the boy grabbed at his hand, “No!” and struggled with him, and Nawaf turned to the aisle and put his knife to the boy’s throat and marched him forward, screaming and struggling, towards the cockpit door.

 “Air Marshal! Put down your gun!” Nawaf screamed.

 Hunter fought for his breath; air rasped in and out of his lungs, and weakness was a black tide rising in him. His hands shook violently, and he forced his breath under control, in for a count of two, hold for a count of two, exhale for a count of two, force his heartbeat down, stabilize the shaking pistol on his upturned knee, his back to the cockpit door. He felt the plane going down fast, getting below 10,000 feet like he’s supposed to, he heard the pilot screaming into the radio, he saw little dots of black around the corners of his vision, the pain he kept at arm’s length, and the terrible damage the knife had done to him, his life leaking out of him, and he put the trembling front sight on the terrorist’s head, don’t look at the boy’s face, Hunter, don’t acknowledge the terror and the pleading there, don’t be distracted, Hunter, stay focused on what’s important, that little sliver of metal up there, the pad of his finger against the trigger, his breath, the trembling knee, the face of the terrorist looming at him, holding the struggling boy in front of him, knife to his throat, and the world shrank to that front sight and the glimmer of head behind the boy, and then Hunter found a brief space of stillness between heartbeats, like a sniper, and he pressed the trigger and watched the front sight jump off his knee and saw the bullet in its passage score a white, then red furrow alongside the terrorist’s scalp, and then the man screamed in rage.

 Nawaf felt the bullet graze his scalp, saw the flash of the weapon though he didn’t hear the shot, and he gripped the kicking boy hard by the nape of his neck and thrust him at the Air Marshal.

 “Watch!” Nawaf screamed.

 Hunter saw the boy’s face as though in a slow motion close up, saw his fear and his eyes widen as the terrorist sawed the jagged edge of the plastic knife across the thin white throat.

 “No!” Hunter shouted, and his rage lifted him forward, his legs betrayed him, and he fell forward, but he caught himself and forced himself up, the boy falling from the terrorist’s grasp, the tiny hands clasping at his throat, and Hunter fired again and again and again till his slide locked back, and again he speed loaded with his last magazine, and dragged himself forward, shouting “Doctor! Is there a doctor! Someone help him!”

 Hunter crawled over the body of the last terrorist, oblivious now, reaching for the boy, lifting his head hopelessly as it lolled on the slashed neck, the eyes still seeing, and Hunter looked into those child’s eyes, brown with life, then fading, the look, the look the boy gave him, the puzzlement and the sadness, no pain, thankfully no pain there, just confusion, and his little mouth worked soundlessly, and the eyes glazed, his gaze drifting off to something that Hunter couldn’t see, not yet, and Hunter held him close, that was all he could do, he couldn’t save him, it was too late for that, but he could hold that little boy close so that he wouldn’t cross over alone, he would do that one thing, since he’d failed to save him, though he’d tried, he’d done his best, but it wasn’t enough, not this time, and he felt the passengers around him, and he looked up and saw Amy Prescott, her face blackened and broken, reaching for her child, taking him, trying to press the wound closed, but even she could see that it was too late, and she rocked her baby in her arms, unable to scream through her broken mouth, and she looked at Hunter, and all he could say was, “I’m sorry…I’m sorry…He wasn’t alone…I held him. He wasn’t alone at the end…”
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 Hunter watched the hands of the clock on the whitewashed walls of his private hospital room blur and drip off in a pale imitation of a Salvador Dali painting. Morphine was a wonderful thing, Hunter thought, a very fine drug indeed. He had a little switch, just like a gun, and he could pull the trigger whenever he wanted to and get another shot of the sweet joy juice of forgetfulness. If he took enough, he’d slip back down into sleep, but he didn’t want to go there yet. He needed to get enough into his system so that he slept without dreaming. He didn’t want to dream any more. He didn’t want to talk to the people who came to see him. The doctors had warned him. Intensive care psychosis they called it, something that happened when you had all the natural chemicals floating around in your system, along with the finest opiates medicine could provide, lack of deep sleep, disorientation, shock, the aftermath of surgery, the hangover of anesthesia -- all that contributed to strange visual and auditory hallucinations. They offered him more drugs to deal with that, but Hunter didn’t want those. He liked his hallucinations. 

 He wanted something for pain.

 He wanted something that would take away the image of Zachary Prescott’s eyes in the last moment of his short little life. Something that would take away the image of Zachary’s mother hopelessly rocking her boy. Something to take away the sting of the words of the doctor, one of the many who’d worked on him in the days after The Battle of Flight 923, as the press called it.

 “You’ll never have children,” the doctor said, a young guy. His name was Steve Weber, one of Hunter’s many surgeons. “I’m sorry. There’s nothing to be done about it. We did all we could. You’ll get your erectile function back, you’ll be able to urinate normally, but there’s only so much we can do with that damage. And you’ll have a few more surgeries for that.”

 “No kids.”


 “You can adopt…is your wife…?”


 “Gone. A while.”


 “I’m sorry…”


 Sorry didn’t begin to describe it. Hunter dozed, then woke again, like he had every night since the hijacking, in the darkest hour, between three and four a.m. The head nurse, a sweet young girl in her twenties, came in from her station.

 “You all right, Hunter?”


 “Yes.”


 She poured him some water, checked the pitcher, held the cup with it’s straw to his lips. “Good?”


 “Yeah.”


 “You need anything else, hon?”


 “No.”


 “Rest up, hero. We need you back.”


 She turned on the television, handed him the controls. “Check out CNN. They say the President is going to give you a medal.”


 She walked out of the room. 


 Hero.


 He looked after her with something like hatred on his face.


 She didn’t know any better. She meant well. She doesn’t know what that word really meant. He thought of Sean Young, who fought till he fell, his last word an appeal to his partner; John Valentine, snuffed out at 27, who died like the fine man he was just becoming; Kristy Wang, woman warrior who rose to the occasion and fought better than most men could have; Bill Dillon, who died without firing a shot, though if people who knew them were betting on the outcome, the money would have been on Bill and Hunter as the last two standing.

 The last man standing.

 That’s what the one reporter who’d gotten through security had shouted at him before the cops took him away. “What was it like to be the last man standing, Agent James! Agent James, what’s it like to be a hero!”

 Hero.

 The word sickened him.

 He thumbed the control, and flipped through a blur of channels. MTV, VH-1, the rock videos even more bizarre under the influence of the morphine, Fox News, Bill O’Reilly lambasting the head of TSA while Congressman Sam Waters, of the House Transportation Committee, cut in from time to time, then CNN, the thirty minute Headline News update, and there was an image, of Hunter on a gurney, IV bags running into his arms, three paramedics working on him, running towards a helicopter on the airfield beside the 757 ringed by SWAT teams. There was some running commentary in the banner beneath the images. Hunter turned up the sound, picked out a few words, and then the image changed to the face of Amy Prescott, clean and well scrubbed, a happy face, a pre Flight #923 face, and then the words of the announcer cut through Hunter’s morphine haze: “In a sad note in the aftermath of Flight 923, Amy Prescott, a survivor whose son Zach was murdered by the hijackers, committed suicide today at her father’s home in Vienna, Virginia. Prescott was said to be despondent in the aftermath of the hijacking and the death of her son. In financial news…”

 Hunter turned off the television.


 Dead.


 “Ah, God…” he whispered.


 He turned toward the wall, and let the drugs lull him into a deep sleep, where children and mothers ran laughing in safe fields of green, far away, far, far away. 



 



PART 2: CREATE SOMETHING OUT OF NOTHING

 


 “Design a counterfeit front to put the enemy off guard. When the trick works, the front is changed into something real so that the enemy will be thrown into a state of double confusion. In short, deceptive appearances may always conceal some forthcoming dangers.” The Thirty Six Stratagems

 


Chapter One


 

 Hunter James limped slowly through the milling crowd of passengers in O’Hare’s Terminal 3. He paused for a moment in front of the American Airlines counter, far enough back not to be trampled in the herd barely corralled by pedestal mounted ropes. He took a deep controlled breath through his nose, let it out in a slow measured eight count, and imagined the nagging ache from his groin and lower abdomen as a little fog of pain that dissipated as he breathed out.

 Hunter lived with pain every day.

 The body is slower to heal after forty, even for an athlete who’d educated himself in state of the art alternative and complementary medicine to augment the surgery and physical therapy he’d been through in the year since the Battle of Flight #923.

 At his last physical therapy session, his therapist, a tiny but nail tough brunette named Janny, told him, “Some of this will probably never go away. Your visualization exercises help, but nerves take a long, long time to grow back. You’ll have residual numbness and phantom pain for a while. The Kevlar patches in your abdomen…eventually the pain will fade as your tissue grows over it. But you’ll always feel it.”

 “Any good news?” Hunter said.

 “You’ve still got a sense of humor,” Janny said. “That’s important, big guy.”

 He didn’t feel very humorous, though he’d done a credible job of appearing to be so while convincing his management that it was best that he get back on the job. The Flight Surgeon made his case for medical retirement and a lifetime of disability payments. Hunter fought that with every bit of political savvy he could summon, and bolstered his case with the cooperation of his extended medical team.

 Now he was back, on limited duty, yes, but at least he was working. If you could call limping slowly through a crowded terminal work. He was grateful for it. He wasn’t ready to get back on a plane, though every SAC in the country had dropped him a note saying that he could have his pick of any team or even just a gunfighter slot if that’s what he wanted. The Training Branch had offered him a full time position in training and training development, which had seriously tempted him.


If you fall off the horse, get back on.

 That’s what Raven would have said. Back in the saddle and flog the horse another mile. So it was back to the Chicago Field Office. He was glad to work, even if it was just the tedious job of working the ticket counters and terminal undercover while other Marshals flew. It was simple enough: look for suspicious passengers, move in and check them out, discreetly point them out to the new “profilers” in front of the ticket counters and make sure the TSA screeners knew to watch them. The other agents found it boring as hell, though riding on an airplane wasn’t much better, in Hunter’s opinion. The hours were regular, he went home every night, he was able to schedule regular physical therapy and he felt of use.

 It kept his mind busy.

 In the past year, he’d had too much time laying in bed, too much time sitting alone in a chair staring out the window…that weighed on Hunter, especially now in the middle years of his life. For a man who’d lived an exuberantly physical life, and then to have it literally cut out of him…there was a toll. A psychic toll and an emotional toll.

 Hunter had been ordered by his physicians to attend mandatory counseling with the psychiatrists the Air Marshal Service kept on retainer. He found them to be well meaning but mostly useless with their ham handed fumbling at what they thought to be his wounded psyche. Hunter made the appropriate answers to their questions, smiled and joked, and got the boxes ticked on his mental fitness evaluation. Then he took some leave and made the long drive over to Minneapolis to visit an old friend and mentor.

 Mark Wayne was an eccentric and reclusive on again, off again contractor for different elements of the intelligence and special operations community; he was a brilliant training designer with a gift for undercover operations. He was also, despite his willed anonymity, one of the world’s leading authorities on the combat applications of neural linguistic programming, and, to Hunter’s thinking, better qualified than any shrink to deal with the black fog that filled his mind since Flight 923.

 One night, while they sat drinking beer on the front steps of his battered, run down house near Lake Harriet in Minneapolis, Mark wiped the condensation from his bottle and said, “You know…there’s this thing. Guys like you and me…we’re all about what we can do. Our physicality. Not who we are without that, we don’t even think about that. We are what we do. We fight. We exert force for good. And there’s this thing that happens when guys like us hit our forties…age starts creeping up. I remember when it happened to me. We start working out harder, dressing younger, chasing younger women…it’s because for the first time we get this hint of mortality, just over the hill. And to get slammed in the middle of that the way you did, brother…the injuries are bad enough. But to walk right up to death’s door, and then come back? And to have to deal with the weakness. When I had my bout with the C, that was the hardest thing, to be so weak I couldn’t fight, not really, for the first time ever in my life. Depressing. Leads to this endless loop we have to break out of. It’s important to be engaged, to be immersed in something. I had my work, my research. You, you’ve got your job. It’s who you are. Right now, any way. If you’re not done, don’t leave. Find a way to stay. But if you choose to go, don’t go without having something to go to. You’ve got a lot of years left in you, Hunter, and all that experience and training you carry around – that’s of value. Precious value. You remember that.”

 And as Hunter limped his way through the crowded terminal, he reminded himself. I have value. I still have value.


Want to see my Felix?

 He crushed that thought away and looked up at the terminal ceiling. Hidden among the struts and braces and light fixtures above were dozens of “mini-cams” that covered every possible angle on the ticket counters, and fed the images into a state of the art control center deep beneath the airport. The streaming images were run through a super fast computer system that compared facial geometry to faces in the enormous Department of Justice database of known and suspected terrorists. There were hits every day in O’Hare. Some of them false, but often enough a real hit, and those were paraded out as evidence for the usefulness of the system, despite the blinding costs.

 And the costs of the “improvements” in security were significant.

 The public outcry after Flight #923 was enormous. Despite ten years of post 9/11 “improvements,” intensive screening, and the presence of a full team of Federal Air Marshals, the hijacking had nearly succeeded, and that scared every single member of the traveling public, just as their confidence had begun to return. As was usual with the government, millions of dollars were thrown at the problem and highly publicized “solutions” were rushed into place without any critical thinking or evaluation of their actual long term effectiveness. Millions upon millions spent, but the politicians and bureaucrats fought over the very concept of “racial profiling,” anathema to the American public, or so the political perception went. As Hunter was prone to point out, it wasn’t as though we were being hijacked by the Norwegians. It was just common sense, but there was a shortage of that among elected officials, who swung whichever way the media and the polls told them. 

 The politically safe compromise was the measure of placing “trained profilers” in front of the ticket counters, a practice long used overseas but resisted by the airlines for use domestically. The profilers met each passengers with a long battery of questions designed to determine a potential threat. Anyone who roused suspicions was routed for further inquiry and evaluation by supervisors and Air Marshals, and everyone was run through the new CAPPS 3 computerized check, which was updated constantly with new names from the watch lists and drew from massive private sector databases that compiled everything from credit reports and financial analysis to the books you read and the magazines you subscribed to. All that data was crunched to give you a score like a credit score. If your score was high enough, you became a “person of interest.” It was a fine example of the American emphasis on spending money for technology – and it wasn’t widely reported that if the hijackers from Flight #923 had been run through CAPPS 3, they would have had a lower “security score” than some of the Air Marshals. The system wasn’t particularly good at spotting real operators. Despite the arrogance of the institutions and operators in deriding terrorists as “rag heads,” those “rag heads” had mounted significant special operations with minimal funding and resources on 9/11 and Flight 923.

 And they’d done pretty damn well.

 Hunter stepped around a pile of brand new luggage dumped at the end of the long line snaking up to the American counter. A fine example of the suburban American family stood there, ready for their trip: mom, harried but still attractive in a blond former cheerleader way; dad a high school football player gone to fat on his big bones, but still with an athlete’s alertness; the regulation two kids, a boy and a girl in the best from the Land’s End Kid’s Catalog.

 The boy was maybe four, Hunter thought.


 “This line is long!” the boy said. He looked at Hunter. “Why are you limping?”


 “Billy!” the mother said. “That’s not nice. Don’t bother the man.”


 Hunter stopped and grinned. “Because I’m old, partner.”


 “Do you want me to help you?” Billy offered.


 “No thanks, buddy,” Hunter said. “That was very nice of you to offer, though.” He smiled briefly at them and walked away, the smile slipping from his face.


Want to see my Felix the Cat?

 There’s a technique drawn from neural linguistic programming that deals with unwanted memories – you take the image, make it black and white, then shrink it down till it disappears in a little whoosh…Hunter used it. Again.

 He was having a hard time keeping his mind in the game, and that was another reason he didn’t want to be flying, to have to deal with even the remote possibility of confronting another gunfight situation… 


We don’t do it because anybody cares. We do it because it’s who and what we are. We’re the war dogs prowling the perimeter around the sheep, we’re the ones who come when the wolves are out, we’re the ones who run to the sound of guns…

 That’s what Raven would have said.

 But then, he wasn’t Raven, was he?

 Hunter eased himself down onto a padded bench and relaxed slowly, letting his weight drop. He was pleased with his recovery. He’d been exercising gingerly for months now: intervals on the Nordic track, since running was no longer an option, and brisk walks along the Lake Michigan shore helped trim the flab that had accumulated after long weeks in bed. For strength, he worked with his bodyweight, doing the Matt Furey Combat Conditioning program. And almost immediately, he took his training blades out and began moving gently through the practice routines that would once again make him supple and fast.

 Like a cat.

 Hunter relaxed his eyes, expanding his peripheral vision, and let the rhythm of the crowd flow in front of him. That was one of the many tricks he’d learned from Raven, an easy way of allowing the unconscious mind to sort out the information filtering into the brain, while letting the fine-honed threat ID system he carried in his head identify any possible problems.

 Nothing.

 Just harried travelers. If they had anything in common, it was their apprehension after coming through random car checks, past armed police officers patrolling outside and inside the terminal, to long lines snaking up to the officious profilers, before passing on to the ticket agents and then dragging their bags to the x-ray machines and explosive detectors. Then it was more long lines at the security checkpoints, where they showed their Ids and emptied their pockets and took off their shoes and went through the often humiliating process of being poked and prodded and patted.

 Maybe they felt safe afterwards, though they didn’t see the plain clothes police patrolling the concourses, or the Federal Air Marshals mingling with the boarding passengers, or the armed pilots and the web of computers that linked the security puzzle together.

 Those passengers wouldn’t be happy to know that there were still probes and explorations of the system, that there were known terrorist players in the nation’s airports every day. O’Hare got plenty, being the third largest city in the country, and site of the busiest airport. The soft border with Canada was an issue, and the large Arab community in Chicago. There were local mosques, with affiliations to terrorist organizations, doing fund raising under the guise of humanitarian assistance. Those mosques provided haven for terrorist operators on occasion. But the First Amendment protects freedom of religion, and houses of worship were out of bounds to the surveillance crews that worked night and day tracking terrorists through the country. It was a tenet of Al-Qaida’s operational doctrine to utilize and exploit the inherent vulnerabilities of a free society. So they protested against surveillance of their fund-raising operations and protested against profiling on basis of race and religious affiliation, with the help of expensive lawyers from the ACLU who gladly worked pro bono. 

 Hunter didn’t like to dwell on that. It was just another indication of his unrest. He was an operator, not a politician or an administrator. The Service wanted to bump him up in pay grade, which would put behind a desk, but for once he’d been politically savvy enough to use his moment of fame to ensure that he stayed an operator…though he had agreed to take an in grade pay increase. He didn’t know what to do with the money he had stacking up in his savings and mutual fund account. He owned his townhouse outright, and it was furnished, in the words of the last girl he’d dated, before the battle on Flight #923, in “cave man basic.” Books, knives, and cases for those occupied most of his spending, and the rest went to cover those few uncovered medical expenses like extra physical therapy, alternative and complementary approaches like acupuncture, massage, reflexology – anything that might get him back on track. 

 It was working. 

 He took a deep breath, and told himself that it wasn’t useful to stew in a funk; it was better to keep his mind on the job, mundane as it might be. 


Develop intuitive judgment and understanding for everything. That’s what Musashi would say. Perceive those things which cannot be seen.

 Hunter smiled at the memory of Raven solemnly uttering his precepts. And then the older man would burst out laughing, drop Hunter a wink, and make some ribald comment. But the words stuck, just like the book had, once Hunter took the time to read it.

 He could work on his understanding, that’s for sure. 


Want to see my Felix the Cat?

 Hunter exhaled sharply through his nostrils, slowly rotated his neck, eased himself back on the padded bench and slowly turned at the waist, stretching the tight muscles at the base of his spine. Was time to get a massage, deep tissue, this time.

 A man got off the escalator and strode resolutely towards the long American Airlines line. Hunter clocked him automatically: black male, late forties early fifties, medium build, not in shape, not terribly out of shape, 5 feet 10 inches, maybe 170-185 pounds, close cropped hair speckled with gray, polo shirt and jeans, lace up cordovan shoes. He carried a bulging black leather writing portfolio, the kind that lawyers take notes in. It seemed an unusual piece of gear for a man to be carrying, when he had no other luggage with him.


Perceive those things which cannot be seen.

 Some things can be seen only by the trained man who looks for them. Something about this man’s carriage, the way he held his shoulders, the way he scanned the crowd…he was looking for someone. And he kept shifting the leather portfolio in his hands. His physiology was off. Hunter had years of experience in reading body language, and had further honed his skills with the excellent training programs provided by Dr. Ekman on deception and violence cues. And while no one is perfect, Hunter was pretty damn good at it. There’s a palpable change of energy in the air when violence is brewing, and Hunter knew that well, went to it like a fire fighter runs towards the fire instead of away. 

 Something was wrong here.

 Hunter eased to his feet, slowly looked around the terminal, disguising his 360 degree scan as a leisurely stretch. At the far end of the terminal, two uniformed police officers in full tactical battle clothing stood chatting, their MP-5 submachine guns slung. The man with the portfolio was alone; no one with him that Hunter could see. The man walked along the line in front of the American ticket counter, then paused.

 Hunter eased slowly into the man’s wake, lingering beside the slim cover of a concrete pillar and looked for the closest back-up. He turned up the volume on the tiny radio set he carried in his pocket, the wireless ear-bud nearly invisible in his ear, and the pinhead microphone laced into the breast pleat of his blazer. 

 He whispered, “302 to base, American Airlines counter, back-up.”


 “Roger 302, American Airlines counter, back up enroute.”


 Down the terminal, the two uniformed cops straightened and looked down the sweep of counters in Hunter’s direction.


 The black man stopped. Hunter saw adrenaline rise in the man, who zipped open his leather portfolio and drew out a pistol, a big Government Model Colt 1911 .45 automatic, and a Mk-26 hand grenade. Hunter’s stomach dropped with the sudden dump of adrenaline that raced through his system. Hunter’s hand brushed his blazer out of the way, and yanked his Sig free, mated with the off hand at his chest and punched it out at the man with the grenade and the .45.

 The suburban family with the friendly little boy walked right in front of Hunter; they were completely oblivious to the action taking place on both sides of them. 

 Except for the little boy.


 His eyes grew round and his mouth dropped open. “Mommy! That man has a gun!”


 The parents looked up, and the woman screamed.


 The black man stepped up to the line of passengers which parted like the Red Sea before Moses, and a couple in their thirties, pale, dressed in leather like Gothic musicians, looked up with shock in their eyes. Calmly, taking his time, the black man shot them each twice in the head, the massive blast of the gun masking the strike of the bullets at close range.

 “Get down!” Hunter shouted. He hooked the family out of the way, but froze, just for an instant, at the look of terror in the little boy’s face. “It’s all right!” Hunter said, “It’s…”

 People scattered, trampling down the ropes and poles forming the line. The two uniformed cops came at a sprint, unslinging their MP-5s.

 The black man stepped over the bodies of the two people he’d just shot, grabbed a woman and held her in front of him. The man’s moves were languid, relaxed, as though he’d rehearsed this very thing. Hunter closed in, his weapon locked on the man, whose arm was tight around the woman’s throat, the hand grenade in his hand, the pistol in the other.

 “Don’t do it!” Hunter shouted. “Let her go!”

 The man’s eyes were wide, slightly yellowed, but there was a sense of a crazy calm about him, a quivering stillness Hunter recognized, the body language of the committed. The man dropped his pistol to the ground, a metallic thunk clear to Hunter even over the shouts and screams of fleeing passengers. Then he pushed the woman at Hunter, who reached and grabbed her firmly by the arm and muscled her behind him. The two cops were almost there, locking their sights on the man.

 “He’s got a grenade!” Hunter shouted.

 The first cop, the larger of the two, cursed as he stopped, and tucked his submachine gun firmly into his shoulder. 

 The man stared directly into Hunter’s eyes. Then he looked down at the two dead passengers, and nodded. He brought the grenade up to chest level and hooked his finger through the pin, already straightened.

 “STOP!” Hunter shouted. “Just stop, man! Let’s talk…”

 “Too late for talk,” the man said, his voice relaxed, almost conversational. “It’s time for me.” He smiled. “Callie? I’m coming, honey…”

 And he pulled the pin.

 “Get back!” Hunter shouted. He dove over the padded bench behind the concrete pillar while the two cops turned and ran. As though in slow motion, he saw the man drop the pin, the arming lever fly off and then the man wrapped both hands tightly around the grenade and brought it to his neck. Seconds ticked by, and Hunter clocked each one while everything else seemed to slow: people scrambling away, the screams of bystanders, the slow tick of the electronic clock behind the ticket counter.

 The man dropped to his knees and huddled over the grenade.

 The explosion came just after Hunter turned his back to the blast and cupped his hands over his ears, mouth open. The concussion blew out the plate glass windows nearest to him, or perhaps that was because of body parts or skull fragments.

 Hunter stood, his ears ringing, and checked himself for fragmentation wounds.


 Nothing.


 There was a bloody smear beside the smoldering torso spouting blood from the massive wound where the head had been.


 Hunter stood there, his gun loose in his hand. Far off, he could hear children screaming.


 Down the concourse, a young, dark-skinned man in expensive sport clothes focused his Canon Mini-DV recorder in on Hunter, with the smoldering corpse in the foreground. Hunter turned, and the man zoomed the lens in for a tight close up of the anguish on the Air Marshal’s face. The dark-skinned man let the tape run till the Air Marshal was obscured by the responding police officers.

 Then he lowered his camera, turned it off, and walked calmly out of the terminal, surrounded by screaming passengers fleeing who paid him no mind at all.

 



 



Chapter Two

 


 Two hours after the attack, while local crews struggled to get into the closed off airport, the editors of the New York Times, the Los Angeles Times, the Washington Post, the Chicago Tribune, and a dozen other major newspapers received an e-mail.

 A large video file was attached.

 The whole incident, in Quicktime: the black man shooting the two passengers, the brief hostage taking, then the hand grenade clenched to his neck going off – it was all there.

 Including the final close up of the anguished face of Hunter James, a face known to every news organization in the country as the Hero of Flight #923.

 But there was more.

 After a brief flickering of blue, there was an image of a masked man seated at a table, dressed in neat camouflage clothing. Behind him were heavy maroon drapes; flanking him on either side were two similarly masked and uniformed men, holding M-16 rifles. 

 “I am Ahmed Samir Said,” the seated man said, in a deep, mellifluous voice, in very good English with only a faint hint of accent. “This is our declaration of war against the Great Satan. You have brought war to our people, you have killed our women and our children, you have corrupted our culture with your filth and decadence…we are here. Now. In America. We brought you the fall of the towers, Allah be blessed, on September 11th, 2001. We brought you the martyrs of Flight #923. We bring you the martyrdom of our American brother today in Chicago. We are many. And we will continue to wage our war. Your planes will fall from the sky. Your airports will swim with blood.

 “There is nothing you can do to prevent this, unless you renounce your war against the innocent people of the Muslim faith. The followers of Allah refuse to allow themselves to be slaughtered like so many sheep. We are warriors, we are the wolves who will defend ourselves. We demand the immediate removal of American forces from the holy lands of Saudia, the immediate removal of all American and Western forces from the illegal occupation of Iraq. If these enemy occupiers are not removed immediately, then we will continue with our war in the air. 

 “Planes will fall. The airports will roll with blood. As we have demonstrated over and over, there is nothing you can do to stop those who are committed with the faith of Allah behind them. Allah walks with us, and greets our martyrs into the Heaven with many blessings.

 “You Americans. Call for your criminal President to remove the forces from our holy lands and from the occupation of Iraq. You have the power to stop this. Protect your families, your children, your women. Take action, speak out against the continued injustice in the Middle East. You can save yourselves. 

 “Otherwise planes will fall, and the airports will roll with blood. You cannot stop us. I am Ahmed Samir Said, I am a sword in the hands of Allah. I will strike where and when I am directed, and nothing will stand in my way.”


1

 CNN beat Fox by three minutes. In the White House Situation Room, the Duty Officer whose job it was to monitor all the major news stations took immediate notice and banged out an electronic communication that went directly to the desk of the National Security Advisor. A few minutes later, in the Oval Office, President George Taylor faced his National Security Advisor, Natalie Sonnen, across the broad desk that so many powerful men had sat at before him. Together, they watched the big television monitor placed so the light from the windows that looked out across the grassy expanse of the White House grounds wouldn’t glare on the screen. 

 President Taylor watched in silence, his big jaw jutting out as the muscles there clenched and unclenched. Natalie Sonnen glanced from the big screen back at him as she calibrated his response to the video footage unfolding in front of him. Natalie was a graduate of Georgetown Law School, a practicing attorney with a specialization in international law and security, and at one time a protégé of Condoleeza Rice, her mentor who had suggested to the incoming President that another sharp young woman might be a beneficial thing in the new administration. She’d done well so far. She’d led the way with the Senate Investigation Committee in the aftermath of Flight #923, and her coolness under fire as she faced heavy criticism from the Senate and its investigators had picked up big points for her – and her boss. She meshed a quiet, down to earth Midwestern wholesomeness in public with a foul-mouthed and aggressive demeanor when behind closed doors. Her staff referred to her behind her back (and in whispered meetings with select members of the press corps) as the Iron Bitch.

 President George drummed his fingers on his desk top as the video zoomed in on Hunter James.


 “Is that who I think it is?” he said.


 “Looks like it,” his National Security Advisor said. “What the fuck is he doing there?”


 “Good thing he was,” the President said. 


 “He didn’t do anything,” Natalie said. 


 “He was there, and his face is all over the world by now,” the President said. “And we know him.”


 They paused while the monitor flickered with the monologue from Ahmed Samir Said.


 “Anything on this one?” the President said.


 “Not yet,” Natalie said. “Give me half an hour.”


 “You don’t have that. Meeting. The usual suspects.”


 “Yes, sir.”


 “And I want the Federal Air Marshals in. I want to know what Hunter James was doing there. We need a genuine hero out front, I think.”

 “Yes, sir.”


2

 All across America, in homes, bars, shopping malls and electronics stores, anywhere you could find a television set, people stood or sat transfixed, and watched the intimate scale of the disaster in Chicago play out across their screens. Huddled together in the reflexive action of the herd when disaster strikes close, the American public watched the return of terrorism to the heart of the homeland. 

 And again and again, Hunter James’s face filled the screen.

 And again and again, the menacing masked visage of The Ahmed Samir Said, and his precise, educated voice spelling out more of the same for the American public.

 There’s a period, after a major incident, where the public takes a collective pause while they absorb what’s happened. It doesn’t take long for the active members of what of the American people to get motivated to DO something. As the news casts rolled, e-mails began to pore into the news rooms from the public demanding to know how this could happen again.

 How could it happen here in the heartland?


 More to the point, how could it happen again?


 That question was on the lips and minds of every person watching their television screens.


 In P.J. Clark’s, on the North Side of Chicago, a battered truck driver turned to the well dressed attorney next to him. 


 “What’s it going to take to be safe on a plane again? I won’t ever let my kids fly again. No way, no how.”


 The attorney shrugged. “Politicians. Let’s see how long they hold their offices after this one.”


 In a Circuit City electronics store, two mothers, children in strollers, cringed at the sight of the young children scampering out of the way of the airport shooter. They saw Hunter James reach out and sweep a child out of the way.

 “That’s the Air Marshal,” one mother said. “From Flight #923.”

 “Oh, God, those poor children,” the other mother said.

 In a cluttered Glen Elyn townhouse, a gray haired man played and replayed the videotape of the O’Hare shooting. He stopped the image on Hunter James’s face and played with the toggle stick to the right of his keyboard.

 “Hunter James,” he hissed through a cloud of blue cigarette smoke, masking his face. “You’re a bad penny. You always turn up…always too damn late. You should have put that gun to your head, you son of a bitch.”
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 In the Cabinet Room of the White House, the assembled members of the meeting called by National Security Advisor Natalie Sonnen stood when President Taylor entered the room.

 “Please be seated, ladies and gentlemen,” the President said. “Natalie, roll.”

 Natalie Sonnen stood in front of the big screen monitor with a remote control in her hand. 

 “You’ve all seen the video footage,” Natalie said, the crisp professional tone of a long time briefer in her voice. “Here are the marching orders. FBI leads the investigation. CIA coordinates with overseas assets and domestic assistance as required. DHS – we’ve got some jurisdictional overlap here since the event took place in an airport. The Federal Air Marshal Service and TSA have interests here. The FBI Critical Incident Response Group will coordinate through the Strategic Information and Operations Center at Quantico. The team will include a representative from the Air Marshals.”

 The Director of Homeland Security, a Cabinet member from the beginning of the administration, Randolph Richards, a retired Secret Service agent who had leveraged his past into a number of high law enforcement positions before going to work for the then-governor of Missouri, the now-President George Taylor, looked up and said, “We have no problem whatsoever with that. We will assign our best investigators to assist and of course all our resources are available on a top priority basis.”

 “That’s nice, Randolph,” Natalie said. “And the Bureau will be running things. But it’s important to public perception management that the Air Marshals are involved in a very public way. Your man Hunter James was the hero of Flight #923, and it just so happens that he was Johnny on the Spot again, though he didn’t fire a shot this time. How did that come to be?”

 Richards looked over his shoulder at the man he’d brought to the meeting, the recently appointed head of the Federal Air Marshal Service. Alexander Fields had been a Special Agent In Charge of the New York Field Office of the Secret Service when he retired, and then immediately was recruited to run the New York Field Office for the Air Marshal Service. He’d worked on improving his “street cred” by taking some of the Air Marshal training, where he’d done well on shooting, the litmus test for Marshals, and flown a few missions as a ride along with various teams. After the resignation of his predecessor, who had only been appointed two days before the hijacking of Flight #923, Alex, as he was known to his friends, and he liked to include politicians and higher ranking bureaucrats among them, had been tapped to take over. He was good in front of a camera, and, to the rank and file, had his heart in the right place by increasing the standard and type of training made available to the marshals. He’d worked (at least in the public eye) hard to make the kind of administrative changes to screening and profiling to prevent a recurrence of the events of #923. 

 “Alex?” Richards said.

 “Pure chance,” Alex Fields said, in the smooth, unctuous manner of a professional bureaucrat. “Agent James declined reassignment to training or an administrative position…he just wanted his old job back. He’s still on light and limited duty because of his injuries. The Field Office had him running our pro-active surveillance in that part of the airport. It’s a cream puff job. We were just lucky he was there.”

 “Why didn’t he shoot the terrorist immediately?” Natalie demanded.


 The President listened with interest.


 Alex Fields raised his eyebrows and answered delicately. “Well, Ms. Sonnen, as a law enforcement officer on the street…”


 “He was in an airport,” Natalie cut in.


 “…in an airport,” Fields went on. “An officer has to make a judgment not only about the possible threat he has to deal with, but also with the innocents around him. Agent James was moving on the individual, had profiled him as a potential threat, but when the terrorist pulled out his gun and killed those two passengers, there were too many people in the way for James to shoot. As you saw in the video, there was a family with young children in the way, and Agent James had to make a decision not to fire because they were in his line of fire…”

 “That was a brave thing he did,” the FBI Director, Thomas Klein, said. “Scooping that kid out of the way. That man has got balls of brass.”

 “…he is a brave man,” Alex Fields said, after a pause. “And once the terrorist had taken a hostage and presented his hand grenade, a killing shot would have put a live hand grenade rolling among running civilians, possibly resulting in even more loss of innocent lives. While it’s unfortunate that the two passengers died, we feel that more people did not specifically because Agent James exercised restraint and did exactly what he should have done. Agent James is probably the finest example of restraint under duress we have out there.”

 “That’s a good point,” the National Security Advisor said, with some satisfaction. “Because we want him up front in this investigation.”

 Fields was caught short. “Well, that’s a bit out of his area, ma’am. Agent James is not an investigator…he’s an Air Marshal with limited experience in running criminal investigations.”

 “According to my sources, he was a shit hot intelligence gatherer overseas, good enough that we shopped him out to your cousins at CIA,” Nicole said. “Isn’t that so, CIA?”

 The current Director of Central Intelligence, a former field operative risen through the ranks by the name of Gene Harding, nodded his head.

 “I’ve seen the reports,” the DCI said. “He’s good in the field. If he ever decided to come over…”

 “That won’t happen,” Fields said quickly. “He’s very happy where he’s at, I’ve been told. And his CIA involvement was a long time ago. But if you want him over there, we’ll assign him to the Task Force.”

 The National Security Advisor nodded. “Done. FBI, who is ram rodding the investigation?”

 The FBI Director cleared his throat. “We have a senior and very experienced Supervisory Special Agent heading up the team. Her name is Basalisa Coronas.”

 “Her?” the National Security Advisor said, pleased. “What’s her story?”

 “Seasoned investigator out of New York and Washington D.C., lots of involvement since 9/11 in our counter-terrorism cases, smart and savvy politically, but most of all, she’s one of the best investigators we’ve ever had. There are some people who work with her who honestly believe she’s psychic, that’s how good she is. She’s the top gun at CIRG.”

 “Good to have a woman out front,” the President said. “It’ll look good on the briefings – sharp woman FBI agent, and the hero of Flight #923. Make sure it happens the way it’s supposed to happen, ladies and gentlemen. I want Ahmed Samir Said in the box. Like yesterday. I want him and his organization run to ground and in custody…or dead. Period. This happened on our watch and it’s not going to happen again. I want to know how this came about, how they mounted their operation, where they came from, and I want to know where they are. And I want our finest dogs of war put loose on them. Am I clear?”

 The Cabinet and the Incident Working Group looked around the table, and in one voice answered, “Yes, sir.”


 The President said, “Natalie, you and the Attorney General, in my office. Everyone else, you know what to do.”


 With that dismissal, the assembled members filed out. Alex Fields was already tapping a message into his PDA.


 The President turned and looked to his two closest advisors. “So,” he said. “What do we do about this goddamned Sam Waters?”


 The National Security Advisor rolled her eyes and shook her head. “He’s already going on with Bill O’Reilly tonight, and he’s prepping the big guns. As the head of the Aviation Subcommittee for the House, he’s the big man for the aviation security incentives – and he’s calling for heads to roll. He’s going to be hard to ignore.”

 “We’re not going to ignore him,” the Attorney General said. “Can’t do that. I advise bringing him in some way. Find something to make him part of the solution.”

 “That’s my instinct,” the President said. “Better to have him inside the tent pissing out than outside pissing in.”

 Natalie Sonnen laughed out loud as three of the most powerful people in the world filed into the Oval Office.



 



Chapter Three

 


 Basalisa Coronas strode down the hallway of the Chicago Federal Building, her low sensible heels clacking sharply, like gunshots, on the worn but still polished tile floor of the interior hallway of the Chicago Field Office of the FBI. She swept by agents and staffers who nodded to her, though she ignored them, her brown eyes focused, as always, straight ahead, in this instance at the door at the end of the hallway. Basalisa, or Lisa as she was known to the handful of friends and intimates she kept around her, was a small woman, only five feet five inches tall and a lean, hard muscled 115 pounds, but her presence, her aura, her gravitas was that of someone much larger and harder.

 “She walks like she’s got size 10 balls,” some of the male agents who’d worked with her said, behind her back, of course. 

 They’d learned to keep those sort of comments quiet and behind her back, because one of the many things the Filipina agent was renowned for was a fierce love of face to face confrontation. She had the gift for staying completely calm and focused in the heat of battle (or confrontation of any kind), and then lunging in for the kill with a precisely chosen word inflected just exactly right with a lift of the eyebrow or change of vocal tone. She was also able, when it suited her purposes, to draw upon a softer and gentler persona, when she felt that she might get more with sugar than with the stick.

 But she loved the stick. And the knife. And the gun.

 The only child of a famous Filipino practitioner of kajukenbo karate and kali, she learned how to fight with stick and knife before she could write. She didn’t advertise that, though at the Academy, the defensive tactics instructors still told stories of how she had decimated her classmates and more than a few instructors during hand to hand combat training. When it came to gun, she was just as good. When she’d made up her mind to apply to the Bureau, she’d spent thousands of her own dollars going to the best private shooting schools in the country to prepare herself: Bill Rogers in Georgia, Clint Smith in Oregon, Massad Ayoob in Massachusetts. 

 She aced firearms.

 Tucked behind her waist in a custom holster built specially for her by Tony Kanaly of Milt Sparks Leather was another custom piece: a combat custom .45 Combat Commander, the old steel framed Commander, a pre-series 70 that Karl Sokol, master gunsmith to the real world gunfighters of the CIA, military special operations units like CAG and DEVGRU, and the FBI HRT, had tuned up and trimmed down to fit her. She could draw and fire in .97 seconds, hitting a target in the head at 7 yards.

 She’d done it to a human, too, a bank robber she’d confronted during a stake out when she was on the Bank Robbery Squad out of New York City, a clean fast kill with two .45 slugs onto the bridge of the unlucky felon’s nose. Lisa got her legendary status that day, while waiting for the shooting incident investigators, by going over to a hot dog stand nearby and wolfing down two Polish dogs and a Coke after killing the man.

 A tough cookie, every one agreed who worked with her.

 She paused for a moment, outside the door at the end of the hallway, and took a deep breath, held it for a count, let it out slowly. Basalisa Coronas would never let anyone see her do that; only an expert on facial deception might notice a flicker, a micro-expression of uncertainty cross her face, only to vanish in the flat hard mask she wore on the job.

 She went into the room.

 Seated around the table were the key players in the Critical Incident Response Group. Most of the senior agents from the Chicago Field Office, augmented by the heavy hitters she brought with her out of DC, the designated specialists from the investigation teams tasked to the Critical Incident Response Group, who only worked the hottest and most sensitive cases. The top guns…any of them who would stab her in the back in an instant to be in her position. Special Agent in Charge on the latest terrorist outrage, and one that had whipped the public into massive frenzy; a case with heavy handed Presidential involvement, a case monitored personally by the Director himself.

 Basalisa took her time, slowly scanned the room, met the eyes of every agent in there, silent, letting the silence build.

 Finally, she said, “Good evening, everyone.”

 There was a murmur of replies, and she took stock of who was there in addition to her brothers and sisters from the Bureau. The usual suspects she’d been briefed to expect: representatives from TSA, and the lone rep from the Federal Air Marshals – the famous Hunter James. She let her gaze linger on him for a long moment, long enough for him to notice and respond…but he didn’t did he? He just gazed back, a faint smile on his face, not mocking, neutral and pleasant. His face was thinner from what she remembered in the pictures a year ago, after #923.

 “Agent James,” she said, nodding to him.

 “Agent Coronas. Pleasure to get the opportunity to work with you,” he said courteously.

 She studied him again, a long moment, then took her time walking slowly around the table to the head of it, picked up the big black marker and stood in front of a clean, perfectly clear whiteboard set up so everyone could see it. 

 “You have the case file and notes I had prepared and sent ahead,” Basalisa said. Her tone was clear, matter of fact, and all the agents took the hint to take up the thin sheaf of papers and flip through them. Except Hunter James. He stayed focused on her.

 “We have two primary focuses at this stage of the investigation,” Basalisa said without further preamble. “The first focus is the shooter at the airport. Forensics is working on several avenues: the DNA is being run through our national databases, including the military, the weapons are being tracked by ATF, if we can recover any pieces of his fingers – they’re still scraping him up out there, we might get some partial prints. We’ve flown the handgun and the portfolio to Quantico; there are some faint latent prints there. There was no identification, no wallet on his person, only the portfolio, the gun, and the hand grenade. However, we did catch what seems to be one break: there was a slip of paper in his right hand coin pocket of his slacks. It’s an address of a single family dwelling in Cicero. We have surveillance in place. Satellite coverage, helicopter over flights, and the best street people we have, brought in from DC and New York, working the neighborhood. There is no movement or indications that the house is occupied. We’ve done thermal imaging, but there’s a lot of clutter – it seems the heat is turned up in the house. We don’t know if that’s deliberate or not. We have deployed an element of HRT to a staging area, and some of you will join them before we make the assault and entry. Agent James, you have some experience working with HRT, yes?”

 Hunter nodded. He’d worked with them in training both on shooting and tactics as well as aircraft recovery. 

 “I’d like you to be my eyes there. The techs will equip you with the necessary comms, so you can talk to them and me at the same time,” Basalisa said coolly.

 “Of course,” Hunter said. “Now?”


 “When I’m finished,” Basalisa said.


 “Yes.”


 She nodded, satisfied. “I want some agents to check out the home address of the two passengers killed. It’s unlikely, since it seems they were just unfortunate to be in the way, but we need to rule out if there was any previous connection. Gordon, can you task some agents for that?”

 A thin, wiry agent whose expensive suit hung on him like a scarecrow’s clothing, nodded his close cropped blond head rapidly. “Got you, Lisa.”

 That got him a cool look.

 Gordon looked down, flustered.

 “The second focus is to start tracking the release of the tape, both physical copies and the electronic versions. We’ve got agents working the ground everywhere a tape was actually delivered, but no joy so far. It seems the approach was pretty uniform – couriers approached on the street as though they’d been identified before, asked to deliver a package off the books for cash. Some descriptions, but the agents are working those. I’d like our people to look into that locally. Also, the cyber-crew…” she looked around the room and spotted the two young contractors, one man, another woman, dressed in hacker black and sporting piercings and tattoos, distinctly out of place in the room.

 Basalisa seemed amused by them, and her tone was gentle. “You two geniuses, we really need you. To take a look at the routing of the e-mail delivery system. First look indicates a dedicated private server somewhere. We find that server, we have a link to Ahmed Samir Said. It’s on your shoulders, right?”

 The two hackers looked at each other, their body language visibly rising with the recognition and public vote of confidence. 


 “We’re on it,” the woman said confidently.


 “I’m counting on you,” Basalisa said. 


 She turned and faced the room, and let the silence grow for a long moment, a technique she’d learned a long time ago led to dominance in a room when you were running the show. 

 “I think it’s important to restate, for all of you, for the record, the absolute importance of your jobs here. We have the eyes of the world on us…and the President of the United States, not even mentioning the Director, has taken a personal interest in this case. We’ve got a chance to nip this in the bud, we move fast and hit hard. We can roll up Ahmed Samir Said and his lackeys and stop them before they take any more lives. We got lucky…we had one of the best on the ground when this went down.”

 She nodded to Hunter, who shifted uncomfortably in his seat, when all heads craned to look at him. 

 “But we can’t count on being lucky all the time. They can be lucky. We have to be good. The best there is. And that’s what we are.” 

 She took her time, looking each and every single one of her soldiers in the eye.


 “Let’s get this done.”


 At that, the team got as one to their feet, and began to hurry out of the room.


 “Agent James?” Basalisa said. “I’d like to speak to you for a moment, please.”


 Hunter turned to her, and she noted the slight hitch in movement as he did.


 “What can I do for you, Agent Coronas?”


 There was a hint of pain in his face, Basalisa thought. Not just physical, either.


 “Are you on medication?” she said.


 “Just Tylenol. And the occasional glass of red wine. Why?”


 “You seemed a little slow…”


 “Here?”


 “At the airport.”


 She watched the color rise in his neck, then stop. That surprised her. She didn’t often see that level of self-control in shooters when challenged in that way. 

 “I’ve heard you’re fast,” he said.


 Hmm.


 “I’m concerned if something goes down, whether you’re fully up to speed or not.”


 “You just gave me a tasking.”


 “This is the two of us talking now. Bluntly, I don’t think you should be operating here. With us. You’re still in recovery, you’re slow, and you don’t have the investigative background.”

 “Since it’s just us girls talking, then, Agent Coronas, I didn’t ask to be here. As you well know. And you know why, since it’s just us talking. So you’ll have to live with me, and me with you, whether we like it or not. And I wouldn’t worry about me being slow, Agent Coronas. When it’s time to move, I still remember how.”

 “Yes. So I’ve heard. Keep that in mind.” She turned her attention to the stack of papers in front of her. “Thank you, Agent James. One of the duty drivers will take you out to the staging area.”

 “You’re not coming?” A faint challenge there, she thought.

 “No,” she said. “I’ll monitor from here. You have a reputation as a tactician and a reader, Agent James. Perhaps you’re familiar with the Four Oaths of the Samurai? Never be late with respect to the Warrior’s Way. Be useful to your lord. Be respectful to your parents. And…”

 “…get beyond love and grief: exist for the good of man. Yamamoto Tsuenori, the Hagakure. Which of the oaths are you referring to, Agent Coronas?” Hunter said.

 She smiled broadly. “Be useful to your lord, Agent James.” She turned her back and dismissed him.
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 “Who does the house belong to?” Hunter asked the shaven headed, hulking man in black tactical overalls who stood beside him in the front room of a shabby tract home across the street from the target house.

 “It’s a rental,” the big man said in a mild, high pitched voice strangely incongruous with his appearance. “The landlord has been letting the tenant pay cash. Keep it off the books. House was sitting empty for almost a year, no buyers, then the landlord gets approached two months ago for a short term rental.”

 The big man’s name was Ole Bjornstadt, a former All-American wrestling champion from Wisconsin. Now he was an assault team leader on the FBI Hostage Rescue Team, and he and his team stood by, ready to raid the house across the street. The house he and Hunter stood in had been taken over by the HRT, who’d come over the back fence and escorted the two old women who lived there away. 

 “So how you going to play it?” Hunter asked.

 Ole looked at him. “Well, we got the floor plan from the home owner, got the lay out down and walked through. I already got sniper coverage, we got the eye in the air, support units ready to block the street when we give them the go ahead and blockers around the back and ready to charge the side yards. Me, I’m a simple guy. We just go in and bust down the front door and take over the damn place. How’s that sound?”

 Hunter grinned. “Works for me, big man. Works for me.”

 Ole turned and stared out across the street. “Surveillance got no activity. Thermal imagers aren’t working so great, the heat is turned up in there…can’t figure that out unless they’re hip to thermal imagery, which is not a good sign. There could be a small army laid up in there waiting for us to come through the door.”

 “Watch and wait?”


 “Boss lady said to be forward leaning. Me, I lean when she says forward.”


 “Stealth entry?”


 “Hard to play in the neighborhood…we can cross over, take out the streetlight with an air gun, make entry with night vision. My guys are tuned up for that. I’m still thinking dynamic is the way to go, get in, get it over with. But I am going to do the pizza trick here in a minute.”

 “Pizza trick?”

 “Oh, yeah. We went and borrowed a Domino’s sign and put it on a POV, dressed up one of our guys. He’s armored up, got a pistol on. He brings a pizza, real one, up to the door, knocks, see who answers. If nobody answers, that tells us something. If somebody does, he does the shuck and jive about is this the right address or what. We’ll get good take either way.”

 “Sounds good.”


 Ole studied the older man. “How you doing?”


 Hunter was surprised. “What do you mean?”


 “I heard you got hurt pretty bad.”


 “I was.”


 “And now?”


 “Well, I won’t be kicking any doors, if that’s what you’re asking.”


 Ole laughed. “That’s what us young guys are for, Agent James. We’ll do the heavy lifting. Everybody here knows your history. No shame in standing back and letting us do our thing.”

 Hunter studied the younger man. Ole was probably in his early to middle thirties, in his prime as a shooter. Hunter thought for a moment about what he was doing when he was Ole’s age.


Pay attention, even to trifles.

That’s what the Raven would have said to him. The time to pay the closest attention is the time when you think you need it least. That’s the art of deception, Hunter…getting the other guy to think that he doesn’t need to pay attention. Or to convince him that he’s paying attention, when what he’s actually paying attention to is what YOU want him to…

 “Damn right,” Hunter said, lightly. He felt a little swell of anger, or maybe resentment, let it rise, and then let it go. 


By letting go, it all gets done.

 That was his philosophy now.


 “So what’s your contingency for resistance?” Hunter asked.


 “We’re going in heavy,” Ole said. “My contingency is to run right over their rag head asses.”


 “If they’re even in there.”


 “That’s right.”


 “Better do your thing, young agent.”


 Ole laughed and clapped Hunter on the shoulder, then stepped back into the house and gave quiet orders to the other members of the twelve man assault team. Hunter watched them form up, saw the tension on their faces, smelt the faint whiff of adrenaline and fear and stress, the cocktail that these young operators thrived on, lived for…as he once had. Or maybe he still did. Otherwise why come to work?


What else would you do, Hunter?

 He didn’t want to think like that. 

 He was more than what he did. He was more than just a great close quarters fighter. He wasn’t just a killer. There was more to his life.


Like what?

 …you’ll never have children…


This is what you are, the Raven said. He held up his fighting knife, blood fresh on it. This is what WE are. Once you’ve tasted blood, there’s no going back…

 Jesus Christ. What a feast of snakes he had in his head. Time to get his game face back on.

 “Pizza man is rolling!” one of the radio operators said.

 The stack of heavily armed and armored shooters lined up just behind the front door of the house, big Ole in the front. Hunter stood off to one side, just back of the big front window, and peeked out through the thin curtains, after making sure to look behind him and see that there were no lights to back-light him against the curtains. A battered Ford Tempo, dull red, pulled up across the street. The driver was switched on, Hunter could tell; he made sure and stop short of the concrete walk up to the front door, instead of pulling directly in like a regular driver would. Stopping short left room for the assault team to make a straight run across the street and up to the door if they needed to without having to buttonhook around the car, and still left them with some cover if they had to retreat.

 The driver got out and started whistling. The sound was loud and clear from his wireless body mike to the receiver set up at a table behind Hunter. That steady and mildly annoying whistle was meant to let his cover officers know that the equipment was working and that he was okay. The driver went to the door, paused, then rang the bell.

 A long silence.

 He rang the bell again, tilted his head close as though listening.

 “Hello?” the driver called, his voice clear on the transmitter. “I hear you in there! Hello? I have your pizza! Hey, mister, you ordered it, you gotta pay for it!”

 The driver knocked again. “Hey! I hear you in there, man! You don’t take this pizza, you’re gonna get black balled! No more pizzas from us, man!”

 He waited a moment, then turned and walked slowly away, shaking his head sorrowfully, and got back into his car.

 The driver’s voice was tense as he bent his head and fiddled with the ignition key. “There’s definite movement behind the door. Sounded like footsteps came up to the door, paused, and then went back deep into the house. No answer, no reply, didn’t see any of the windows move. But I definitely heard footsteps.”

 He started the car and drove slowly away.


 Hunter looked over at Ole. 


 “Okay,” the big man said in his soft, high voice. “Let’s do this thing.”
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 KC Barch chewed one black painted thumbnail, shifted in her expensive, custom fitted computer operator’s chair, and tapped out a line of code. Between her and her partner Jimmy Neil, there were seven computer monitors gleaming on the folding tables they’d set up in their dedicated work room in the Chicago Federal Building.

 “Trace back from the Chicago Tribune?” Jimmy said.

 “Got it,” KC said. “Didn’t even try to hide the IP address…Global Internet Service, little local ISP, but they got broadband through the cable company.” KC looked over at the middle aged agent sitting in the corner. “Hey, Roscoe!”

 “My name is Peter,” the man said in a tone of long suffering.


 “Whatever, Roscoe. Here’s the contact info for the IP. We need the subpoena and search warrant like now.”


 “Can you start…?”


 KC made a look of mock dismay. “Us? Hack in without a subpoena or a search warrant? That would be illegal. Better get on the line.”

 The agent took his cell phone out and hit a button that took him to the duty judge in Washington DC whose sole job was to lend support to the CIRG during a terrorist investigation. “Yes, your Honor, I have sufficient verified information at this point to request…”

 While Peter droned on in the background through the pro forma recitation of facts necessary to secure a subpoena to compel the internet service provider to release the information identifying the IP address that the e-mailed video files had come from, KC and Jimmy hunched over their keyboards like concert pianists mid-recital and punched their way through the thin firewalls around Global Internet Service’s servers.

 “Oh, yeah, come to daddy…” Jimmy whispered.


 “That’s gross, James,” KC said without looking up. “Are you in?”


 “Like Flynn.”


 “Cute.”


 “Be there in a flash.”


 “Race ya?”


 She grinned and hit keys. Lines of code linked to addresses scrolled down the screen to her left. “Here we go…”


 She hit a button and froze the scroll, then tapped on the screen with a finger. “This is in Cicero,” she said. “Isn’t that where the HRT is?”

 “Let’s run the address,” Jimmy said. He tapped in the address. “Yup. Cicero. But this isn’t the physical location…this is a Mailboxes Etc., mail forwarding place.”

 Peter closed his phone and said, “You’ve got your subpoena and your warrant.”

 “We’re there already, Roscoe,” KC said. “Here’s something else. You got to get some of your guys over to this Mailboxes Etc. and find out who is maintaining a mailbox there with this address.”

 “This is it?” Peter said.

 “That’s it, Roscoe. And it’s in Cicero. You better let the boss know that ASAP. She don’t like to be kept waiting.”
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 John Shield, a fresh out of the Academy rookie agent, hunched over the wheel of the motor pool G-ride Cavalier and ticked off street addresses, while Joni Mitchell, a slightly more senior junior agent who caught constant grief from the older agents about her name, flipped through a file folder in her lap. 

 “Should be right around here,” Joni said, tucking a stray strand of brown hair behind her ear. “That’s the info from the decedent’s wallet.”

 “Decedent’s,” John snickered. “Pretty fancy word. You play Scrabble?”


 “Can you spell decedent?” Joni said. 


 “D-e-c-a-d-e-n-t,” John said.


 Joni laughed, a deep laugh from a muscular ex-basketball player. “That’s decadent, fool.”


 “What’s that?”


 “It’s like the sex life you’ll never have, frat boy.”


 John glanced over in surprise at his partner. He was cautious, as the Bureau was sudden death on sexual harassment and had strict guidelines about language and behavior that might cause an “atmosphere of discomfort” for members of either sex.

 “Here we go,” Joni said. “If you watched the road, you’d see. That house, there, the green one on the left, with the Cadillac in the driveway.”

 “Nice rides,” John said. “New Cadillac, a Wagoneer, a Beemer…what, they having a party?”

 “Probably family members,” Joni said. “Coming together.”

 John pulled the Cavalier right in front of the house and parked. Joni saw the front curtains part, and a man’s form was silhouetted there for a moment. Then the front door opened and a large black man, in a fingertip black leather jacket stood there, glowering. Then he disappeared back inside, shutting the door firmly.

 “What was that about?” John said.

 “I don’t know,” Joni said. “Maybe they don’t like cops.”

 The G-ride looked just like what it was: a plain clothes federal law enforcement car with small aerials for the radio and discreet flasher bar in the back window.

 “Well, fuck them,” John said. “Let’s go do this.”


 “You better let me do the talking, frat boy,” Joni said. “They just lost two of their family or friends. They’ll be sensitive.”


 “I’m a sensitive new age guy.”


 “Shut up, rookie.”
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 “Why wouldn’t they open the door to a pizza guy?” Hunter said. 

 Ole looked at him. “They’re hiding out. Why else?”

 “Hiding out for what? You think they’ve laid an ambush for you there? That the address is supposed to take you here to get ‘bushed?” Hunter said.

 “No duh, Air Marshal,” Ole said, to the amusement of his team members.


 “Doesn’t that strike you as a little bit obvious?” Hunter said patiently.


 “We’re not talking rocket science, man. We’re talking rag head terrorists,” Ole said.


“You listen to me,” Hunter said. The change in his tone and demeanor made the other men fall silent. “These rag heads launched a picture perfect special operation with minimal expense and maximum effect on 9/11. Then they came back and did the same thing on an airplane I was on. Maybe you’ll recall that. Those rag heads as you say so disparagingly, have on several occasions run circles around us. They’re not stupid and they’re willing to die. Something about this isn’t right.”

 “With all due respect, Agent James, you don’t call the shots here, I do,” Ole said. “And I say we’re going to kick that goddamn door and do what we’re here to do.”

 Hunter’s temper flared, then subsided as the control of long habit – and practice – asserted itself. 


By letting go, it all gets done.

 And the Taoists had been great warriors, when they weren’t partying under the full moon and drunk on wine between writing poems.


Pay attention even to trifles.

 That’s what Musashi would say. And it was more than a trifle that it seemed too convenient that a terrorist switched on enough to sanitize everything else just happened to keep a slip of paper with an address on it. Though, as Ole said, this wasn’t rocket science. It was just, after so many years, and so many lessons in the school of hard knocks, Hunter had developed a sixth sense for deception.

 After all, he’d studied with the grand master of deception himself.

 The Raven.


Perceive those things which cannot be seen.

 “We’re going in,” Ole said. “Stand-by.”

 The radio operator nodded, ignoring Hunter, and picked up the handset. “All stations, all stations, stand by, stand by, stand by…”

 Ole looked challengingly at Hunter, then slipped his Oakley assault glasses into place, and touched the light switch on his MP-5, making sure that bright light mounted on the forearm lit up. “Let’s kick some ass.”

 “Stand by.”
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 Edina Lewis parked her G-ride in front of the Mailboxes Etc. on Ogden Avenue. The manager, a fat, fussy looking man, stood nervously just inside the door. Edina held up her credentials and badge case, and the man let her in. He looked up at her for a moment before speaking. Edina had that effect on people: she was six feet tall, muscled like a body builder, and a proud, gleaming ebony black woman.

 “What’s this all about?” the manager said.

 “Books,” Edina said. “Show me your books with the customer addresses on them.”

 “All right, all right,” the fussy man said, hurrying behind the counter. “They’re on my computer, it’ll take a minute for it to start up, and I can give it to you. The box is right there, if you come around the back I’ll open it up for you. You have the paperwork…?”

 “I got a badge and a gun, Mr. Man. I don’t need anything else.”

 “Well. Yes. Okay. If you step back here…
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 “What are you doing?” John Shield said.

 “Something’s hinky here,” Joni said. She shifted in her seat, touched her elbow to the Sig Sauer P-228 holstered at her hip. She’d never pointed her pistol at a human being before, and for some reason that bothered her right now.

 “C’mon, let’s get this done.” John opened the door.

 “I think we should call for some back up,” Joni said.

 “Are you out of your mind? Back up for what? We’re just talking to some grieving relatives here! We’ll be the laughing stock of the whole shop,” John said with disgust.

 Joni was torn. Something didn’t feel right. But he was right. She didn’t want to look bad in front of Basalisa Coronas. Coronas had a reputation, a justly deserved one, for being extremely harsh on women agents. She cut them no slack, just like she had no slack cut her when she was coming up.

 What would Basalisa Coronas do?


 Joni sighed. Basalisa Coronas would hitch up her gun belt and go and ring the damn door bell.


 “All right,” Joni said. “Let’s go. Just keep sharp, okay?”


 “Jesus,” John said. “Good thing you’re not supporting the HRT guys.”


 The two young agents got out of the car and walked up the sidewalk.
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 Speed, surprise, and violence of action. Those are the core principles of real world combat, of special operations, of the men who go through doors with guns in their hands. Another operating principle is KISS: Keep It Simple, Stupid. Despite what movies show, and most people outside of the business of kicking doors (and a surprising number of those in the business) base their belief on what tactical operations are about on what movies show, it’s not rocket science. You contain the scene so the bad guys can’t get away and citizens don’t wander in. You approach the selected entry point. You break in and dominate the scene. Those who won’t be dominated get shot. Simple. All those factors were here. Ole kept it simple. Some tacticians would argue with his staging from across the street instead of a side yard; he was able to occupy the house across the street without being observed, and he didn’t think that was doable from the side houses. Yes, it meant a 25 yard dash across the street sans cover; Ole and the slowest of his assault team could do a 40 yard dash in full tactical gear in under seven seconds and shoot on the way if need be. Armored Suburbans idled just out of sight of the target house, ready to rush in with heavy weapons and provide cover if the team took fire. Snipers were positioned to engage anyone who appeared at the door or any window before the team made entry.

 So it was killing time.

 Even though that was politically incorrect, it was always a factor. Hunter pursed his lips and watched the men amp up, each one preparing himself, riding the wave of fear. No matter how “brave” someone is, there is always fear, courage isn’t about being fearless, it’s about going ahead and doing what needs to be done in spite of your fear. You went in prepared to kill. You always start with the willingness to kill. That was the essential foundation block in the education of a warrior. You must be willing to kill. You can always step down from that; back it off a little bit, hurt him some, maim him a little, but you must always enter in prepared to kill or be killed.


From false to real, from nothing to something. The false can only delude the enemy. It takes the real to overcome the enemy.

 Prime shooters through your front door was as real as it gets. It was time to bring in the big dogs and run the bad guys down.

 Ole’s ram man carried a specially made metal ram. Forged in the flat hammer face of the ram were the letters: FBI HRT. His cover man stood right behind him in the stack, Ole right behind him. The stack strained like a war dog on a leash, twisting anxiously, ready to dump all the adrenaline in one massive burst.

 Ole took his time, looked up and down the line, then over at Hunter. Hunter nodded, one shooter to another. Ole took it, then said, “Stand by, stand by, stand by.”

 “All units stand by stand by stand by,” the radio operator repeated.

 “Go, go, go!” Ole shouted, and the ram man threw open the door and began a full tilt run across the street, setting the pace and every man right behind him in line, weapons up.

 “Go, go, go!” the radio operator said.

 Hunter stood in the door and watched them go. The ram man hardly seemed to pause; he used all the momentum of his dash to swing the ram and the door flew down as though by magic; he threw the ram aside and cleared out of the way as the stack crashed through the door: “Get down! Get down! Get down!”

 Hunter heard shouts, saw the flash of lights within the house, then heard the ripple of gun-fire from within.

 “Shots fired!” the operator shouted.

 The Suburbans rolled fast, squealing to a stop and heavily armed men piled out. Hunter grabbed a M-4 carbine and checked to make sure it was loaded, then jogged across the street and joined the men behind the Suburbans.

 “What’s happening?” he said.


 One man held up a finger, his other hand pressed against his ear piece. “Dog,” he said. “Fucking big dog. They lit it up.”


 After a moment, the radio crackled with “All clear, all clear. Send in forensics and the search team.”


 Hunter followed the crowd of men into the house. There was barely room to move with the crush of bodies. In the dingy front room, a grey and black Greyhound, an old dog, lay curled in a pool of blood. Ole stood beside the dog while one of his shooters looked down at it.

 “Any body?” Hunter said.

 Ole shook his head no. “Just an old fucking dog. Nothing else.”

 Hunter looked around the living room. There were shelves crammed with a huge collection of old paperback books, stacked magazines on the floor, a sagging couch in front of an unusually new television set, a nice 32 inch Sony Trinitron, with an equally new Sony DVD/VHS dual player. There was old dust everywhere. He walked down the hall and paused, looked into the kitchen. He opened the refrigerator. Some milk, new, bacon, eggs, Chinese take out in the box. Dirty breakfast dishes and a frying pan in the sink. There were two small bedrooms and a bathroom. One bedroom was storage, with a huge miscellany of belongings ranging from bicycles to suitcases.

 “Is this his stuff?” Hunter asked.

 “Landlord was storing shit here. Most of this is his,” one of the forensics investigators said.

 Hunter went into the bedroom and looked at the narrow bed. It was made, something that struck him as odd. Back out in the front room, he looked around at the high shelves and the odd knick knacks stacked up with books and magazines.

 “You guys will be awhile working this,” he said to the Chief Forensics Investigator.


 “You’ll be surprised how fast we can be when there’s a cold beer at the end of the tunnel,” the Chief said, grinning.


 Hunter shook his head, slowly, no. Ole studied him.


 “What are you thinking?” Ole said.


 “This is just weird,” Hunter said. “There’s no sense of that guy here. This is like living in a warehouse. Something’s missing.”
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 John led the way up the steps. Joni let him go; he seemed unconscious of the fact that he always shouldered her out of the way when they were walking. She felt uncomfortable; she’d had a glimpse of the black man looking out the window at them as they came up, but he hadn’t opened the door.

 What was going on?

 John stood on the step and knocked assertively, directly in front of the door. Joni stepped off to one side, and then remembered what she’d been taught in the Academy, though she’d never had occasion to use it.


Stay clear of a door when you knock; stand off to one side.

 “John…” she started to say.

The door burst open and the black man stood there, rage in his face, and in the time distortion that comes with sudden, massive adrenaline dump, Joni saw the sawed off shotgun come up in his hands in slow, yawning motion. She threw herself backwards, some part of her brain working faster than light though everything else seemed in slow motion, and she saw John raising both his hands in a classic flinch response, no motion for his gun, and then she saw and felt the blast of the cut down double barreled shotgun and John flew backwards and down the steps, landed on his back with a thump that shook the ground, and she still hadn’t heard anything, and she saw the big hole in his suit and his stomach, the blue grey intestines knotted and black around a hole, swelling out of the charred shirt, and then her fear turned into anger when she saw John’s eyes turn towards her, fear and pleading in his face, and she swept her coat back and gripped her Sig and cleared the holster and her off hand met the pistol right across her breasts and she punched the pistol out and before it was fully extended she was already breaking the trigger, just like she’d been taught to and there were three four five shell casings hanging in the air and she still couldn’t hear anything but she saw the flutter of the black man’s shirt and jacket as the 9mm rounds punched through and he staggered back, still on his feet, and someone else poked a pistol out through the door and shot at her, and Joni stumbled backwards, shooting as she went, ran back to the car and took cover, reloaded her pistol, when did the slide lock back? And got on the radio and screamed, “Shots fired, officer down, officer needs assistance, 1642 Mulligan!”
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 Edina Lewis leaned over the Mailboxes Etc. manager’s shoulder. He pressed his finger against the screen.

 “That’s the address. 1642 Mulligan.”


10

 “…fired, officer down, officer needs assistance, 1642 Mulligan! I need some help here, this is FBI Special Agent Joni Mitchell, they’re shooting at me…”

 The radio squawked in the operations room and in the command and control set that Ole carried.


 “The fuck?” Ole said. “Those are our people!”


 “1642 Mulligan is just across the highway from here,” Hunter said. “That’s where the two vics from the airport lived.”


 “Go, go, go! HRT on the bus, we got agents down, now!” Ole screamed. “Mother fuckers! Mother fuckers!”


 A black bus pulled up, Suburbans front and back. Hunter scrambled for a seat in the command and control van, and the Hostage Rescue Team rolled away, sirens and lights blazing, to the aid of their brother and sister agents.

 Behind them, the forensics team turned their attention to the slow, detailed search that was their task. No one noticed, hidden in among the dusty ceramic figurines on the top shelf in the front room, a small, postage stamp sized black box with a gleaming glass lens in it.
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 Bullets spanged into the G-car that Joni crouched behind. She huddled behind the engine block, remembered that was the point most likely to prevent a bullet from coming through. God damn it! John was laying out there, and she was hiding behind this car, and they were shooting at her! Joni scuttled to the end of the car, behind the trunk. Bullets peppered the front of the car, and she heard the distinct flat crack of a rifle and the louder whang as a bullet coursed into the engine. She stood up from behind the trunk, and fired at the figures she saw in the doorway. Her bullets sprayed wood chips and plaster spray from the door jamb, and she heard a cry from inside. Then a man button hooked out, a small rifle tucked into his shoulder like a pro, and he fired a rapid fire volley of rounds that struck the trunk of the car, blew out the windows, and forced Joni down into a crouch besides the wheel well. 

 It was at that moment that Joni had the epiphany that comes to any one who’s been under fire, the realization that in this instance, your life hangs in the balance, and that there’s a choice to be made: either you roll into a ball and wait for the footsteps to come and they stand over you and put a bullet in your head, or you stand and fight. 

 Will you stand and fight, Joni? 

Her young face drawn into grim lines of determination, lines that, if she lived, would be with her for the rest of her days, Joni made up her mind. She crouched, then popped up, and even as the shooter with the rifle swung in her direction, she slowed down, Take your time, fast, as her instructor would have said, got a good sight picture and popped a fast double tap at center of mass, and saw the rifle man’s hand flinch back as one round hit, and then the other round popped high below his collarbone, and he stumbled back, his hit hand suddenly useless, and Joni realized she only had one spare magazine besides the one in her weapon, but she continued the fight, one careful shot at a time, popping up at different places along the axis of the car, using deception and surprise and keep moving, Joni, this is what it’s like in a gunfight if you’re a real gunfighter, take the offensive, don’t huddle and poke your gun out, aimed fire, that’s the ticket, make them huddle down, take away the initiative, bring it back on them, Joni, you’re an agent of the F-B-I, fidelity bravery and integrity, Joni, and right now you need all the bravery you can summon cause it’s just you with a handgun and 6 rounds + 13 rounds in your spare mag of 9mm against an unknown number of shooters with rifles and shotguns and pistols, but you’ve got them pinned down in the front door, they can’t get to their cars, even rifle man, he’s sitting down, he’s hurt, finish him off, Joni, and she popped up and took careful aim and her instructor’s would have been proud, she put one right in the brain pan from 15 yards and damn, just like they said, he just slumped over dead, just like that, and there was a scream from inside the house and a woman stood there with a pistol in each hand just like a John Woo movie, what the hell, both pistols blazing as she ran at the Cavalier, and Joni coolly put her front sights between those outstretched hands and pulled the trigger till the woman fell but Joni’s slide was locked back time for the speed load now it was down to thirteen rounds and the part of her that was observing the whole thing made a solemn promise in the face of God that if she lived through this she would never, ever venture out onto the street without two pistols and three reloads for each one, hell maybe even a M-4, there’s no such thing as too much ammo when your life is on the line and things go to shit, and the woman was down, twisting like a snake with a broken back, but there were still shots coming from the front door and now through the front windows, how many of these fuckers were in there, and then she heard the wonderful, blessed sound of sirens, lots of sirens, and the crackle of the radio “Hold fast, Joni, HRT is on the way, hold fast, Joni…” that was Basalisa Coronas, the big boss lady herself, hey, she just beat the boss’s body count today, and that was something, hell, she was bleeding, never even felt it, that was what was running down her face, bullets still hitting the car and then the sounds of sirens close, and the chop of a helicopter someplace close and she looked up and saw the HRT helicopter swing broadside like a warrior angel above her, with two of the best shooters in the world sitting in the door and the sound of their heavy rifles going off was better than the best sex she’d ever had, the boom crack boom crack of the big guns and then the squeal of wheels and she saw the armored Suburbans rolling towards her, big men in black jogging alongside behind the cover of the cars, big men coming for her and they were shooting on the run, they were coming for her, her brothers in arms, and yeah, she’d earned her place with them today, she’d done her part and then they were all around her MP-5s and M-4s and handguns blazing and the steady boom crack from the snipers on the helicopter platform and the front of the house pockmarked as though by magic, windows shattering, sheetrock and plaster sending up a white cloud, the overwhelmingly superior firepower of an enraged fighting machine, the HRT today come for one of their own, taking revenge for the fallen agent huddled and still beside the doorstep and the small wounded woman crouched behind the shattered car with the nearly empty pistol, and today, today their vengeance was mighty.
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 Basalisa Coronas stalked through the shattered front door of 1642 Mulligan, her small brown face set and impassive. The big men of the HRT moved and made way for her, except one young gunfighter, who almost gave her a challenging look, but was pulled out of the way by Ole.

 “Make room,” Ole said in a no nonsense voice.

 Basalisa fixed the young gunfighter with her basilisk stare, then stepped over the body of a middle aged woman dressed in leather pants and a blood stained white silk blouse. “What do we have?” she asked the Senior Forensics Investigator.

 “A bloody fucking mess,” the forensics man said. He’d been yanked from the first scene to this one, and had half his crew still at the first house, and the other half here, with reinforcements coming in from Quantico and the local office. 

 “Agent Coronas?” Hunter said. “I think you should come back here.”

 Basalisa looked over at Hunter. “Just a minute.” She turned to Ole. “Where is Agent Mitchell?”

 “Ambulance, giving a statement while they’re patching her up. They’re going to take her in for head X-rays; she got grazed, some cuts on her face and arms. Other than that she’s okay.” Ole nodded. “She did damn good out here. Took out three of them, outgunned, outnumbered. Was down to her last mag when we got here.”

 Basalisa nodded curtly and went outside, stopped for a moment and looked at the body of Agent Field, now covered while the forensics people worked out the final angles, then strode to the ambulance.

 “Joni?” Basalisa said.

 The young agent had aged in the last hour. There were deep lines on her face, and her hair was in a disarray as a paramedic taped a dressing in place.

 “Yes, ma’am?” Joni said.

 “You did what you were supposed to do,” Basalisa said softly. “It’s too bad about Shields, but…this is what we do, Joni. You remember that. When the wolf came to the door you were ready. You took care of business. You remember that, you hear me?”

 “Yes, ma’am.”

 “I want you back as soon as I can get you. They’re going to take you and take care of you. But as soon as you’re ready, I want you back. I need women like you. You understand?”

 “Yes, ma’am.”

 “You can call me Lisa, Joni. You go now.” Basalisa hugged the young agent, patted her on the shoulder. “You boys take her now, get her there and get her taken care of.”

 Another agent said, “We’re not quite done with the interview.”


 “Then get your ass in the ambulance and ride with her,” Basalisa snapped. “I want her taken care of. Now.”


 “Yes, ma’am,” the abashed agent said. “Right away.”


 Basalisa walked back to the door where Hunter stood, watching. She stood at the bottom of the steps and stared impassively up at him, then brushed past him.

 “You have something to show me?” she said.

 “Yes,” Hunter said. “Down the stairs. Basement level.”

 Basalisa led the way down the stairs into the complete finished basement level of the house. One half of the space was walled off with a door and a big window looking into it. The other half of the space was crammed with big computer monitors, stacks of servers, coils of cable and power strips, video editing consoles and bank upon bank of DVDs and VHS tapes shelved neatly against the wall.

 “What is this?” Basalisa said.

 Hunter nudged a technician out of the way and pointed to a video monitor. On the screen a frozen image was locked forever in time: a young woman, dressed in a Catholic school girl outfit, fellated a grossly obese man in his middle forties. 

 “Porn,” he said.

 She was good at control, Hunter decided, watching her face. The little signs were there: disgust, revulsion, anger, then cold rage, then icy detachment, all those little micro-expressions in a brief, fast array that only the well trained or extremely sensitive would pick up – and Hunter was both of those. 

 “All of this?” she said, gesturing to the racks of tapes and DVDs.

 “Best guess,” Hunter said. “They’ll have to go through it. We called the hackers down; they’ll need to go through this. This is where the Ahmed Samir Said tape came from. We’re looking to see if we can find a hard copy, but the traces will be inside the computers, and the hackers say they can pry it out. There’s encryption and other safeguards, but they think they can get past it. These people had state of the art high speed broadband going out of here, the best telephony and cable stuff money can buy. Near as they can tell at this point, this was a distribution hub for an international child pornography ring.”

 “And this?” Basalisa said, walking over the walled off room, and looking through the window. Inside, the room was decorated like a bedroom, with a full sized bed the centerpiece.

 “The stage,” Hunter said. “There’s camera mounts and mini-cams all around it. Controlled by that panel over there.”


 Basalisa turned and looked Hunter directly in the eye. “Fucking bastards,” she said softly.


 He was surprised. “Yeah,” he said. “But they and their security bought it upstairs. Nobody got out alive.”


 Basalisa nodded, then wandered back to the banks of tapes. “This is Ahmed Samir Said?” she said. “Pornographers? This isn’t right, is it, Agent James?”

 “No,” he said. “It’s not.”



 



Chapter Four

 


 The man called Ahmed Samir Said stood behind three computer operators laboring over keyboards on tables dominated by multiple monitors, racked servers and thick cable lines. 

 “Have they found the cameras?” Ahmed Samir Said said.

 “No,” said a computer operator, a middle aged man with florid features and brilliant red hair receding on his freckled features. “They’ll probably find the obvious ones, but the pinholes should be good for sometime. We got good take. Look.” He pushed a sequence of keys, and an image popped into being on a 30 inch monitor to his left. It was black and white, and showed the front room of the house on Mulligan Street as bullets ripped into the house and through the door way, the firepower of the enraged FBI Hostage Rescue Team tearing the house and the small group of pornographers and their security team to shreds. 

 “Fucked them right up,” the red-haired man said. “Nice work.”


 “Good job,” Ahmed Samir Said said. “Send that to my terminal.”


 “Already done.”


 Ahmed Samir Said went through his safe house, a converted warehouse complete with sleeping quarters for his people, a ready room stocked with weapons and a highly trained security team on twenty-four hour alert. In his office/sleeping quarters, he sat at the table that served him as a desk and tapped a password into his personal work station. A series of files and file directories rolled up. He checked a sequence of numbers, then tapped out a short message on his communications program and hit ENTER.

 In Washington’s Dulles International Airport, a quiet, mousy looking man buying a ticket for a flight to Chicago at the United Airlines counter said, “Excuse me,” and reached into his breast pocket and plucked out a PDA. He looked at the message, then placed the PDA back in his pocket.

 “Here you go sir,” the ticket agent said. “Make sure and get through security as quickly as possible.”


 “Have to make the time now, don’t we?” the man said.


 The ticket agent smiled and nodded. “Yes, we do. Thank you for flying with us today, sir.”


 The mousy man nodded, took his single carry-on bag and ticket, then walked to a bench and sat down. He took out his stylus and tapped out a short message on his PDA: Phase 1 is complete and looks good.”

 On the computer monitor in front of Ahmed Samir Said a message beeped into existence: Phase 1 is complete and looks good.

 The terrorist leader nodded to himself, tapped in a different sequence of numbers and hit ENTER.

 In Pana, Illinois, a small agricultural town 4 hours south of Chicago, a burly man in dirty blue overalls watched as a fork-lift put several 50-gallon drums of diesel fuel into the back of his dual wheel pick up truck. 

 “How you gonna get them off?” the salesman said.


 “Got me a lift at home,” the burly man said.


 There was a beeping from his pocket, and he took out a PDA.


 “Hey, fancy!” the salesman said. “You one of those high-tech fellas?”


 The burly man lifted his lip in an unconscious sneer that shut the salesman up and sent him back to his office. The burly man looked at the message, then fumbled with his thick, calloused farmer’s fingers to pluck out the stylus and slowly, laboriously, typed out a one word response: Yes.

 Ahmed Samir Said watched the three letters emerge on his screen.

 Then he tapped out a different sequence of numbers, hit ENTER. Two streaming images appeared on his screen, simultaneous tapings from two different angles on hidden cameras. He watched, with the omniscient eye of the voyeur, as the Hostage Rescue Team burst into the first house they raided, saw the door come down, the sad death of the pitiful old mute greyhound, and the entry of the forensics team and follow on raiders. 

 When Hunter James entered the screen, the terrorist leader froze the screen, then worked a toggle and zoomed in on the image of Hunter’s face, blew it up full screen and close up, and spent a long minute studying it. Then he printed out a copy on his printer and weighed it in his hand before he set it down exactly in the center of his otherwise bare table top.

 



 



Chapter Five

 


 “I’d like you to go back to the first house,” Basalisa Coronas said.

 Hunter watched the forensics crew working in the pornographer’s basement. The government hackers had just arrived, and the young woman hacker, KC Barch, was directing the forensics crew.

 “Don’t disconnect anything yet,” KC said. “Let us work on it right here…they might have logic bombs set up to go if there’s a power interruption and the right reboot sequence isn’t followed.”

 “Did you hear me?” Basalisa said.


 “Yes, I heard you,” Hunter said. “What would you like me to do there?”


 “You said that there was no sense of the man there. Why?”


Hunter smiled slightly to keep the intensity of his look at her friendly. “You know how you just know, sometimes? When something’s not right?”

 “Yes.”

 “That’s what really leads an investigation, I think,” Hunter said. “It’s that intuitive leap that puts the pieces together. Or else identifies the hole that defines the rest of the puzzle.”

 “They were using it as a safe house,” Basalisa said. 

 “For just one operator, sure, it’s possible,” Hunter said. “It just doesn’t feel right.”

 “That’s why I’d like you to go back. Tell me, specifically, what doesn’t feel right. That may be useful information.” She turned away and stood at the shoulder of the young woman hacker and rested her hand on the younger woman’s shoulder.

 Hunter had to admire how she worked. First the stick, then the carrot. Beat them up with that formidable presence, then unexpectedly soften and give them the hint of something larger and warmer in her. A fascinating woman -- with a great talent for pissing people off. He shrugged, worked his way through the crowd and went outside. Ole stood sipping a cup of Dunkin Donuts coffee.

 “Nice job,” Hunter said.

 Ole shrugged. “Not good enough for him.” He stared at the bag clad body of Agent Shield loaded on a gurney and wheeled to the Coroner’s vehicle. “Not good enough by a long shot.”

 Hunter stood there and watched the assault team leader’s face. Ole was careful not to look at Hunter; the play of painful emotion there was a thing that wasn’t acceptable in front of people who weren’t on the team. Alpha warriors don’t show their feelings outside of the clan, they keep them private and alone, for those times in the middle of the night, or over a drink with a trusted and proven friend. It’s unmanly to speak of it, to sully something that can never, really, be talked about, only defined by the talking around of it.

 Hunter knew what that was like.


 “You have any kids?” Hunter said.


 Ole looked at him, surprised. “Yeah. A daughter. She’s three.”


 “That’s a good age.”


 “Yeah. It is. They’re a lot of fun. You?”


 Hunter shook his head no. “Not able. Not any more.”


 Ole’s eyes narrowed as he thought, then nodded. “Sorry to hear that. I didn’t know.”


 Hunter shrugged. “I always thought it was the most precious gift in the world, to bring a new life into the world, bring them up, protect them.”

 “It is.”

 “That’s what that young man was doing. Protecting life. He went down doing his job. And you came and did yours. You got payback for him. He wasn’t wasted. Remember that.”

 “I don’t know how much family he had. Wife, girlfriend, what ever.”

 Hunter nodded, and said, “Let people who are good at that deal with it. Give it time before you reach out to them. Sometimes, it’s easy to do more harm than good if your timing isn’t right.”

 “You been there?”

 “Yeah. I been there.”

 Ole poured out the rest of his coffee. “Terrible shit. I don’t know how they get away with selling this. Leaves a bad taste in your mouth.”

 “There’s a lot that does. Talk to you later, Ole.”

 Ole adjusted his battle harness, touched the butt of his pistol and swung his MP-5 more comfortably. “Later, Hunter.” He stalked away to where his troops stood by, waiting for their next call to action.

 Hunter commandeered a G-ride and a junior agent driver to take him back to the first house. In the full light of the day, curious drivers slowed down to look at the house with its shattered front door and full panoply of police cars, vans, and taped off entrance way. A steady stream of forensics people and drafted agents came in and out of the house, loading up box after box of junk into the waiting rented Ryder trucks. Hunter walked on the dying grass beside the cracked concrete walkway and went into the house. Just as before, he was struck by the layers upon layers of junk and detritus of someone else’s life – but not the life of the man who had died before his eyes. Hunter dropped his head and called on his visualization skills, built a small movie screen right in front of his eyes and ran the movie of his memory right there…

 …the man’s face, drawn in determination, pumping with adrenaline, that’s to be expected, but control on it too, he was no stranger to stress, this was not the first time he’d been there, what drove that determination, what brought him in there, what was underneath…sadness. There was a profound sense of sadness in that man, in the stoop of his shoulders, in the way if you exaggerated the body language, it was as though he were trying to protect his heart. If that was so, what had injured him? Was it bringing his life to a close? There wasn’t the frenzy Hunter had seen on the face of fanatics before…there was a resignation, a sense of release and closure…he was glad to go, that man, he was glad to die, not gleeful, not in a frenzy, he was glad to die to…what? Hunter recalled the man’s last words: “Callie, I’m coming home…” Who was Callie? And where was home?…


Develop intuitive judgment and understanding for everything.

 That’s what Musashi would say. But then, Musashi didn’t have to deal with Muslim extremists, did he?

 Hunter walked slowly through the house, careful to stay out of the way of the technicians, who ignored him. He looked in the bedroom, where the fingerprint technicians worked carefully and cautiously, going meticulously over every inch of bearing surface in the room, doorknobs, handles, headboard, any place that would hold a print.

 “How’s it going?” Hunter said.

 A fingerprint tech looked up. “We’ve got some good prints. We’ll be running them over the wireless in just a bit; if he’s in the system we’ll get him right away. We’re first priority in the system.”

 “Let me know if you don’t see me right away, all right?” Hunter said.


 “Will do, Agent James.”


 “Call me Hunter.”


 The tech, a young earnest man who looked like he should be detasseling corn in Iowa, grinned. “Okay. I’ll let you know.”


 Hunter continued through, lingered on the back steps and looked out at the ratty back yard. Neighbors on the other side of the rickety fence stared curiously at him. Hunter went back inside. In the front room, a young female tech looked at the shelves and shelves of dusty paperback books, magazines, and odd knick knacks.

 “Fuck,” she said, with feeling, and began to photograph the shelves. 

 Hunter stood off her shoulder and tilted his head to one side to better read the titles. Shelf after shelf of Harlequin Romances, historical novels, several rows of science fiction, including a ten inch section of thin Bantam paperbacks of the Doc Savage series.

 “Damn,” he said softly. “Those are old.”

There was a book protruding out from the uniform line of pocket books, a trade paperback. Hunter bent to look at it and paused in surprise. It was a paper back copy of Thirty-Six Stratagems, the Wang Xuanming edition, his own personal favorite. This one was in better shape than his copy, and looked newer, and strangely out of place on the shelf.

 “Hey!” Hunter called to the tech. “Can I touch this shelf, this book?”


 The tech looked over. “Gloves, be careful handling it in case you smudge prints. Why, what did you find?”


 “Just a book I like.”


 “You don’t get to keep it.”


 “Yeah,” Hunter said. “I get that.”


 He pulled a set of gloves out of the tech’s open work box, then took a pen from his pocket and carefully levered the book out of the shelf. There wasn’t as much dust on this shelf as the others. 

 Why?

 There was a bookmark in place, protruding up a few inches. The logo and header on the bookmark was of a local used book store. That made sense, as this edition wasn’t available new, hadn’t been for awhile. He eased the book open with the tip of the pen to the bookmarked page.

 Stratagem Seven: Create something out of nothing.

 That took him a long way back…

…they were resting, sitting on flat boulders inserted into the grassy expanse of ground that gently sloped down to the water’s edge. The purl and whisper of the river seemed clear and sharp in the early morning clearness, the air crisp and cool as they let their sweat cool, knives resting in their laps, and they listened to the man Jim called The Raven as he read from the battered book he held in his hand:

 “…what does it mean to create something out of nothing? In the way of deception? It means to design a counterfeit front to put the enemy off guard. When the trick works, the front is changed into something real so that the enemy will be thrown into a state of double confusion. In short, deceptive appearances may always conceal some forthcoming dangers…from false to real, from nothing to something. The false can only delude the enemy. It takes the real to overcome the enemy…”


The Raven was, in appearance anyway, as white bread as white bread could be. Fit, hellishly so, but not in a way you could read through his clothes or in his usual carriage, which while relaxed, didn’t have any of the usual physicality that normally exuded from a fighter; medium length gray hair and thinning on top, like a lot of middle aged men, uniform features, no distinguishing characteristics, nothing to make him stick out in the crowd, nothing to draw attention to himself…


Till he moved with a knife in his hand. Then it was as though someone had whisked away a curtain and shown this dynamic figure quivering with massive electricity, energy that struck you like a club, speed that left you devastated, wondering what happened, unbelievable technique and flow…


Till he spoke, with a melodic, hypnotic voice, certain and sure as he made his points, discussed his principles, and even in repose, he quivered with intensity and energy, fearsome…

 “Who the hell is that guy?” Hunter asked one of the other Riddlers.

 “He’s the man, dude. That’s the Raven, and he’s killed more people with his knives than a lot of third world countries, man. He’s the real deal.”

 What the hell was this doing here? Hunter wondered. He studied the shelf again carefully. “Hey?”


 The tech looked up. “What is it?”


 “Check this out.”


 The tech wandered over.


 “Look at this shelf, dust this book…this doesn’t look right.”


 “What’s wrong with it?” the tech bent over the shelf.


 “Look at the difference in the dust…this was cleaned, the other shelves weren’t. This book doesn’t go with these other ones. All the other books are sorted by type…this is just stuck in here at random.”

 The tech got close in and compared the shelves. “Yeah…” she breathed. She took her equipment out, took a few digital pictures. “Let me see that book.” She dusted the book, and got an excellent array of prints off the glossy cover of the Thirty-Six Stratagems. “Nice.”

 “Can you run those now?”


 “Yeah, but I was waiting till I had the full series for the house…”


 “Run them now.”


 “Okay.”


 The tech took out her laptop and fired up the wireless modem, attached a device that looked like a miniaturized scanner, then utilized a small pen that scanned the image of the print right off the book cover. Like magic, the images appeared on the computer monitor, where she used the track pad to move the pointer and place the images on the electronic image of a standard fingerprint card. When she had the full array in place, she clicked save, and then hit transmit. The hard drive hummed and a status bar showed the progress of the transmission.

 “It’ll be a little bit before we get anything back,” the tech said. She crouched down in front of the laptop.

Hunter weighed the book in his hand. Synchronicity. It was a strange and powerful force in the world. He pored over the other books on the shelf he’d taken this one from. More science fiction, grouped alphabetically by author. On one side of the gap where he’d plucked this book from, H.G. Wells’s The War of the Worlds. On the other side, Roger Zelazny’s Creatures of Light and Darkness. Both good books; he’d read the Wells while in high school, the Zelazny book while on an Air Marshal mission a long time ago, chasing the summer solstice east from New York to Stockholm. The Thirty Six Stratagems. What were the odds?

 The computer pinged.


 “That was fast,” the tech said. She clicked on the track pad. “Yep, we got a hit, all right.”


 Hunter stood over her while she worked the keyboard.


 “Right out of the stock database, with cross references to DOD,” she said. “Must be a vet.”


 Like magic, an image bloomed across the upper quarter of the screen, with accompanying text to the right of the picture and continuing below. It was him, all right, the man from the airport, the terrorist and murderer and suicide.

 First Sergeant Alvin Torkay, US Army retired. Last unit of record 2d Battalion, 325th Infantry, 82d Airborne Division, Fort Bragg, North Carolina. Decorations include Combat Infantryman’s Badge with two stars, Silver Star, Bronze Star with Oak Leave Cluster, Purple Heart….

 And it went on.

 A decorated army paratrooper, a senior NCO from the 82d Airborne Division, a war hero with service in Grenada, Panama, Desert Storm.

 What the hell was this?

 “Jesus,” the tech said. “This guy is no terrorist. He’s a Catholic!”

 Hunter took out his cell phone and hit the speed dial to Basalisa Coronas’s line. The phone buzzed only once before he heard her crisp voice: “Coronas. Go.”

 “This is James,” Hunter said. “I have something you need to see, right now. Get to your techs with a wireless modem, I’m going to have this sent over to you right now.”

 “What is it?”


 “We have a make and ID on the airport shooter. You’re not going to believe this.”


 Silence. Then, “Send it now, and stay on the line. You’re positive?” 


 “Picture matches, and the prints. I saw the guy, this is him.”


 “I’ll stand by.”


 The tech looked up at Hunter while she tapped the keyboard. “What the hell is this about?”


 “I don’t know,” Hunter said. “I don’t have any idea.”


 Behind them, high on the shelf where no one had reached yet, a small cube, a miniaturized camera with a transmitter that sent the digitized stream of images to a repeater hidden in the back yard further transmitted the information to a server concealed in a rental house, where the information was digested, encrypted, and sent on through a number of cunning cut-outs to a broadband server that sent the packet of data along where it was plucked out by the computer technicians of Ahmed Samir Said, where it was relayed to the big computer monitor in the computer work room in the warehouse safe house.

 Ahmed Samir Said watched, in real time, the activity inside the house, saw the look on Hunter’s face, heard the discussion between the tech and Hunter and Basalisa Coronas.

 “Is that him?” someone asked.


 “Yes,” said Ahmed Samir Said. “That’s him. The Air Marshal.”


 




 



PART III: DISPLAY IN THE EAST AND ATTACK IN THE WEST

 


 “When the enemy command is in confusion, it will be unprepared for any contingencies. The situation is like flood waters rising higher and higher; likely to burst the dam at any time. When the enemy loses internal control, take the chance and destroy him.” The Thirty-Six Stratagems

 



Chapter One

 


 Basalisa Coronas watched the information scroll across her laptop screen. Outwardly impassive, her stomach turned as she read the data on Sergeant Torkay.


What the hell is going on? He’s a war hero, for God’s sake.

 One of her fellow CIRG agents, Ed Robbins, looked up and said, “What you got, boss?”

 Basalisa smiled a controlled smile and turned her attention on the younger agent. “An enigma wrapped in a riddle, Ed. I want you to do something for me.”

 She pointed at the screen.

 “Everything from everywhere on this man. And I want you to cross reference with everything on the people that were in this house, and the property list, and the internet activity and the phone logs – everything. I want you to find me the connection between him and these people, and anything whatsoever to do with terrorist activity during or after his military service. Leave nothing unturned.”

 Ed studied the screen; his eyebrows raised in surprise. “This guy?”

 She nodded slowly, her attention back on the picture of Sergeant Torkay. “This guy.”


1

 Hunter prowled through the detritus of Sergeant Torkay’s life. This whole house was wrong; there was nothing here of the man himself. He had history…why didn’t his surroundings reflect that?

 Because he wasn’t living here. 


 He was staying here.


 Which meant his real home was elsewhere.


 Though there was a semblance of a life here with the books and the dog and TV equipment, everything looked thrown together, as though the house had been assembled from the pieces of someone else’s life; from a series of shopping trips to Salvation Army stores and consignment shops. There was no unity here, except in the pitiful small collection of pots and pans and the neatly ordered bedroom.

 Hunter took a deep breath, cleared his mind, settled his weight underside, and let his eyes relax and enhance his peripheral vision. The “soft focus” allowed his mind to absorb more visual data, and relaxed his perceptual filters and let that data sift through the subconscious mind. It was sometimes the physiological basis for intuition, and Hunter had come to rely heavily on his intuition and trained it and trusted it. 

 He wanted to see this room, this house, this shell of a life, with new eyes.

 Hunter turned away from the bookshelves, wandered back into the bedroom, looked at the neatly made bed.


Why make the bed if he knew he was going to die?


But then again, why not?

 Hunter thought about that. What would he do if he’d been Alvin Torkay, and on the day he was going to die rolled out of bed, sat there in his rumpled underwear, and let the images of the day to come roll through his mind? Would he have made the bed, shaved carefully after showering, rinsed his dishes? Or would he just have left it all a mess, seeing only to the function of his pistol and the one hand grenade?

 No telling.

 Hunter paused in front of the bedroom closet, opened the door, looked at the clothing hanging there, each facing in the same direction, sorted by shirt and pants.


But what wasn’t here? It’s not what’s in place, it’s what’s out of place that’s important.

 Raven would have said that. Mismatch. What isn’t here?


 How did Torkay know the two pornographers would be at the airport? Either someone told him, or else he’d been surveilling them…


 Or had he picked them at random?


 No.


 There was nothing random about this. Faint and far off, Hunter sensed the delicate touch of a deceiver. A master class deception artist.

 “Do we have the phone logs yet for this place?” Hunter called out to the technicians in the front.


 One yelled back, “On the way, Agent James! I’ll download them on my laptop for you.”


 “Thanks!” Hunter shouted back.


 See who called the phone, that would be a start. What about a cell phone? Hunter looked for a charger plugged in, an empty phone package. Nothing. He went into the kitchen and rummaged through the drawers looking for past bills. Nothing. 

 How else would he communicate? Internet required a computer, and there wasn’t one here. No sign of a laptop, either. But public libraries had Internet access, and there were no shortage of cyber cafes in the greater Chicago metro area. So that might be one way.

 If he’d done his surveillance, there should be cameras -- digital stills or more likely a digital cam-corder. No signs of that, either, in the usual places. 

 Hunter stood still in the bedroom, turned slowly round, let his gaze roam over the room, linger on the bed. A pair of worn black oxfords, the wrinkled leather gleaming with polish. Hunter knelt and looked under the bed.

 Bingo.

 A box for a Canon Elura digital cam-corder. Empty. Behind that, a Pelican load-out case, basic black in color. Hunter hooked one gloved finger around the edge of the handle and eased it out. Before he even attempted to open it, he ran a business card around the edge as far as he could go, but the rubber seal prevented him getting into it.

 “Hey!” he called out.


 A technician stuck his head in. “What’s up?”


 “Got this case. You guys have a mobile x-ray out in the van of wonders?”


 “No, but I can get one here pretty quick.”


 “Let’s do that.”
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 “Something hinky here, boss,” Special Agent Ed Rollins said to Basalisa Coronas. “His data file is incomplete.”

 “What do you mean?” she said, turning to him and propping her small fists on her hips.

 “I mean there’s big chunks missing. All that’s there is his basic service record and photograph. His detailed record, specifics as to assignment, next of kin, all of that -- it’s not there. I can’t tell if it was never entered or if it was deleted.”

 “Get with the office of military records and find out.”

 “Will do, boss.”

 “A hand check,” she said. “I want a clerk to walk down and pull the actual microfiche; go into storage and pull the actual file. Everything. And the records of anyone with access to it, any requests for record summaries, all of it.”

 Ed Rollins sighed as the prospect of getting off early enough tonight to take an attractive and single forensic technicians to dinner evaporated.

 “Will do, boss,” he said. “I’m on it.”


3

 There was a little wait till the bomb squad was able to bring their x-ray unit over, but they ran the Pelican case through and saw only the camera and battery pack inside. An explosives canine sniffed it and indicated clear. Hunter took the camera out of the case, careful to avoid smudging any latent prints. Then he pressed the on button and turned the dial to PLAY.

 The screen flickered into life, and then the already rewound tape began to play. Footage of an American Airlines ticket counter, then a Northwest counter, then a Delta counter…Hunter was looking at the ticket area at Midway Airport in Chicago. Footage of the ticket counters, then of the line in front of the passenger screening point.

 Individual shots of the police officers walking the terminal.

 Then blue screen, and then again in an airport: this time O’Hare. Right in front of the ticket counter where Torkay had died, zooming in on the profilers, and then leaning back and covering the barely concealed camera arrays mounted in the ceiling.

 Hunter jotted a note to himself to check with the security operations at O’Hare; there would be tape of Torkay shooting this, if in fact Torkay had been the one who shot it.

 But it disturbed him. At least two airports had been looked at on this tape…were there others? 

 Hunter took out his Treo and tapped out an access code, then sent a message to his old pal Mason Little, who ran the Intelligence Unit for the Federal Air Marshal Service.

 “Call me, dude.”


 One thing Hunter liked about Mason was his promptness. His cell phone rang exactly 7 minutes later.


 “That was fast,” Hunter said.


 “You calleth, I cometh, Lord Hunter,” Mason said. His voice was breathy and high and sounded like it belonged to a fat teenager hunched over a role playing game, which wasn’t far off the mark for Mason Little.

 “Mason, I’m working this thing in Chicago…”

 “I know all about it, brother mine. You got your own server up here, we’re real time data sharing with the Feebs on this. That’s setting some precedent, huh?”

 Hunter laughed. “Nothing like a national crisis and every bureaucrat running to cover his ass to get things to happen, huh?”

 “You are a cruel and cynical man, Agent James,” Mason said archly. “Of course we federal agents cooperate fully with each other at all times.”

 “Tell that shit to somebody who buys it,” Hunter said.


 Mason laughed. “You’re the man, Hunter.” He paused, and asked more seriously, “How are you? You all right?”


 “I’m good,” Hunter said, irritation in his voice. 


 Mason picked up on that, and changed the subject. “What do you need, brother mine?”


 “Mason, I’ll be sending you some footage, but I’m looking for something else. I need you to go into Incident Reporting, and run some pattern analysis for me.”

 “What are you looking for?”

 “Possible assessments, tests, videotaping of procedures at airports Cat 1 and X,” Hunter said.

 “What have you got, Hunter?” Mason said. Hunter could see in his mind’s eye the pudgy analyst leaning forward in his ergonomic chair as though to bore into the phone.

 “I want to see if there’s any pattern of reported possible incidents…the guy out here? He was videotaping procedures at the ticket counters and security checkpoints at both Midway and O’Hare…at O’Hare, he was reconning the counter where he…did his thing.”

 “I’m on it,” Mason said. “You’ve got top priority any way, and I’ll work keyboard magic on it. I’ll send you a secure data dump to your PDA, and follow up with a phone call.”

 “Thanks, Mason.”


 “It’ll be fun,” Mason said. “Be careful, Hunter. I think it might be getting a little hot out there.”


 




 



Chapter Two

 


 Melissa Adoy was confused. Though she was fairly new at the Military Records Center, she was very good at her job, and had the performance appraisals to prove it. Her supervisor thought highly enough of her to give her this special assignment.

 “This is a top priority investigation,” her supervisor said. “They said to put my best on it and that’s you, Melissa.”

 Melissa had swelled with pride, and brushed at the front of her floral patterned blouse and tugged at her black polyester pants and marched off to do her duty. 

 The first thing she’d checked was the computer files. And the note she’d received was exactly right: the computer file of Master Sergeant Alvin B. Torkay was most definitely incomplete. But the computer audit files didn’t show that anyone had accessed it the file except for the recent pull for the CIRG investigation. She scrolled through the audit record, and other than a periodic check from the Veteran’s Administration for health benefits and a notation regarding his retirement check, nothing.

 So had his records gone in wrong?

 She checked records first entered at about the same time, and found no discrepancies in those files -- his was the only one with any holes in it. 

 But there was no trace of when or how that had happened.

 Melissa was frustrated and stymied. Her supervisor was looking to her to shine on this, and so far nothing good was coming of her looking into this records discrepancy. She checked the routing file for the actual hard copy of the records, the microfiche and the catalog index for the hard copy files, archived until a certain date and then destroyed. 

 She picked up the phone and put on her sweetest cajoling voice. “Hello, Herbie?”

Herbie Dubois was a cranky 60 year old black man who ran the records storage facility where the actual paper records were kept. Mean as hell because of the low grade pain he lived with from a crushed vertebrae sustained when he fell out of a helicopter in Viet Nam while a young air cavalryman, Herbie prided himself on being the terror of all the clerks in the Record Section.

 “Whaddya want!” he shouted into the phone. “Who the hell is this?”

 “Herbie, it’s Melissa, Melissa Adoy? I need a big favor, honey, you’re just the man to do it for me…”

 “Don’t be talking that kind of trash to a mean old black man, Lissa!” Herbie bellowed with delight. “I got a big, big favor for you!”

 “Oh, you!” Melissa said in mock delight. “I don’t know if I could, well, squeeze that in….”

 Herbie laughed till he started coughing the deep phlegmatic hack of a life time smoker. “Shit, white girl, you know how to make me laugh. What do you want? Why you bothering me?”

 “Herbie, I got a missing record. Like, really missing…the computer record is incomplete, and we can’t find the microfiche, so we need the hard copy….”

 “You damn records weenies!” Herb shouted. “Screw up and lose things and then you want old Herbie to bail your asses out? Is that it? Need me to cover your ass?”

 “It’s a great ass, Herbie,” Melissa said.

 Herbie laughed again. “Keep teasing an old man, little girl. I still got enough to put a hurting on your bottom! I think you be sexual harassing me any way!”

 “Please, Herbie…”

 “Just give me the damn number!”

 Armed with Alvin Torkay’s service number and a cross reference, Herbie walked chuckling down the aisles and got into his private electric golf cart, then tooled out across the gleaming concrete floor that held acres of fixtures loaded with file boxes. The cavernous physical records storage facility held millions of paper documents to back up the microfiches and electronic copies of records held in the computer banks just for instances like this. Ever since the disastrous fire at the St. Louis facility that had wiped out whole decades worth of records, multiple redundancy had been built in -- electronic document files, microfiches, and actual hard copies protected by the best climate control equipment and fire suppressing gear that money could buy.

 Herbie whipped past one of his subordinates and treated him to an ear blasting beep from his air horn illegally mounted next to the steering wheel of his golf cart. Hooting with glee, he turned down one aisle and slowed to check off the reference numbers till he found the unit he wanted. 

 Groaning with effort, he levered himself out of his cart and gimped over to the unit, checking the slip of paper in his hand.

 “Torkay, Torkay,” Herbie muttered to himself. “What the fuck kind of name is Torkay? Sounds like some cheap motherfucking wine, that’s what it sounds like.”

 He ran his fingers along the worn boxes, double checked the number on his routing slip, and then tugged a box off the shelf. He opened it up and flipped through the worn brown folders.

 “Where the fuck are you, Torkay?” Herbie muttered to himself. He looked at the requisition slip, then back at the files. There was a gap in the numerical sequence.

 There was no file for Albert Torkay, Master Sergeant US Army, retired.
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 Maciej Szaminsky shifted uncomfortably in his seat. This was a routine patrol flight from DC to New York, one of the endless rounds of flights that Air Marshals made every hour and every day of the year, 24/7. The butt of his P-229 dug into his hip, and he cursed himself silently for not listening in class when the instructors preached to him about the false cost benefit of buying cheap holsters. This damn nylon knock-off he’d bought at the gunship shifted and turned worse than a cranky 4 year old in a car seat, something Maciej was intimately familiar with, having three kids 4, 2 ½ and 10 months old. His overtime seemed to disappear just as fast as he made it, and his wife never let up about the amount of time he was gone and how fast the money went.

 But hey, his not to reason why, his was just to fly and die.

 Or so went the grim motto he and the other Air Marshals went by.

 It didn’t help that he had to sit up here in First Class in an off the rack blazer from Sears (on sale, $35) that he was massively uncomfortable in. The other passengers in First Class, even though some of them were dressed casually, seemed so much more relaxed.

 It just made him itchy.

 Plus everybody on the team was edgy. Since the shooting at O’Hare, the AVSEC security level had shot up, and the operational tempo for the Marshals, already heavy and committing too few resources to too many obligations, crossed the line from barely manageable to completely unrealistic. Lot of the routine dog legs, like this mission leg, were being run with a short team instead of a full complement, and that was something that Maciej, despite his limited tactical experience, just knew in his gut was a problem.

 Like this guy sitting across the aisle from him. Pudgy businessman in a pretty good suit (Maciej had an eye for those things…though he couldn’t afford it, his father had been a tailor and he knew good clothing when he saw it), Joe Average…but he kept looking at Maciej strangely, and kept looking at the waistline of his cheap blazer where the material bunched above the constantly shifting butt of his pistol. And now the guy leaned across the aisle and nodded to Maciej, lowered his voice and said, “I want to thank you…for your service.”

 “I don’t know what you mean,” Maciej said. He cut his eyes over to his partner a few seats behind the pudgy businessman.

 “I know, I know,” the businessman said in a confiding fashion. “I know you can’t say anything. I just want you to know I’m glad you’re here and grateful for your service. Thank you.”

 With that he sat back in his seat and nodded to Maciej, then took out an expensive PDA and began fiddling with it.


 Maciej looked back at his partner, who shrugged.


 Strange.
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 In the warehouse headquarters of Ahmer Said, a computer terminal pinged, and a message came up: Flight 422, Washington DC to New York, Air Marshal in Seat 2B, back up somewhere behind on right side of plane.
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In the long crowded hallway leading from the jet ways at La Guardia, Maciej conferred with his team leader.

 “I don’t think it’s anything,” Maciej said. “He’s just some grateful civilian.”

 His Team Leader, a dour blonde woman who’d been a cop in Seattle named Lori April, said, “Standing orders are to report any incidents where our identities may have been compromised….it’s kind of weird. Just do a little Incident Report on it.”

 And so that found it’s way into the stream of data that flowed into the computers of the Intelligence Section of the Federal Air Marshal Service.
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 Patrolman Jerry Thomas chatted with one of the contract security guards moving traffic along at the drop-off lane at Midway Airport. He noticed a yellow Ryder van easing to a stop. The driver, a short skinny red head who looked surprisingly like one of the actors who played hobbits in The Lord of the Rings, jumped out and darted into the terminal.

 “Ah, these fucking guys can’t read anymore, now can they?” he said.

 “Go get him,” the cute blond he was hitting on said.

 Jerry hitched up his belt and went to do just that. He looked into the empty cab of the rental truck, then walked towards the terminal. The hobbit-looking fella darted back out.

 “Don’t leave your vehicle unattended, sir,” Jerry said. “Or I’ll have to ticket you. See the sign?”


 “Sorry, officer,” the red head said, smiling brightly. “Was just seeing if my mom was in there yet or not.”


 “Think you’ll have to pull around again,” Jerry said.


 “Will do, officer. Just a tick!” 


 The red headed man darted behind the truck, and leaned in the passenger window of a Honda Accord parked right behind him. He exchanged words with the driver, then went around to the driver side of his truck.

 Something read wrong here to Jerry; he’d been a cop long enough to know that his intuition was probably the most important thing when it came to doing his job and keeping him alive in a world full of nut jobs looking to do harm. 

 “Hold up,” he said. “Let’s take a look in the back of the van.”


 The driver nodded meekly. “Yes, sir. No problem.”


 Jerry stood back in the interview position while the red head opened up the roll up gate. 


 Nothing.


 The truck was completely empty.


 “I’m just on the way to the storage locker,” the red headed driver said. “Just picked up the truck.”


 “All right then, move along,” Jerry said. He stepped away and let the driver lower the rear gate, then get in his truck and drive away. The Honda Accord pulled out close behind the truck, the Accord driver glancing over at Jerry curiously as he sped away.

 Jerry watched them go. Something about this bugged him. It was too…pat? It just didn’t feel right. He took out his notebook and jotted down the time and date, and mentally kicked himself for not checking the driver’s ID. 

 He watched the truck go, and thought of Oklahoma City.
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 In the Chicago Enroute Air Traffic Control Center, the Facility Information Security Officer heard a ping on his desktop terminal. When he looked up, he saw the heading of the message from the software that surrounded the Center’s network like a protective sheath: ACCESS ATTEMPT DENIED -- TRACKING. 

 He watched for a moment as the automated program started tracking back the attempted intrusion and penetration of the system, then turned his attention back to the paperback he was reading.

 There were hundred of attempts every day on these systems, and today was no different than any other day.

 



 



Chapter Three

 


 “Boss, we’ve gone through the financial records…preliminary findings don’t show ANY linkage yet to Alvin Torkay,” Special Agent Ed Rollins said. 

“Keep looking, Ed,” Basalisa said evenly. “I want to know if they ever went on vacation to the same place, visited the same website, read the same magazines, checked out the same books from the library…there’s something we’re not seeing. This was not random; he just didn’t pick them out of the crowd because they had on leather jackets…they’re connected, they were transmitting his material; he’s connected, otherwise how to know when and where to hit them?

 “Find it. You’re the best there is at this. Find it for me.”

 Ed swelled at the praise. “You got it, boss. I’m back to laboring in the cyber cave.”

 Basalisa tapped at the keys of her secure laptop and pulled the raw data up for herself. Lists, graphs, photographs, interview notes, links to servers…all the raw data in the endless sea of electronic transmission. Somewhere in all that, there was a ripple that linked Ahmed Samir Said and Alvin Torkay and two dead pornographers. 

 But where?
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 Hunter recognized the tone in Mason Little’s voice; it was the voice of a teenage computer nerd/game addict who had discovered the hidden key to a complex puzzle.

 “Lord Hunter, that intuition of yours is right on track,” Mason said. “I really wish we could write a program that does what you do…have you ever read this stuff on neural nets and artificial intuition? It’s really cool…”

 “I got people to kill, Mason,” Hunter said lightly. “Clue me in, will you, brother?”

 “Yeah, yeah, I’m there,” Mason said. “What I did was isolate the incident reports and limit it those immediately preceding your O’Hare incident, and then plot forward. Going on what you gave me, looking for pre-incident indicators like possible surveillance, tests, and so on.

 “Definitely a pattern here, Hunter. Definitely. You’re onto something.”

 “So tell me already.”

 “It’s all over the map, and comprehensive. We’ve got incidents of trucks being left in front of terminals. Air Marshals being identified in-flight by seemingly friendly pax. Videotaping in terminals and security checkpoints. Increase in access attempts on secure computing facilities. All of them aviation related, like the enroute traffic control centers, airport security control centers, even FAM Field Offices. A real marked increase, I don’t have a stat number to attach to it, but 100-125% would not be far off.

 “That’s a big number,” Hunter said.

“Yep. And it’s all seemingly innocuous, very low key, nobody’s been arrested, and we don’t have a lot of hard data coming back on it other than it’s just civilians being nice. And not one report of middle eastern appearing types being involved! Not one, Hunter! What’s up with that?”

 “I don’t know,” Hunter said thoughtfully. “But there’s a lot that’s fucked up about this case, this whole thing. Compile what you got for me in bullets, short form, and e-mail it to me. I’ve got to go through channels, but I’m going to bump this up to the head shed and get some advisories out about this -- we need to crack down on this, start tracking who these people are and where they’re coming from…

 “Right now most of it is happening right around you, Hunter…” Mason said. “All of it in the upper Midwest, focused on Chicago and O’Hare. All around you, brother.”

 “Yeah,” Hunter said. “In the eye of the storm.”


“Or a bulls eye,” Mason said.


 “There is that,” Hunter said. “there is that.”
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 “What are your recommendations?” Basalisa said.

 “Needs to come through you. Rocket to TSA HQ, as well as DHS. Advisories, maybe even public service announcements, rope in the press…”

 “That’s a slippery slope.”


 “Yes, it is. But people have a right to know.”


 Basalisa studied Hunter with interest. “I wouldn’t have thought I’d discover a liberal streak in you, Agent James.”


 Hunter turned and looked away to signal his displeasure. “Wouldn’t you want to know, Agent Coronas? If you had family members flying? We have an obligation to protect and serve, remember?”

 Basalisa allowed herself a small, controlled smile. She had two laugh lines, like double parentheses, at the corners of her mouth that Hunter had never seen before. It was a softening he hadn’t suspected she was capable of, and it illuminated a facet of her he’d not previously noticed, not consciously any way. She was an attractive woman, extremely so, actually; though her normal icy reserve and control hid that and enforced an almost unreasonable distance. 

 “Would you take charge of that, then?” she said lightly. “Draft whatever transmittal going to whomever, and I’ll send it through my channels and we’ll copy those folks. That will save time getting the ball rolling. It’s above my pay grade to make those decisions about security advisories and so on; but as part of the investigation, I can direct you to visit O’Hare and Midway and talk to the reporting individuals, and see if we can come up with any linkages. 

 “Right now we’re striking out on linking Torkay to anything. His military records have come up missing; his computer file and the micro fiche are incomplete. That’s extremely disturbing…”

 “What do you make of that?” Hunter said.

 She touched the tip of her tongue to her upper lip. “What do you make of it? You were military; how likely is it that his records would disappear, or be unaccounted for?”

 “Not very,” Hunter said. “There’s multiple layers of redundancy in that system after the disaster they had in St. Louis with the fire in the Records Depository. But it could be a fluke, the exception that proves the rule.”

 “And what does your gut tell you?”

 Hunter looked for any hint of sarcasm; there was none. She was genuine about that, and that warmed her to him. 

“My gut tells me that there’s nothing flukey about this at all,” Hunter said. “There’s a reason his records are missing, and the implications of that are scary. That means that Ahmer Said has the juice to reach into the military records system and that he found some way to utilize a non-Muslim, a decorated military hero who fought against middle eastern extremists. 

 “So how did that happen? Who else does he have working with him? And what are they going to do next? This is just the opening of a campaign. Someone very, very sophisticated is behind this, someone who knows and understands deception and is playing something we can’t even begin to see clearly at this point. That scares me. Plain and simple. It scares me.”

 “Fear is a gift, Agent James. It keeps us alive. And we’re going to keep others alive with our fears. Let’s go.”

 She turned away, suddenly dismissive, leaving Hunter feeling as though she’d snatched a moment away from him, something elusive dangling just out of reach. He watched her go, then turned away and went to look for a quiet space to write his memo in.

 



 



Chapter Four

 


 Congressman Sam Walters tapped at the keys of his laptop, checked his e-mail again, then slid the DVD his assistant had just brought in into the slot on his laptop. The movie quality was excellent, and there was no mistaking the images that ran across his screen. Shots taken within the cabin of an aircraft of Air Marshals, in these instances almost comically out of place; though it was obvious that these images and footage had been culled from a larger selection. Screeners at TSA checkpoints laughing and joking and not even looking at the screen while bags went through; young children and feeble elders searched while able bodied men whisked right through; gaps in fences around major airports that looked suspiciously like O’Hare; a crowded bar filled with airport and airline employees all in uniform, many of them with access control badges dangling from their pockets, and then a close up of several ID badges, names and numbers and pictures clear in the image, laid out on a wooden table in that same bar; a picture eloquent in it’s silence showing a complete pilot’s uniform, a flight attendant’s uniform, and a mechanic’s uniform, all from the same airlines, with matching ID badges for each one.

 What was most disturbing were the final closing images, obviously shot from within a cockpit over the pilot’s shoulder; the expanse of water and the city rising from the shore, Manhattan and then the Statue of Liberty, and the hole in the skyline where the Twin Towers had been, had fallen on 9/11, and then the long descent into JFK in Queens. 

 From within the cockpit, the pilot’s hands steady on the yoke as he guided the plane down.

 As a Congressman, while he had on occasion access to government aircraft while on official travel, Sam Walters still traveled commercial, albeit First Class; and to a snag toothed kid from Mississippi he still had to disguise his thrill at being up front with the big folks, as the soft voice in his head that sounded suspiciously like his mother’s would often murmur.

 This wasn’t just not right, it was down right dangerous for him.


 Both physically and politically.


 And something had to be done about it.


 And obviously whoever had sent him this DVD knew he was just the man to do something about it.


 Sam stood up and looked out his window at the busy streets of the Capital. He’d been in the White House on 9/11, been one of the evacuees scurrying out of the building as Secret Service and Capital Police had run through shouting for everyone to get out of the building and run away. 

 Sam didn’t like running away; he’d been raised to fight, and had in fact fought for everything he’d gotten in his life, from respite in the school cafeteria as a child to being a United States Congressman. He’d learned to fight with everything at his disposal.

 This DVD, this was a tool. A weapon. Something he could use. 

 And he knew just what to do.

 “Jeannie May!” Sam called out. His secretary, a dowdy but fiercely loyal woman who’d followed him from Tupelo, Mississippi put her head in the room.

 “Yes, Sam?”

 “Darling, go through the media list. I want ALL my TV contacts and ALL my first string press contacts to come on by. I want to have a press conference.”

 “What about, Sam?”


 “Why, this terrible mess we call aviation security, darling. It’s is just a national level disgrace.”


 Jeannie May nodded. “I’ll put you together a top shelf dog and pony show, Sam. Get right to it.”


 “Thank you, Jeannie May. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”


 “Probably not much, Congressman. Probably not much.”


 “That’s the truth,” Sam said to the door closing behind his aide. “That be the whole and sorry truth.”
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 “Tell me what I’m going to do with this cocksucker,” President Taylor said to Natalie Sonnen. “Where did he get that footage?”


 The President and his National Security Advisor stood in front of the big screen television and watched the press conference live on CNN. To punctuate Waters’s scathing rhetoric, CNN would cut in with particularly outrageous footage allegedly delivered to Walter’s office.

 “A fucking pilot? Can that be? This has to be some kind of fake or footage shot for something else,” the President said.

 Natalie Sonnen was silent, absorbed in her thinking, though a part of her registered the unusual profanity coming from her boss. She was normally the profane one, but this press conference by Walters brought out the worst of President Taylor’s language. This was undercutting the entire Administration’s effort to bolster homeland security and to ease public perception from the searing images of airliners crashing into buildings.

 This was just not good for the Administration.

 “We need to show that we’re doing something,” Natalie said. “You need to counter attack him, challenge him to help, be part of the solution and work with us.”

 “Walters loves to fight. We give him a fight, he’ll have it on the front page of every newspaper and on every single TV station in the country. No, the part you got right is make him part of the solution. We got to bring him in the tent.”

 “There’s a call for a Special Committee to evaluate the aviation security again…” Natalie said. “What if you asked him to head up the Committee? Oversee things?”

 “The son of a bitch would just run amok,” the President said. “It would be impossible to control him.” 

 “If you make him head, he won’t be able to walk away from that,” Natalie said. “Too public an offering. He has to take it if you offer it, take advantage of his “leadership.” Then we can surround him with our people, and manage his access. He’ll see what we want him to see…”

 “But these sources of his! Where is that coming from? I want the Bureau and TSA on that now…I want to know where and how that info is getting out, and what’s being done about the situations identified in the tape.”

 “That would be a good first tasking for Committee Chair Sam Walters, Mr. President.”

 President Taylor took a deep breath, just like his mother had always advised him, and held it for a count of ten, then sighed and let the tension out of him.

 “You’re a smart cookie, Natalie,” he said. “Better watch your step, you might end up President some day.”


 Natalie laughed and left the office, pausing only briefly to look over her shoulder at the President.


 Natalie Sonnen as President?


 Maybe sooner than he thought.


 




 



Chapter Five

 


 In the safe house of Ahmed Samir Said, a computer operator hunched over his terminal, his fingers flying over the keys as row after row of alphanumerics scrolled down his screen, the flow of data as constant as the sea against the shore. He clicked his mouse, moved the cursor from line to line -- this one representing the flow of encrypted voice transmissions from certain telephones, this one showing the staccato bursts of data from a central node to a nationwide network of PDAs all tuned in; this one showing the status of taps on unsecure phone lines being routed through a diverted switching center dedicated to their cause…

 …it was a sea of data, and he was surfer on the waves, reading the ebb and flow, sensing where and when something was going to rise…

He was very good at this, very good indeed. He’d been schooled at MIT, and then hardened in the crucible of Silicon Valley start-ups, where geeks like him rose and fell according to the skills they maintained…but it was always something more that set him apart, him and the few that could be considered his peers. It was an elusive, unnamable, and ultimately unduplicatable talent, a gift, a genius for looking at the data and just knowing where it was going. The National Security Agency had wooed him, but he’d turned them down; major defense contractors lured him with outrageous salaries and benefits, but he, like his fellow cyber cowboys, preferred the freedom of the individual contractor or the self-employed. He worked long and hard, and then played long and hard…till Ahmed Samir Said came into his life, after his loss, and showed him the way and the path to doing the righteous thing.

 The righteous thing.

 The operator looked at the small photograph taped to the edge of his monitor. A smiling face, a gentle, young face. He reached out and touched it with a fingertip, then returned to his work.

 “Who is that?” Ahmed Samir Said said from behind him.

 The operator jumped, startled a bit; Said had that ability to move so quietly, he was so still that quite often you never knew he was there until you saw him or he spoke. It was an eerie thing, frightening really, made even more so by Said’s soft spoken, almost sad demeanor.

 “My brother,” the operator said.


 Said moved to the man’s shoulder, stood there and looked at the picture for a long moment.


 “You honor his memory,” Said said. 


 The operator took a deep breath, quelled the uprush of emotion that brought water to his eyes. He didn’t know if it was sadness or gladness anymore; he’d never been one to dwell on emotions, his was the world of logic and analysis.

 But the death of his brother changed all that.


 Now he knew one thing well, thought of and dreamed of only one thing: vengeance.


 Vengeance.


 He liked the sound of the word in his head, on his lips.


 “Vengeance,” he said.


 “Yes,” Ahmed Samir Said whispered. “Yes.”
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 “We’re going to have to take a briefing,” Basalisa Coronas said. “Dog and pony show.”


 Hunter could tell by her tone that she was not the least bit happy about that.


 “Isn’t that a job for the higher ups?” he said.


 “Yes,” she said. “But shit rolls down hill. And we get to push it back up. Congressman Sam Waters has been appointed head of a special investigation committee. He wants to hear what’s going on from the people who are doing the work.”

 “I don’t suppose anybody thought to explain to him that we’re too busy doing the work to take time out?” Hunter said.


 “Yes,” she said. “I did explain exactly that. Above our pay grades, Agent James.”


 Hunter sighed. “DC?”


 “No,” she said. “He’s flying out here with some aides. We can brief him right at O’Hare, and he’ll turn around and get on the plane. He doesn’t need to see anything except our faces, he says. Wants to look us in the eyes, or so he tells my bosses.”

 “Right in the white of our eyes, huh?” Hunter said. “Where do these guys get off?”

 Basalisa allowed herself a small smile. “Right in the white of our eyes. In front of the cameras. Make sure and bring your Visine.”

 Hunter allowed himself a small smile right back. “Roger that, boss. Roger that.”
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 The computer operator allowed himself a self-congratulatory slap on the table. He reached for his third can of Red Bull and took a long swallow, then forwarded an instant message to the computer terminal of Ahmed Samir Said.

 “Congressman Waters will be flying into O’Hare for a briefing with the investigators.”

 At his desk, alone, as all of his minions knew he preferred, the man called Ahmed Samir Said turned a knife over and over in his hand, with the sure steady hand of the well practiced. He paused, the knife still, then set it down gently on the table, and tapped out a reply.

 “Find out where the plane will be parked and the location of the briefing. Estimated Time of Arrival and Departure. Monitor the security and police arrangements.”

 He went that message, then typed out another: “Status.”

 Inside of an aging barn on a sprawling farm outside of Decatur, Illinois, 2 ½ hours south of Chicago, an expensive new Treo pinged in its sheath on the belt of a weary looking man with snow white hair. He fumbled at the sheath with the thick and calloused fingers of a long time farmer, which he was, and then tapped at the tiny keyboard till he read the message. Slowly, with many errors, he tapped out a reply: “On schedule.”

 The old farmer, easily in his sixties, shifted his feed cap back, then hitched his belted Dickies up beneath the swell of his belly. He counted the 55 gallon drums of diesel fuel stacked neatly against one wall, on the other side of the rented Ryder panel truck; he nodded to himself at the trailer with a tank of anhydrous ammonia parked against the back doors. It had been a long time since he’d worked with explosives and improvised devices, but he hadn’t forgotten how. Some things a man never forgot.

 Some things a man could never forgive.

 He walked outside and looked up at the sky, glanced at his watch. He couldn’t see the satellites, but he knew they were up there. But they couldn’t see what they couldn’t see.

 And they would never be able to look into a man’s heart.

 



 



Chapter Six

 


 In a motel room, an Asian man registered under the name David Morrell stood in front of a mirror and studied himself. He bladed his body slightly, then flicked out his left hand in a blur of motion…and then his right hand came up with a Spyderco version of the Fred Perrin Street Bowie, five and a half inches of blackened razor sharp steel. The man held the knife pikal fashion, the grip clenched in his fist, the blade down and the edge turned inward. It made for a lightning fast draw from the kydex sheath inside his belt that kept the knife invisible to the casual eye, even under a very light t-shirt. The reverse grip facilitated the straight jab, backhand, unbelievably fast in the hands of an experienced practitioner, and this young Filipino was extremely experienced.

 And not just at jabbing in the air.

He repeated his draw and thrust several times, then, satisfied, drew and thrust and moved fluidly through a series of follow up cuts. He resheathed the knife, then bladed his body to the opposite side, and began again, this time drawing with his left hand from the other knife concealed on his left hip. Satisfied with his cuts, he resheathed the knife. On the left side, his knife was just forward of the on the belt magazine carriers that held two spare magazines for the Sig Sauer P-228 9mm holstered on his right side. The Street Bowie rode just forward of the pistol. The pistol and magazines bulked out his T-shirt, but that didn’t really matter to the man.

 As a professional, he was quite competent and proficient with the handgun.

 As an artist, he thought the handgun crude, a coward’s weapon. The knife was an instrument of artistry; it required the artist to close with and deal with his opponent face to face, close enough to smell the insides of the men he’d opened up, close enough to be splashed with the blood he’d spilled. The knife was an intimate weapon, a weapon of penetration almost sexual in the intensity of its use, and that was one of the reasons the artist loved his knife. He had a collection of beautiful hand crafted ones, including some originals by Fred Perrin, who had designed the production knives he wore on both hips. But for a job in the real world it made no sense to use one of his beautiful customs; no, a workmanlike production blade that wouldn’t be missed, a blade like thousands of others, a blade he could leave stuck in his target and walk away from and never miss.

 He’d left a knife his grandfather had made for him in an opponent once, when he couldn’t get it out of the sternum he’d driven it through in full amok fury -- and he still missed that blade, hammered out of a truck spring by his grandfather, who’d taught him the way of the knife from the day he was big enough and old enough to hold one. He’d only been three, but his life was formed then. Grandfather had let him kill his first living thing with that knife, a boar pig they’d run down with dogs. The man never forgot the feeling of the tough boar hide resisting, then opening, beneath the point of his big knife.

 And he’d found that feeling again and again, on targets much tougher than any boar.

 He stopped, still, stared at himself in the mirror, the fine sheen of perspiration a glow on his tan skin. He pulled on a blue wind breaker; the yellow letters FBI were on his left breast, and then again in large letters across his back. The badge flip case on the dresser had an FBI ID with his picture on it and the name Tatsu Nakamura. He smiled at that; most Americans couldn’t tell the difference between a Japanese and a Filipino; most couldn’t tell the difference between some Asians and Hispanics.

 The last item on the dresser was an 8 ½ by 11 piece of glossy photo paper. Morrell/Nakamura picked it up, studied the face in the photo, then folded it up and tucked it into his pants pocket. He wouldn’t need it, but it might be amusing to leave it at the crime scene.

 A little deception went a long way.
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 The response to Hunter James’s tersely worded warning about stepped up surveillance on aviation security facilities in the upper Midwest brought a reaction as vigorous as stirring a wasp’s nest with a stick. First came the standard and to be expected questioning of his conclusions; bureaucratic default called for the execution of the messenger, never mind the message. Hunter was used to that, and had prepared accordingly. Even in the current climate, the machine’s response was that everything was fine, everything was okay, it just needed a little tweaking.

 Just like they had said on September 10th, 2001. 

 Then of course came the objections about costs, and the pointed observations that everything was already at the top level of aviation security alerts, and that they couldn’t very well go higher. The airlines balked at even greater cuts in their passenger loads due to fear and anger; fear of flying, and anger at the increasingly intrusive methods of screening to supposedly circumvent the fear. Declining revenues led to ticket increases which led to even more cuts on the passenger load, and panicked airline executives leaned on lobbyists and called in favors to every politico they had a piece of. And then those politicos picked up their phones and started calling Sam Waters, or Natalie Sonnen, or even a few, the highest of the high on the porkfat ladder, called the President.

 As Basalisa Coronas had observed, shit rolls downhill, so even in the face of an imminent and immediate danger to the traveling public, word trickled down to soften things, to take a second look to make sure it was actually as bad as it seemed…

 “These stupid motherfuckers,” Hunter said, without heat or passion in his voice. “If it were their families at risk, or their own skins, they’d be bleating the loudest of all about not doing something. But they’ll stay at home, take the trains, or put their families on private charters. And it’s Joe and Suzy Public and their 2.3 kids that get to go in harm’s way.”

 “Would you like the opportunity to tell Congressman Waters that directly?” Basalisa Coronas said.


 “Yes.”


 “Good. I’d like to tell him as well.”


 “Not very career conscious, are you, Agent Coronas?”


 She gave him the basilisk stare. “I’m career conscious, James. I don’t confuse career concerns with the concerns of my work. I’ll tell it like it is.”

 “Might be wiser to let me tell it like it is,” Hunter said mildly. “You can stand to lose me. The investigation can’t lose you.”

 There was an interesting play of micro-expressions across her face; Hunter had studied the work of Paul Ekman for a long time, and had added Ekman’s directory of facial cues to his own research in neural-linguistics to refine his own observation ability. There was anger and some disdain -- the knee jerk response of someone who felt she was being patronized or condescended to; then assessment and reappraisal, when she saw that he was honest in his statement and genuine in his concern; then a sudden flash of warmth and vulnerability, quickly concealed.

 Sometimes being a trained observer could be awkward.


 Hunter looked away and spoke to the wall. “Respectfully.”


 “Yes,” she said. Her voice gave nothing away. “We’ll share the hot seat, how does that sound?”


 “That’s fine, Agent Coronas,” Hunter said. “I’ll be in good company.”


 He looked at her and was treated to a fleeting glimpse of a small smile. 


 “Make sure and have your coffee,” she said. “He’ll be here first thing in the morning.”
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 Sam Waters looked out the cabin window of his Department of Homeland Security Gulfstream at the flat expanse of the Midwest rolling beneath him. In the distance the towers of the Chicago skyline rose like an image from the Wizard of Oz, a shining crystal city rising on the edge of blue water and surrounded by a green expanse.

This was the way to travel; Sam loved private jets. Though not as palatial as some of his cronies’ Gulfstreams and Lears, the DHS corporate jet was still just plain fine.

He turned his attention back to his laptop and the PowerPoint presentation Jeannie May had put together for him on the two investigators honchoing the Ahmed Samir Said project. Both of them were very interesting people, and Sam, apart from the canny political operator who collected influence and influential people the way some obsessives collected knick knacks and gee gaws, he enjoyed being around interesting people. He liked a good story and enjoyed people who he felt he could relax around, which weren’t many, but surely found more often in people who weren’t Washington DC or political people than otherwise.

 Basalisa Coronas was a good looking woman, that’s for sure, if your taste ran to Asian. And a shit hot field agent according all accounts, and a man-killer in the true sense of the word. Exceptional.

 But Hunter James…he was a piece of work, this guy. A real piece of work. 

 Sam scrolled through Hunter’s records, lingered on the classified extracts provided by the Central Intelligence Agency. This guy had done it all. Soldier, not just a soldier but a paratrooper in the 82d Airborne; old school Federal Air Marshal and top instructor; a good enough guy in the wilds of the black ops world that the CIA had borrowed him for some projects that were so classified that even Sam couldn’t get the details, just some of the locations: Europe, Iraq…

 And of course, there was Flight 923.

 That left Sam, and most of the free world, in awe of Hunter James. Of course, Sam knew that Hunter hadn’t killed all the terrorists by himself; the other Marshals had fought and fought well, but to be the last man standing, that was something. And then to come back and deal with that incident in the airport.

 Impressive.

 But if you looked in the dictionary under Bad Luck, you’d probably find Hunter James’s picture. Failed marriage, no real life outside his job, seriously injured and his ability to father children taken away (Sam shifted uncomfortably in his seat and tugged at the crotch of his pants), and then caught up in the trauma of not one but two of the most deadly terrorist incidents on US soil since 9/11. Sam lingered on the photo embedded in the file, a close up of Hunter James’s face, right after the O’Hare incident. There were lines of stress there, and pain etched in the planes of his face. 

 He looked like a man without friends, or many of them any way, and that was how it was for some men, who were good at what they did, but what they did took them so far outside the mainstream that they stood alone, out there in the dark, and watched the peaceful but ignorant masses they protected pass by, happy and content and completely unaware of what the hard men out in the shadows did and gave up on their behalf.

 Men like that craved friends, real friends.


 And Sam knew how to be a friend.


 Or at least a reasonable facsimile of such.


 Sam decided then and there that he needed to become Hunter James’s new best friend.
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 Basalisa Coronas stood at the head of the conference table in the briefing room borrowed from the O’Hare Federal Security Director. Hunter James stood to her right, and a handful of selected members from her CIRG team stood by with laptops and flipcharts hastily prepared over night. The local SAC had the job of meeting and greeting Congressman Waters and his entourage at the corporate air terminal and seeing them here to the main terminal for the briefing. Basalisa had begged off from the tarmac welcome to prepare her brief. She didn’t know Waters, other than what she saw on television and had read about him, but she’d delivered hundreds of briefings in her time, and this would just be one more in a long line stretching forward and back.

 She tilted her head slightly so she could watch Hunter James in her peripheral vision. You had to have a trained eye to notice the lingering effects of his injuries. He had a slight hunch, as though he were drawing in his groin and abdomen. Part of that was scarring, part of it residual body memory from pain…but the real signs were in his face. He lived with pain, she could see that. And not just the physical kind, though it was apparent when he moved gingerly, especially when bending or flexing, that he was in physical pain. There was a weariness beyond normal weariness in his face, carefully concealed (or so he thought), a sadness to his eyes and, on occasion, when she caught him, a look that seemed to be far off in the distance, watching something precious slip away, or die.

 She was a killer, too, and knew what it was like to take the shadow of a life-taker onto one’s self. But she also knew the secret that all righteous killers know: there is a dark joy in the act, when it’s justified, when it’s right, that the uninitiated will never know. To those who’ve prepared for it mentally as well as physically, while the act of taking a life changes them, it doesn’t necessarily scar them. 

 Necessarily.

 But it wasn’t the killing that weighed on Hunter James.

 She noticed how his eyes lingered on children when he saw them, and she remembered in the detailed debrief of the Flight 923 hijacking the Bureau had put together for Supervisory Agents the act of the last hijacker, the team leader, who had killed a child hostage in front of Hunter James when he was near death from his wounds.

 That was a nightmare to any shooter who went in harm’s way to protect the innocent; to watch an innocent life snuffed out in front of you, and be unable to do a thing about it. 

 Basalisa wondered how he lived with it. There was no judgment in her wonder; she was a member of the club, and an intense curiosity about how the other members fared in their aftermath was at the root of it. 

 He was strong. No doubt about that.

 She was glad he was here today. Though she projected her usual air of cool confidence, she was worried about a non-investigator would say about the thin results they had thus far. Another investigator would look at the leads they’ve unraveled, and the directions the investigation was going in; a politician would ask the obvious questions: When will you have these guys in custody? And why aren’t we there now?

 And she’d be tempted to give the real answers: We don’t know; and, because we’re here talking to you instead of chasing leads.

 She heard the entourage coming down the hall through the open conference room door, and took a breath, shifted her weight forward on the balls of her feet, and raised a small, neutral smile on her face. To her right, Hunter James did the exact same thing.

 The SAC of the Chicago Field Office was a short, tubby, officious man named Romeo McLaughlin, which got him laughed at openly by those of his pay grade and behind his back by everyone else. SAC McLaughlin got around it by using only his first initial and to all the unknowing world was R. McLaughlin, which suited his officious manner. 

 “And here we are, Congressman!” R. McLaughlin said in the too hearty tone of the official ass kisser. “Right this way.”

 Basalisa suppressed the smile welling up in her and glanced over at Hunter. He dropped a slow wink at her and then turned to watch the Congressman’s entrance.

 It was obvious to any skilled observer that Sam Waters knew how to make an entrance. He came in and swept the room, immediately assessing everyone’s position in the pecking order, and then took his time, moving up the table from the lowliest grunt agent there to fetch coffee and copies, stopping long enough to make meaningful eye contact, a firm handshake, a low word meant only for the person caught in the head lights of his intent look, and then on to the next.

 Like many politicians and other entertainers, he looked smaller in person than he did on television. He was small, banty almost, with a slight stoop and a pronounced bow between his knees that would be comical in someone else. Sam’s voice was slow and firm, and he took advantage of the innate charm of the Mississippi accent to full effect on the women in the room.

 He had the look of a habitual adulterer, Basalisa thought, and probably remained friends with many of them for years, like another famous southern politician from a state to the north and west of Mississippi. But to his credit, he didn’t try that with her.

 “Special Agent Coronas, I’m Sam Waters,” he said, looking her in the eye. They were about the same height. “I very much appreciate you taking the time to fill me in on things here. I realize that you have a full plate and then some, and I don’t want to keep you from your work. There is nothing on the national agenda more important than what you are doing, and I want you to know I know that. I’m just here to find out what I can do to help you do your job better, and faster. If that’s possible. So I won’t be taking up much time…and we can keep the dog and pony show to a minimum, all right?”

 He summoned up an ingratiating grin, then turned his attention to Hunter.

 “Special Agent James,” Sam said. “I just want to thank you for your service, sir. Your military service, and your distinguished, honorable, and very courageous service in your present position. I want to thank you on behalf of my constituents, and I believe I can safely speak for all Americans in tendering you the thanks you are due.”

 Basalisa noticed how that effusive praise made Hunter uncomfortable, and it was interesting how quickly the Congressman picked up on that as well. 

 “I don’t mean to embarrass you, sir,” Sam Waters said quickly. “So I’ll just leave it at thank you, all right?”

 “That’s fine with me, Congressman,” Hunter said. 

 “Well then, Agent Coronas,” Sam said, pulling out the nearest chair and waving her instead to the executive chair that had been reserved for him. “You won’t mind if I rest my old bones while you talk, do you? And don’t feel you need to stand and deliver…you’ve been working some long hours and feel free to take a load off. I’d fire up a smoke, but these damn gubmint regulations have robbed us tobacco sinners of the simple pleasures of a leisurely cigar.”

 “I’m sure we can bend things a little,” SAC McLaughlin said.


 “No rule bending on my behalf, Agent McLaughlin,” the Congressman said lightly. “I don’t believe that sets a good example.”


 “Of course, sir, of course!” McLaughlin hastened to say.


 “Agent Coronas?” Sam said.


 “Yes, Congressman,” Basalisa said. “I appreciate your candor, and I’m grateful for the opportunity to cut things short.” She ignored the dagger glance the SAC shot her.

 “Here’s the short version,” she said. “We are working a number of investigative leads. Primarily among those is tracking any connection between the shooter at the airport and Ahmed Samir Said, and then concurrently, thanks to Agent James’s efforts, monitoring and tracking what appears to be increased hostile surveillance on aviation security operations in the upper Midwest, specifically in the Chicago area at O’Hare and midway airports. We have an intensive electronic investigation going on to track the movement of the video data files transmitted to us.

 “Key investigative findings at this point include the identity of the shooter at the airport…”

 “Who was he?” Sam Waters interrupted.

 Basalisa paused. “Our investigation indicates that he was retired Master Sergeant Alvin B. Torkay, a US Army veteran of the first Gulf War. At this point we have identified no linkages whatsoever between him and Ahmed Samir Said. We have discovered that his military records have been tampered with; certain portions deleted and the master paper file, the original, is missing the National Records Center.”

 “Now what the HELL does that mean?” the Congressman said, clearly agitated. “Was he a Muslim? One of the Nation? What?”


 “No sir,” Basalisa said. “He was a Catholic, non-practicing as far as we’ve been able to determine.”


 “We’ll come back to that,” the Congressman said. “Give me the rest of the news, and I hope it’s not all as bad as that!”


 “Yes, sir,” Basalisa said. “Investigation continues on the electronic tracking. We hope to make some progress there. Other datums that have surfaced concern Ahmed Samir Said…the name he’s given is made up of the first names of the first three AKAs attached to one of the hijackers of TWA 847 in 1985…”

 “He’s one of those?” Sam said.

 “We don’t believe so,” Basalisa said. “His appearance is younger than you would expect from someone who would have been in his 20s to early 30s in the middle 80s. We suspect it’s a pseudonym meant to show solidarity with prominent hijackers and attackers of the US Civil Aviation System.”

 “Agent James has done an excellent job in assembling an intelligence profile that indicates that there is significant hostile surveillance on-going. Not just aircraft, but also at airport terminals, facilities frequented by airline personnel…very much in line with what the video footage you provided shows.”

 “Oh, hell yeah,” Sam Waters said. “That footage…anything on that?”

 “We’re working it, sir,” Basalisa said. “The DVD that came to you was slipped into a regular courier bag, went through the usual screening for explosives and bio/chem and then went into the distribution system. All prints on the slip case came from people in charge of handling that item, but our forensics continue. The digital signature of the recording indicates that the same camera that captured the original Said footage captured some of the footage on your DVD. So it’s the same people.”

 “Why? Why tell us what they’re doing?”


 “To promote panic and fear, sir,” Basalisa said. “That’s the purpose of terrorism.”


 Hunter shifted forward slightly, a non-verbal cue that Basalisa picked up. 


 “Agent James?” she said.


 “It could be deception as well,” Hunter said. “The planners could be muddying the waters, giving us so much to look at that we’ll miss something else, that something else being what they are really working on.”

 “That’s pretty convolute thinking, isn’t it?” Sam Waters said.

 “It’s an integral part of 4th generation warfare, Congressman,” Hunter said. “Deception is part and parcel of the kind of network warfare we’re fighting right now.”

 “You think the involvement of a retired Army sergeant is part of that?” Congressman Waters asked.

 Hunter shrugged. “I can’t answer that, Congressman. It could be. It could also be that there’s a glaring and obvious linkage that we just haven’t found yet. It’s too early to tell.”

 “That bothers me,” Waters said. “That really bothers me. Okay. So that’s it in a nutshell, then, huh? All right. I can take the briefing materials with me, read it on the plane back to Washington. But this is the important thing, the thing I came here to ask you face to face…what else do you need to get your job done? What can I do? Whose ass do I have to kick, if kissing it won’t work?”

 He paused and looked long at Basalisa, then at Hunter.

“I want the two of you to know that you have an ally in me. A friend. Somebody who will go to bat for you and stay there till it gets done. The President has honored me with this appointment, and while there’s a lot to it, from this old boy’s perspective the most important thing of all is what you all are doing here. That’s it. Nothing more than this. Finding these sons of bitches before they hurt any more Americans, crushing them and their apparatus. So tell me. Now. What else do you need? More bodies, more money, what?”

 Basalisa inclined her head at Hunter. “Agent James?”

Hunter nodded. “Congressman, we need you to come down hard on the TSA and DHS about the need to step up all additional security measures on all aviation security related installations in the Upper Midwest, and then across the country. It’s not just in-flight we have to worry about…though that’s plenty. We have to worry about the Enroute Centers, we have to worry about the terminals, we’ve got to worry about what’s on the public side. The powers that be are crying about the money…but sir, what is one life worth? What about a couple of hundred? Or thousands?”

 “I’ll be on the phone to the Secretary and the National Security Advisor as soon as I’m back on the plane and can have a secure conversation,” Waters said. “You can count on it. What else? Agent Coronas?”

 “The Bureau has seen that I have all the resources I require, Congressman. There is no higher priority in the FBI than this investigation, and I have what I need. It would be useful, though,” she paused, glanced at the SAC. “If Agent James was able to communicate directly to your office, to keep you informed about how things go, and keep you in the loop. I could do that, of course, but Agent James has more flexibility.”

 “Done,” Sam Waters said. He gestured to a young assistant. “Joanne? Give Agent James the office numbers….and give him my cell phone.”

 “Your cell phone, sir?” the young aide said, surprised.


 “Direct means direct,” Sam Waters said. He looked at Hunter. “My friends all have my cell phone number.” 


 Despite the obvious working that Waters was doing, Hunter nodded in acknowledgment. “Thank you, sir.”


 “Anything else?” Waters said. “No? Well then, let’s get out of your hair, all right? You two want to walk me out a bit?”


 Hunter looked at Basalisa, who nodded. “Sure, Congressman. Would be an honor.”


 “Bet that was the shortest Congressional briefing you ever gave, huh?” Sam said, grinning. 


 “Well, sir,” SAC McLaughlin started.


 “I appreciate your time, Agent McLaughlin,” the Congressman said, cutting the FBI supervisor off. “Let’s go.”


 Hunter and Basalisa followed the Congressman out. Waters slowed and let the two of them draw abreast with him while the SAC hurried ahead. In the hallway there was a crowd of FBI agents, some in raid jackets, along with uniformed Chicago PD cops and a smattering of plain clothes protective agents from the Capitol Police. 

 “Son of a bitch likes to lead the parade, don’t he?” Sam Waters said to no one in particular, pointing his chin at the waddling back side of SAC McLaughlin. Basalisa kept her face carefully impassive, but Hunter allowed himself a small grin.

 Force of habit and training kept Hunter a step behind the Congressman to the Congressman’s right, and as they moved down the hallway they brushed by an agent who had paused for a moment, his back to them. Something about the man’s posture bothered Hunter…there was some tension in the man’s neck and he wasn’t doing anything…

 As they walked by the man turned to look at them, the Congressman, then directly at Hunter, then back at the Congressman. Hunter clocked him: Asian male, probably Filipino, healthy and fit, hard eyes, some kind of intention lingering there…the Asian agent had an open folder in his left hand and his right hand was out of sight behind his leg…


Pay attention, even to trifles…

 The words of Musashi as passed on by Raven, so long ago, by the running waters of the river, deep in the canyons…

 “What does it mean, ‘To hold down the shadow?’” Raven said. “This is when you can see your attacker’s spirit…his intention. You beat his timing with an appropriate action so as to establish your own timing…you smother his intention with yours…”

In the way that those who have never been in harm’s way will never understand, the warrior within Hunter James pulled together a million bits of information about the Asian agent standing there with a folder in his hand, the set of his shoulders, the narrowed gaze, the tension in him, maybe even the faint smell of adrenalin rising, some even said the very energy of a human, and he knew what was coming and he stepped forward his left hand reaching for the agent’s shoulder, just a push…

 …and the agent flipped his folder up at Hunter’s face, but Hunter had seen that technique before, a long time before, beside the river…

 …most people never see the knife coming,” Raven said. “But to introduce subtlety, artistry even, to the attack, you integrate deception in all things…give their eyes something else to look at, and send the attack along right behind that…their brains won’t be able to process it coming in like that…

 But Hunter could.

 He ignored the folder flapping at his face, struck the agent (solid muscle under his hand and definite intention) with his left hand and felt, rather than saw the blade coming up in a classic pekiti tersia opening attack, the rolling jab at the eyes, to blind the opponent and degrade his ability to fight, and Hunter’s forearm struck his opponent’s knife hand (part of his brain registering the length of the knife held pikal style, the point down and the edge in) smothering the attack and slammed, body to body, against his opponent, bouncing him off the corridor wall.

 “Knife!” Hunter shouted.

 And, as was to be expected, the relaxed agents, all of them armed and trained, took a moment to try and understand what was happening.

 Except Basalisa Coronas. She grabbed Congressman Waters by the back of his neck and the belt at the small of his back, and spun him away from the two struggling men.

 “Cover, goddammit!” she shouted, as she hustled the Congressman down the hallway towards and exit door. “Cover us!”

 Three agents, all her own, sprang after her, pistols blooming in their hands like deadly flowers. The others stood for a moment more, torn between assisting Hunter or running after the Congressman. Two agents rushed to help Hunter.

 Too late, Hunter shouted “Stay back!”

 He tried to drive his knee into his attacker, but the younger, stronger man was ready for that, and as soon as one of the assisting agent’s laid hands on him, blocking Hunter, the knife man was ready for that as well. The agent trying to help wrapped both hands around the attacker’s knife hand, and he never saw the left hand drop down and present the other knife, edge up…the knife man ducked his knees, and then thrust up with the strength of his legs assisting him as he opened the helping agent’s belly like a shopping bag.

 Hunter saw the dying man’s eyes open wide with shock, and he smelt the unmistakable smell, something you’d never forget once you’d smelt it, the reek of an opened active intestinal tract right under your nose. And the Filipino killer never blinked.

 He’d killed like that before.


 The gutted agent fell back, his hands clutching at the huge open wound and the greasy coil of blue white intestines spilling out.


 “Fuck!” his partner screamed.


 The Filipino assassin kicked the other man back, butted at Hunter, then brought both hands up the whirling flow of a double dagger attack. It looked like a buzzsaw with massive teeth coming at him.

 Not enough space to draw his pistol; that’s what the attacker was counting on.

 Hunter stumbled back, away from the blades; he had no angle of attack for empty hands…

He felt, before he heard, the shot pass him. A series of cracks and the compression of bullets coming very closely by him. The ting of a bullet nicking a blade, and Hunter saw the sparks of that, felt metal spatter on his face; and then the sudden dark holes, two of them, right on the bridge of the assassin’s nose…

 Hunter’s hand fell to his pistol, but he saw it wasn’t needed. The assassin stumbled forward. One hand, still clutching the knife, fell to his front and embedded the blade in his own thigh. He fell, boneless, to the floor.

 Hunter looked back, over his shoulder, where the shots had come from.

 Basalisa Coronas was locked out in a solid Isosocles, a Combat Commander rock steady in her small hands, her muzzle and sights tracking the downed assassin. She brought the pistol to a high Shaw ready, checked 360 degrees, then moved in.

 “Are you injured?” she said to Hunter.

 Hunter checked. Blood seeped from his left forearm. He tugged the sleeve up and saw the swell of a cut. Not bad, maybe a few stitches.

 “Nothing serious,” he said. He looked down at the dead assassin, then at Basalisa. Her eyes were narrowed, and he saw the pulse beating in a small vein in her forehead. Her nostrils flared and she took a deep breath, held it, let it out slowly, then did a tactical reload on her .45 and holstered it. She dropped the partially empty magazine into her blazer pocket.

 “Thank you,” Hunter said.

 She looked at him, and for an instant he saw all the way to her core being. Past the adrenaline rush, past the fear they all felt, past the cool control to the fierce righteous killer at her core. 

 “My pleasure,” she said.
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“Christ on the cross,” Sam Waters said. “Just what the hell is going on here? It’s bad enough I got the press out to gut me, but the FBI too?”

 Hunter gave Sam an appraising look; the humor, while a little forced, was real nonetheless and that was a welcome, and surprising trait in a politician who’d just had a narrow brush with a real and ugly death.

 “That was some damn fine shooting, Agent Coronas,” Sam said. “I thank you for getting me out of harm’s way.”

 Basalisa nodded, once. Then she turned to the task at hand.

 “I want him taken apart,” she said. “All his clothing, all his ID, everything down to his underwear. I want all the camera access footage, I want the logs from the entry points, I want everything. I want to know who he is, where he came from, how he got here.”

 SAC McLaughlin blustered in. “Agent Coronas…”

 “I think she knows exactly what she’s doing, Agent McLaughlin,” Sam Waters said. “It’s pretty obvious she sees something we don’t. At least I don’t.”

 “Thank you, Congressman,” she said. “I’m operating on the premise that this…attack…is part of our larger investigation. That this…man masquerading as an agent is in fact part of the machine of Ahmed Samir Said. And that this is part of my investigation.”

“I’ll be talking to the Director just as soon as I get a line out, Agent Coronas,” Sam Waters said, looking hard at SAC McLaughlin. “I’m going to tell him what I saw here today, how you saved my life, and I’m going to ask him to lend you every possible resource you need to run this down.”

 Basalisa nodded, gave SAC McLaughlin a cool look, then turned away to talk to her team. Sam Waters looked at Hunter.


 “And I owe you some major thanks, Agent James. If you hadn’t moved when you did…”


 “Not necessary, Congressman,” Hunter said. “I’m glad you’re not hurt.”


 “Thanks to you,” Sam said.


 “Thanks to Agent Coronas,” Hunter said.


“Well, she surely played a part, didn’t she? That was some damn fine shooting. Looked like one or two of those rounds parted your hair!”

 Hunter allowed himself a smile. “Yes, sir, I believe they might have.”

 “Damn son!” Sam Waters went on, encouraged. “You’re just as cool as can be, you two. I believe we have the best that could ever be working on this case…you and Coronas, that’s a match made in Heaven. Or Hell, I suppose, depending on your point of view.”

 Hunter had a genuine laugh at that. “Yes, sir. Depends on your point of view.”

 Sam eased Hunter aside, away from the other agents. “She a handful?”

 Hunter took his time answering that question, evaluating the Congressman. Waters was no fool, that was for sure, and much cooler than he’d expect from a career bureaucrat.

 “She’s probably the best investigator I’ve ever seen,” Hunter said. “She’s hard and focused and brilliant. You could do no better.”

 “And she’s got you watching her back,” Sam said. “Smart woman. Or lucky. Or both.”

 A detail of heavily armed Chicago Police Department cops hustled down the hallway and took up a cordon around the Congressman. Several of them nodded to Hunter.

 “I know these guys,” Hunter said. “They’ll make sure you get on the plane okay.”


 The Congressman nodded. “Use that number I gave you, Hunter James. I want to hear from you.”


 “Yes sir,” Hunter said. “You will.”


 “You and Agent Coronas both.”


 Sam nodded, pulled out his Treo and punched a number. “Hello, dear, this is Congressman Sam Waters calling for the Director. Put me through, will you?”

 Hunter watched the congressman disappear down the hall, surrounded by heavily armed cops in black, fragments of the conversation trickling back to him.

 He sensed Basalisa coming up behind him; with the respect only another gunfighter would recognize, she cleared her throat and came up on his non-gun side.

 “As my father would say, isn’t this a pretty little pig fuck?” Basalisa said softly.


 Hunter grinned. “Been awhile since I’ve heard that phrase.”


 “I thought perhaps you might have, Hunter.”


 Hunter turned and faced her directly, smiled, nodded. “Does this mean I can call you Basalisa now?”


 “I prefer Lisa,” she said.


 “Lisa it is.”


 “So what do you make of this? A Filipino assassin…I’ll bet that when we track him back, we’re going to find some links to Abu Sayeef,” she said. “Big balls to take out the head of the Congressional Investigation Committee.”

 “I don’t think that’s what he was here to do,” Hunter said.


 “That’s what it looked like to me,” she said.


 “If he wanted Waters, why didn’t he go for him?” Hunter said. “He was focused on me.”


 “Of course he was,” she said, irritated. “You were the immediate threat. He needed to clear his line to get at Water, and you were blocking his line.”

 “A sparrow wouldn’t have used the knife,” Hunter said. “He’d have used his pistol. This guy didn’t. He was waiting with knife in hand…but he didn’t go directly for Waters. He went for me.”

 “Now why the hell would he want you? Assuming you’re right, and not drunk on too much adrenaline.”

 “I don’t know,” Hunter said. “But that’s what it felt like.”

 “You’re stretching,” Basalisa said. “Unless…unless you think that killing the only Air Marshal to survive flight 193 would make a bigger statement than killing the head of the Congressional Investigation into Aviation Security.”

 “Who knows what he was thinking?” Hunter said.

 Lisa grinned, a gamine face that brought out hidden laugh lines. “I’d ask him what was going through his head, but I already know the answer…”

 Hunter grinned back. “Let me guess…230 grains of jacketed hollow point?”

 Lisa laughed out loud, and several agents turned to look at the unexpected -- and unfamiliar -- sound. “Remington’s best. 230 grain Golden Saber. Guaranteed to put brain and hair on the wall.”

 Hunter looked over where a technician scraped at the paneling in the hall. “And I reckon it did…”


 They walked down the hall laughing. 


 One of the junior agents looked at his partner and said, “That looks like the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”


 “Casablanca. Claude Rains and Humphrey Bogart,” the other agent said without looking.


 “Huh?”


 




 



Chapter Seven

 


 Gene Polchek backed the fork lift into the farthest corner of the barn, then got off and wiped his hands, even though they were clean, on the seat of his overalls. Stacked against one wall were barrel upon barrel of fuel oil, diesel, and a portable trailer with a tank of anhydrous ammonia mounted on it. Stacks of ammonium nitrate fertilizer in 50 pound bags were heaped upon pallets nearby. A neat, orderly row of blue plastic barrels, their tops laid open wide, were placed in front of a mixing table. Sitting on the floor, away from everything else, was a green wooden box.

Gene limped over to the box, stood over it, studied the DANGER: EXPLOSIVES hazmat label, then opened up the box. The box was half-full with plastic sheathed blocks of C-4 military explosive; the other half of the box was filled with neat coils of det cord. The blasting caps he’d set on a work table away from everything else, in a radio shielded safe box he’d rigged out of an old cake box.

 Gene rubbed the small of his back, which always hurt him, worse in the mornings when he got up, and caused him to work his way through a bottle of Motrin a week. According to the doc, he was destroying his kidneys with the pain meds, but the truth was, he didn’t care anymore.

 He wasn’t going to be around long enough for that to matter.

 There was something caught in his teeth, though, and that bothered him.

 He went to the driver’s side mirror of the rented Ryder truck parked inside the barn, and checked his tooth for the fragment of cereal he felt certain was lodged underneath one of his molars, near the gum. He took no notice of his face; that wasn’t his way. It was a battered, flabby face with a pointed nose, legacy of his Bohunk heritage, with pale blue eyes that weren’t mean, just uncaring. 

 He didn’t have anything to care about any more.

 Gene spat out a fragment of cereal he’d dislodged, then scratched himself while he thought through what he had to do. In Korea, and then in Viet Nam, he’d learned to take his time and think things through. He smiled to himself, just briefly, a wrinkling in his face, remembering one of his instructors at the Engineer school telling him that engineers that rushed with explosives didn’t live long.

 He’d certainly lived long than he thought he would, and that was in large part because he thought through what he did.

 The first order of business would be to mix the ammonium nitrate and the fuel oil. Those barrels of low order explosive would be the larger, outer ring within the back of the truck. The high order explosives, which would set off and initiate the larger blast, would be in the center. Those charges wouldn’t take long. The time intensive piece was filling the barrels for the main charge.

 He sighed. It would be easier if he had someone younger and stronger to do this for him. But that wasn’t going to happen.

 Gene set up his work bench, then rolled an empty barrel over beside it and began, slowly, to lift the heavy bags to the work bench, slit them open with the belt knife he’d worn for 50 years, and slowly pour the fertilizer in, then stop to soak it in fuel oil pumped from a barrel, then add more fertilizer. His hearing was never good, and as was his habit, he became so immersed in his work that he didn’t pay attention to much of anything.

 His wife had complained about it, and he’d given her the back of his hand more 

 than once for that, but now that she was gone, he missed her nagging in a strange way. Wasn’t it strange, after all those years of complaining about her, that once she was gone all he could think about was how much he missed the warm lump of her in their bed, the coffee she made that always had a touch of something special about, the little dash of vanilla she’d put in the pot that made each cup seem real special and fancy, like they sold at that fancy schmancy Starbucks place for some ridiculous amount like five dollars for a cup of coffee. She complained about him, and him not paying attention to her, but now that he thought about it, she never once complained about not having enough money, about the hard life of a farm wife to a not-so-successful dirt farmer eking it out on a meager enlisted man’s pay from Uncle Sugar and a series of subsidy loans from the government. 

 Never complained about raising a boy pretty much by herself, or so it seemed; Gene never really knew how to be around children, even his own boy. And she’d lavished on that boy, who always seemed to be underfoot, or in the way, tugging at his sleeve and demanding attention, and he’d given the boy the back of his hand more than once.

 It was only now that he remembered the look of surprise and betrayal on that little boy’s face.

 He furrowed his face, and banished that thought from his memory. That wasn’t his way. He was a man that always did things, did things with his hands, that’s how he did it. And maybe he wasn’t once of these touchy feely types, as the guys down at the feed store called them, these daddies always hanging on their kids, making them weak. His boy hadn’t grown up weak. No, he hadn’t grown up weak at all. He turned out to be just like his dad, in the long run. Though the wife had said over and over again that he was just doing that to get his attention, to get his approval.

 But in the end, Gene knew he loved his boy. Loved him, at least as much as he knew how. He’d do anything for him.

 And would. 

 He rocked the almost full barrel to make sure the fertilizer and the fuel oil settled in there properly. A little bit of room for the vapors to rise would be good. That was when he heard what he should have been listening for.

 “Gene? Gene? What are you doing in here?”

 He looked up and there was a touch of surprise, panic, and fear in those mostly empty eyes. It was Margaret Simmons, from the church committee. What the hell was she doing here?

 She was a small, dowdy woman wrapped in a faded dress, but her spirit was loud and so was her voice. She was a widower, and her whole life wrapped around the hub of the church, and she managed to find a way to wheedle her way into everyone’s life -- and she was better than a public broadcast when it came to getting something known in town.

“Gene, what is all this? Explosives? What are you doing?” she said.

 Margaret stood there with her fists on her hips, staring at him.


 Gene stood. He was confused. He hadn’t considered this possibility. 


 “You shouldn’t have come here, Margaret. Not without calling. I’m busy…”


“Busy doing what? What are these explosives for? And this truck…Gene what are you doing? This just doesn’t look right.”

 Gene sighed. He knew what he had to do. Didn’t make it easy, didn’t make it right, but he was long past caring about easy or right. There was just what had to be done, and the doing of it.

 He knew how to do that.

 The knife in his hand felt as though it weighed a ton, and he was conscious of it’s razor edge resting along the seam of his worn blue overalls.

 “I’m sorry, Margaret…” he said, coming to her.
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 Hunter stood alone on the airport observation deck and sipped from a good cup of coffee, courtesy of the Starbucks down the concourse. French Roast. He savored the slightly burnt taste, let it swell in his nostrils. He always felt this way, after a killing, after combat. Everything seemed fresher, newer, more…just more. His arm stung where the doctor in the O’Hare infirmary had thrown the few stitches; Hunter had refused to go to the hospital, not for a minor cut. He’d slipped away then, got his coffee and took time to himself. 

 Lisa had told him that the agent had impeccable credentials; there was in fact an agent named Tatsu Nakamura in the Los Angeles office; he was supposedly on a month’s vacation hiking somewhere in the Canadian Rockies. There was a search team out looking for him, but Hunter had a suspicion that if Nakamura was ever found, it would be his lifeless body and nothing else. The picture of the LA based Nakamura didn’t look much like the body laying on the coroner’s table downtown, Hunter would be sure of that.

“What is the Way of the Warrior?” Raven said. The table between them was littered with the remains of a German meal; jaeger schnitzel, fried potatoes, beer steins half empty, bread basket half full. “The Way of the warrior is death. It means choosing death whenever there is a choice between life and death. It means nothing more than this. It means to see things through, being resolved…the Hagakure, Hunter. Yamamoto Tsuenori. That’s where that’s from.”

 “I’ve never read it,” Hunter said.

 “You will,” Raven said. He pushed a tattered paperback copy across the table. “Add it to your reading list…”

Hunter smiled at that memory. There were three books that formed the Holy Canon of the Way according to Paul Raven: Sun Tzu’s The Art of War, Miyamoto Musashi’s Book of Five Rings, and the anonymously authored Thirty Six Stratagems, almost a companion piece to The Art of War. Raven had given Hunter all three of his first copies. He still had them, though for reasons he would never admit to being sentimental, he’d retired them to a special place on his bookshelves, and bought what he called user copies to go with him on his travels, and underline and dog ear and fold till they were worn and battered like the best of old companions, like trusty brothers in arms.

 Like Raven had been.


 Even at the end.


 And what would he make of this latest?


 Deception within deception within deception. Hunter felt as though he stood in a hall of mirrors, with image upon image reflecting and becoming distorted as it reflected with the speed of thought. The truth was something that he couldn’t see, though he got brief glimpses of a version of it.

 A fake FBI agent? Who was actually a highly skilled Filipino sparrow, the chosen and heavily trained assassins of the Filipino Muslim insurgents? 

 And had the Congressman been the target.

 No.

Hunter knew that in his heart of hearts. He knew what intention was like, had felt it both in training and far too many times in the real world. There is a line of intention that runs from a killer to the one to be killed, and in a killer as well trained -- and seasoned -- as Hunter knew the dead man to be, that line of attention and focus stayed true and constant, despite the sidetrack of dealing with temporary obstacles, which Hunter would have been, on the way to the target.

 No.


 The killer had come for him.


 So why? What made him important?


 Lisa had pointed out that killing the “Hero of Flight 193” would be a big blow for the terrorists in their war on aviation security. That was true, but why give him priority over the congressional head of the committee whose job it was to look into the whole sorry state of security and do something about it? What better statement could that be? Could it be that he was seen as some kind of threat to the investigation? He was no investigator; he was a shooter, pure and simple, and even his field work for CIA had centered on his ability to fight and kill all alone. Basalisa Coronas made a more logical target according to that line of thinking.

 There was something else going on here. 

 He felt it. 

 His intuition was something he’d learned to trust, and to trust unquestioningly. It had been tested and tried again and again. Though it was something that the conscious, logical, analytical mind rebelled against, Hunter had learned that the conscious was only a small part of the mind, and that the unconscious mind was always working and finding a way to bubble up into consciousness the information that it found.

 Like all these small pieces that came together and said, within all else that was going on with this investigation, with Ahmed Samir Said, with Flight 193, there was a part of this that had to do with him. 

 He put that bit of information away on a shelf in the back of his mind, and left it alone. When he’d gathered enough information, the answers would be there for him. In the meantime, he had work to do.

 His Treo rang, and he picked it up.

 “Hunter, it’s Lisa,” she said. “You need to get to the situation room right now. There’s something I need you to see. Where are you?”

 “Observation deck. About ten minutes away. You want anything from Starbucks?”


 “We don’t have time for Starbucks,” she said. “Hurry up.”


 “On the way,” Hunter said.
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 “Has Langley got this yet?” Basalisa said as Hunter walked into the crowded conference room.”


 “They’ve got it, boss,” a young male agent said. “I got receipt, and their terrain analysis folks are linking with NSA and DOD right now.”

 Basalisa waved Hunter over. “Look at this.”

 On a broad screen 24 inch color monitor, a video image played. A camera panned slowly over the inside of a barn building. Against one wall were barrels, blue polyethylene. Beside them was an idle fork lift. Sacks of ammonium nitrate fertilizer, barrels of fuel oil. Center piece of the image was a yellow Ryder truck. Just briefly, the camera strayed across the open door and out over a long expanse of cornfield. In the distance was a cluster of silos, and a tall tower that looked like a radio or cell station. Shadows cut sharply across the field. Then the screen went blank.

 “Where did this come from?” Hunter said.

 “Another electronic transmission to the media. My hackers are working to try and trace the packets back, but this guy knows what he’s doing. The originating packet was broken up and distributed to servers all over the world, run through encryption, scrambled all the hell up…pretty damn tough to pin it down. So he knows the internet…but we’re hoping he don’t know about some of our other tricks,” Basalisa said.

 Hunter studied her intent face, the lines drawn fierce, and the barely concealed exultation in her voice. She was on to something.

“You see,” she said, in response to his unspoken question. “That last shot…the field? Looks like just a cornfield, like millions of others in the world. We know it’s in the States, probably in the Midwest, probably right here in Illinois. And if it was just cornfield, we wouldn’t have much chance of finding which cornfield in any reasonable amount of time…though we could, eventually. But just maybe we got lucky…just maybe. The silos and the tower? That gives us a unique signature from the sky, and the fall of the shadows, that gives us a time and direction…”

 “Terrain analysis,” Hunter said.

“Right,” Basalisa said. She didn’t seem at all surprised that Hunter knew about it. “Langley’s people. They can take that configuration, the time, all that, then run it through all the imagery that NSA, DOD, Space Command and the Agency have…and they’ll find those silos with the tower and back azimuth from that to the barn.”

 “Is HRT ready?” Hunter said.


 “Blackhawks are turning right now, there’s a full assault team standing beside them. I want you with them.”


 “Roger that,” Hunter said. “They got some battle rattle I can borrow?”


 “Ole Bjornstadt is on point again,” Basalisa said. “He asked for you. He’s got what you need.”


 “On the way,” Hunter said. “We’ll patch through direct to your cell.”


 “Get them, Hunter,” Basalisa said. “Roll these ones up. Bring me one. Alive.”
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 It took Langley just about as long as it took Hunter to get out to the airfield, throw on a borrowed plate carrier and load his borrowed M-4 to determine the location of the barn.

 “Nearest big town is Decatur,” Ole said. “There’s a National Guard helicopter unit there, Blackhawks, so we’re going right into the airport. We’ve got the Resident Agent standing by with a four wheely….we’re going to drive a recon team right out there and put them in the weeds…get eyes on. The rest of us will hang back till we get the big picture. We’ll only be maybe five, ten minutes flight time from the farmhouse. Once we got eyes on, we can fast rope down right on them, or put down and foot mobile across. I’m trying to round up enough vehicles, but I don’t have the resources to put any good vehicles together to get the whole team on site in time…”

 “Bus?” Hunter said. “Maybe the local Sheriff has a prisoner transport, something like that…”

 Ole looked at Hunter, then nodded sharply. “Great idea. I’ll get the RAC on it.”
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 Luke Winn slithered forward on his belly, stopped, took a deep breath, then lowered his face to the stock of his rifle and peered through the Kahles telescopic sight. The open door of the barn leapt into his circular field of vision. He slowly scanned thoroughly, near, far, to the full field of observation. There was no activity that he could see, but he could definitely see the yellow Ryder truck, and in the shadows the shape of what were most likely the blue barrels he’d seen in the video imagery. 

 “No movement on target,” Luke whispered into his throat mike. “Positive ID on yellow Ryder truck, probable ID on blue barrels, again, no movement on site.”
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 “There’s been no movement on the site for 45 minutes,” Ole said. “We’ve got portable thermal imagers out there, and we’re not getting anything clear in the house. There is one source in the barn. But scatter and diffusion from the ground heat and the roof is giving us some grief. I’ve talked with the boss. The problem with a stealth assault is that there’s so much open ground between the fields and the barn. If we go vehicle, there’s over a half a mile of exposed road before we hit the barn from the main road. Our shooters have a Barrett that will go right through that barn and into the heat source if need to…I’m calling a straight up air assault, ride right in on top of these fuckers and fast rope in the door. Enter hard fast and affirmative.”

 Ole looked around. “Any questions?”


 His crew was silent. One of the young guns murmured, “Fucking A right, Ole. Put us in the door.”


 Ole nodded, then looked at Hunter. “You still up to speed on a fast rope, Agent James?”


 “I won’t be on the rope,” Hunter said. “I’m too gimped up. I don’t want to take the risk..”


 “You don’t need to say a word, Agent James,” Ole said. “We’ll be putting one down ASAP once we’re clear. You’ll be on it.”


 Hunter nodded, and fought down his own ill placed sense of shame and embarrassment at not being one of the first through the door. His days were over for that, he knew it, and so did these young guys, but that didn’t make it feel any better.

 “Our EOD guys are on the second wave,” Ole said. “I got some experts with handles from the Air Force downstate, they can handle it if we need to mess around with the explosives. We’ve trained for this, we know what to do. Let’s go do it.”
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 Barry Panera was 33 years old, and had been an FBI agent since he was 25, and a HRT member since he was 32, and today was his one year birthday with the team. In honor of the occasion, they put him first in the door on the lead.

 “You’re our Gumby!” Ole said. “That’s what young guys are for. I got first dibs on that piece of shit Seiko watch of yours when you buy it. I’d take your pistol, but my Karl Sokol beats up your Hilton Yam any day. More expensive don’t mean better, but hey, maybe we’ll sell it for beers to drink at your wake.”

 The laughter was loud and raucous, and Barry shook his head and kept his mouth shut, as befitted the FNG. He was scared, and everybody knew it, and he knew it, but he still got ready and put it away, and that was what his team mates all watched for, that was one of the boxes to check on the checklist all of them carried in their head, the checklist that came under the question: Will I trust this man with my life? 

 The loud macho poseurs, they were the first to fall; and the rest of the others, inadequate in some way that they hadn’t learned to compensate for in a positive fashion, they fell too, if not in the grueling selection course that HRT ran, but then in the operational probation period, where in addition to the rigorous mandated tests and standards they had to maintain, had to run the gauntlet of the unofficial hazing and personal testing by the seasoned, hardened shooters of the most elite law enforcement team of door kickers in the world.

 The rope master double checked the ropes and their attachment, the ropes carefully coiled and prepped; then he gave the thumbs up to the crew chief, who murmured into his mouthpiece. The pilot turned and looked over his shoulder and nodded at Ole and Hunter, then worked his stick and the Blackhawk lifted into the air like a pregnant dragonfly. 

 They kept the doors open and the city of Decatur fell away beneath them, within moments turning to a long flat expanse of farm fields rich with soy beans and corn, dotted by the occasional silo or cluster of farm buildings. Hunter turned his face to the rush of air coming in through the open door, and closed his eyes for a moment as the hot summer air whipped through his thinning hair. The sensation brought back memories, long old memories: an air assault, his first, in training at Fort Bragg, when he was a young M-60 gunner and looking out and seeing an entire airborne battalion task force in the hair, long before the Blackhawks, old Hueys, these, the Cobra gun ships darting in and out of the formation, the Loaches flitting off to one side; then a time in Korea, working in the DMZ, watching a hail of green tracers fall onto a UN medevac helicopter and him guiding red tracers from his platoon onto the NKs; riding along as an observer with the Army’s Delta Force during an aircraft recovery operation, on the bench seats of a modified OH-58…

 He’d had some good times in rotary aircraft, that’s for sure. His whole youth had been highlighted in helicopters. He hoped today would not be his last.

 That thought came out of nowhere, but he spent some time with it. That was something one of the Agency counselors had told him, after Raven had been killed: “You want to let your feelings come up. Just be the master of them, so they won’t be the master of you. Notice it, own it, play with it, stay with it.” So he did.

 Ole had skimmed over the details, but their briefing had covered it -- going into an environment packed with explosives and flammable materials was a dangerous tasking, but in essence not much different than a police unit taking down a meth lab loaded with flammable materials. There had been a brief discussion as to whether or not to bring in a DOE team that specialized in recovery of “items” that had explosive potential in and around explosive and/or radioactive material, but the HRT hung onto their mandate. This was a contingency they trained for, and though they had not yet had the tasking, they were probably as well trained as any team in the country for the job. The attached assets from the Air Force were some of the best trained in the world, and the senior NCO had recent experience with vehicle IEDs from Iraq, so they were good to go.

 Hunter double checked his M-4; pulled back the charging handle to expose the brass of a chambered round, let it go forward, hit the forward assist twice, checked the safety. His pistol was good to go, that was his own. It was borrowed weapons he didn’t trust. He felt the mood in the chopper go from nervous laughter to focus and resolve. These were good operators, world class shooters, and today, he was glad that it was them he was going into harm’s way with.

 Harm’s way. That was something most people would never understand. This was what they did, this was how they defined themselves, by their willingness to go in harm’s way again and again, most often where no one would ever know, and deal out violence or the threat of violence. It was a crazy world, and it seemed especially so when you were sitting somewhere safe and secure, sipping an expensive cup of coffee and flipping through a paperback novel.

 Hunter wouldn’t trade his place with anyone in the world for anything on earth.


 “Two minutes!” the crew chief shouted. 


 The rope master took his place and the men shifted into position. Hunter took a deep breath. Ole looked at him and nodded.


 “We’ll see you on the ground,” the big Norwegian said.


 The Blackhawks roared towards the barn suddenly visible, growing before the eye with each heartbeat, and then the big birds flared up, and the ropes went out.

 “On the rope!” the ropemaster shouted.

 Barry Panera led the way on the right hand side of the aircraft; on the opposite side Ole leaped on and then the rest of the assault team in the lead aircraft went out and down in five meter intervals and almost before they knew it, they were down and on the ground, spread out in a staggered assault line, no stack here, it was run to the fight…

 Hunter watched them advance on the open barn door, and then a two man element make entry. The short bursts of voices over the command net rang in his ears through the head set he had rigged to his tactical radio.

 “Clearing main floor…”


 “Vehicle clear…”


 “Covering loft ladder….”


 “Climbing…”


 “Loft clear…”


 “Entering house…”


 “Kitchen clear…”


 “Living room clear…”


 Ole’s voice was hard on the net. “EOD up…open the rear door, we have a heat source…”
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 Master Technical Sergeant Gene Tackleberry ran a hand held scanner around the perimeter of the door. The device was essentially a small x-ray device that let him see if there were any specific wiring or latches set to go off if the rear door to the truck was opened.

 Nothing.


 Next he ran a portable sniffer to detect explosive residue. He clucked softly to himself as he watched the digital read out.


 “Well, well,” he said. “We got your basic ammonium nitrate, we gots some C-4, military issue, and some miscellaneous goodies…”


 “Can you enter?” Ole said. “We’ve got a heat source in there. Body.”


 “Oh, hell yeah,” Tackleberry said. He reached up and tugged at the handle and yanked the door up. “Bang!”


 The shooters jumped.


 “Cocksucker,” Ole said, live over the mike.


 The door swung up and opened wide. Inside, tied to a kitchen chair with rope and duct tape, an elderly woman in a faded gingham print dress glared at them over the wide band of tape holding her mouth closed. Her dress was spotted and wet in front.

 “Hey hotshot!” Ole said. “How the fuck did you know there wasn’t any wiring in there?”

 “Magic of technology, Special Agent. That and years of experience. And the wisdom of the wise old sage,” Tackleberry said dryly. 

 “In other words, you didn’t.”

 Tackleberry laughed and shook his head. “Oh, ye of little faith. Better see to the civilian, shouldn’t you?”

 Ole waved two shooters forward, and they entered alongside Tackleberry, who glanced over the chair, and then nodded his assent to the two young guns. Panera pulled out a Strider AR and thumbed open the massive blade, then sliced through the tape binding the old woman to the chair. While she rubbed her hands and thin wrists, he peeled up an edge of the tape across her mouth.

 “This will only hurt for a minute, ma’am,” he said. Then he yanked the tape off in one fast pull.

 “Ow!” Margaret Simmons shouted. “Christ Jesus, be careful!”
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 “Make sure and get all this,” Hunter said to a junior agent manning a portable digital recorder with a wireless connection to a router in the helicopter. The video footage was running live back to the operations center where Basalisa Coronas hunched over a terminal watching.

 “Got it, Agent James,” the agent said.

 “So tell it to me slowly, Margaret,” Hunter said. “We need to know…”

 “I don’t know what happened! I don’t understand what got into him…do you know? Gene Polchek is no terrorist, he fought in the war in Korea and Viet Nam, his son was a soldier…”

 “Where did Gene go?” Hunter said. “After he tied you up and put you in the truck? Didn’t he know you could have died in there? With the heat, and the fumes…”

 “Why would he do that?” she said, suddenly tearful. “I was always good to him. I don’t understand…he was so sad, but he meant business, I knew not to mess with him, he had a knife…I won’t believe he left me there to die. I won’t. He’s a God fearing man and he wouldn’t do that to me, I’ve sat with him in church, for goodness sake we’ve broken bread together…”

 “Did he say where he was going? What did he say, Margaret…it’s really important…”

She became still. The tears dried up as though by magic. “He did leave me to die, didn’t he? He never meant to come back. He left me in there with all those bombs. All that…stuff.”

 She looked at Hunter and drew herself up. Suddenly she seemed much larger than she stood. “He left me there to die.”


 “It appears that way, Margaret,” Hunter said.


 “That son of a bitch,” she hissed. “I’d never believe that if I didn’t experience it myself.”


 “Did he say he was coming back?”


 “No,” she said. “He said that everything was changed, now. That I shouldn’t have come here. I just meant to check on him, see how he was, he’s been so down lately…No. He didn’t say he was coming back. He just said I wouldn’t have to worry. I wouldn’t be in there for long. He was just telling me that, wasn’t he? So I wouldn’t cause him a problem? He was lying, wasn’t he?”

 Her eyes were narrowed and mean, but there was still a hint of hurt there. “Wasn’t he?”
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 “Was he?” Basalisa Coronas said. Her face was drawn with sharp lines in the digital image on the laptop out in the Blackhawk. “What’s your take?”

 Hunter shrugged, looked at Ole, then back at the screen.

“It makes no sense,” he said. “He didn’t kill her, that would be logical. He leaves her in the vehicle, but there’s no anti-tampering devices on the truck, no timer, no dead man switch. There is a wiring circuit set up that could be attached to a detonator/initiator switch system in the cab of the truck…”

 “Suicide bomber with a firing switch?” Lisa said.

 “Yeah,” Hunter said. “Most of the time there’s an additional detonator, remote or radio controlled, for the controller to stand off and detonate if the bomber gets cold feet or otherwise flubs it. No trace of that here, though it would be easy enough to rig that as a separate circuit and attach it to whatever initiation device was set up in the cab.”

 “So why leave her there? Do you think he’s coming back?”

 “You’ve got the satellite footage, right?” Hunter said. “He took off in the direction of Decatur…he could be on the interstate now since we don’t have real time tracking on him.”

 “I’m putting out an alert on his vehicle, Ford F-250 pick up,” Lisa said. “See if you can wring anything else out of this woman, we’ll hold her for a bit and see if there’s anything useful rattling around in her head.”

 “Little harsh, aren’t you?” Hunter said.

 “Frustrated,” Lisa said. “We’re one red hair from catching one of these operators…and we’ve got yet another enigma.”

 “We’re not far behind him, Lisa,” Hunter said. “Maybe two hours. We’ll just keep whittling away at that window. Sooner or later we’ll be in the same place at the same time.”

 “That’s what we’re counting on,” she said.


 “Agent James? Ole? We got trouble,” Barry Panera said.


 “What’s up?” Ole said.


 “Press,” Panera said. “TV. Two vans, coming down the access road.”


“Shit,” Ole said. “Now how the fuck did they get wind of this?”

 “What’s wrong?” Lisa said.


 “Press inbound,” Hunter said. “Television. You know anything about that?”


 “How did they….”


 “Question of the day,” Hunter said. “You want to stay live on the cam? We’ll have to manage this…”


 “Yeah,” Lisa said. “Do what you have to.”


 The lead van skidded to a halt in a cloud of dust. A young reporter, in his middle twenties maybe, with the carefully coiffed hair and regular features of a store window mannequin, bounded out, and looked over his shoulder for the camera man, a world weary long hair in his forties with a much patched and abused photographer’s vest over a tie-dye t-shirt. 

 “Who’s in charge?” the reporter shouted even as he came forward. “Are we rolling?”

 The reporter’s eyes widened when he recognized Hunter. “Agent James! Agent James! We have a tip that there was an arrest of a terrorist ring here…”

 Hunter sighed.
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 In Washington DC, Congressman Sam Waters watched the breaking news on the big screen TV mounted on his wall, a present from one of his constituents who owned a successful electronics retail franchise.

 “Now, just how did they get that tip?” Sam said out loud. “Jeannie May?”


 His assistant stuck her head in the room. “Yes, Sam?”


 “Tell me something, darling…don’t you think this Hunter James is good in front of the camera?”


 “He is, Sam. I’ve been watching from the other room. Thinks fast on his feet, but I reckon you’d expect that from a guy in his business. He wouldn’t be alive if he couldn’t think quick on his feet.”

 “He can talk, too,” Sam observed.


 “Yes sir, he can. Real well.”


 “Jeannie, who do we know at NBC? Up high?”


 “The Vice President of Programming for one, off the top of my head.”


 “Get him on the phone, honey. I’d like to know who tipped off a Podunk local news station about the biggest breaking terrorist story. I surely would like to know who did that.”

 “I’m on it, Sam.”
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 In his hidden headquarters, Ahmed Samir Said toyed with an expensive custom fighting knife, a rare Jerry Hossom Retribution. The knife spun on his palm, into fore grip then into reverse, then back, then forth, again and again. The gleaming blade looked like a buzzsaw in the light as it rotated to and fro. His fellows stood well back, fascinated by the blur of steel in his hand. 

 “Perfect,” Said said. “Just perfect. I love it when things comes together…”


 “Do I launch it now?” the red headed computer operator asked.


 “Yes. Now,” Said said. 


 “Would you like to….”


 “No,” the leader said. “You’ve more than earned the right, my friend. We’ve all earned the right, but you are first among equals today. You launch it.”

 The computer operator nodded, then pressed the ENTER key on his keyboard. 

 “Launched,” he said. 

 When he pressed the key, an execute command went out over the broadband line to access portals hacked into the porous security software in the Indianapolis, Kansas City, Cleveland and Minneapolis Air Route Traffic Control Centers. Within a heartbeat, a program inserted weeks earlier was activated. The first thing that happened was that the coolant towers for each center, the critical cooling towers that kept all of the antiquated computer hardware in the centers operating, malfunctioned…they shut themselves down. And would never start again, because within a few more heartbeats, the logic boards fried themselves, through a simple program that boosted their electrical use to exceed the safety parameters.

 And then, as the back up coolant system (in the centers that had one) kicked in, the display terminals the center relied on began to go crazy. First numbers transposed themselves, then altitude readings and compass headings reversed, and then, after ten minutes of chaos, the systems shut down.

 Within ten minutes, the only functioning Air Route Traffic Control Center was Chicago, and every other Center in the Midwest had sent all control and traffic there.
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 Hunter walked slowly through Gene Polchek’s farm house. What struck him was what was similar, and different, from the house that Master Sergeant Torkay had lived in. Same sense of loneliness; this was the residence of a man who’d lived alone for a long while. 

 But he hadn’t always been alone.

 The house was like an abandoned memorial, or a house inhabited by someone else. Pictures and knick knacks were covered with dust, some of the knick knacks knocked over and he hadn’t bothered to set them up right…pictures of a heavy set woman in an old fashioned address, not so different from what Margaret Simmons had been wearing when they pulled her out of the truck. But there was something else…a picture of a youngish man, a soldier, in full dress uniform. Army, Special Forces, a Ranger tab. A big, burly, meaty man, like his father. The resemblance was obvious. Hunter lifted the picture. There were finger prints in the dust on the picture frame, prints of thick fingers.

 He’d looked at this picture of his son often.

 There was something familiar about this soldier’s face; something nagged at Hunter. He’d seen this face before, but where? Hunter had never been in Special Forces, but he’d spent plenty of time in and around the special operations community.

 Where had he seen this guy?


 He opened up his cell phone, called Lisa.


 “Coronas,” she answered crisply.


 “Lisa, can you get somebody to run a name through the DOD database for me?” Hunter said. “Harold Polchek, showing rank of Master Sergeant, Special Forces, Ranger. Don’t know the dates of service.”

 “Do you want to hold?”


 “Yeah.”


 Lisa gave directions to someone in the background. “Finding anything?”


 “There’s a strange sense here,” Hunter said. “Like Torkay’s place. Like something’s missing. Wife’s missing, and so is the son, the soldier…”

 “Wife is missing?”


 “I mean as in long gone. Divorced or dead, I’m betting the latter.”


 “Wait one,” she said. There was a moment’s silence, then she said, “Hunter? I’ve got the screen on Harold Polchek.”


 “What do you got?”


 “He was SF and Ranger. Assigned to Defense Intelligence for his last tour, in Beirut in 1988. He was working with the Intelligence Support Activity…”

 “ISA?”


 “Yeah.”


 “Where is he now?”


 “He’s dead. Went down on Pan Am 103 along with the other members of his action cell. They were tasked with finding William Buckley.”

 “Pan Am 103?”

 “Yep. And we just got something else…there’s been a massive cyber attack on the FAA’s Air Route Traffic Control Centers. All of the Midwest centers except Chicago went down fifteen minutes ago.”

 “Are your hackers on it?”

 “Oh, yeah,” Lisa said. “They went through the FAA’s security like hot knives through butter. They’re in there tracking back now.”

 “Chicago is still up, though?” Hunter said.

 His glance fell on a disordered bookshelf. The glossy spine of a book protruded out from the rest of the paperbacks jammed in there. He wandered over to the bookshelf. The book protruding was a new copy of The 36 Stratagems.

 “Wait a minute, Lisa,” he said. 


 Hunter slipped the book out. It was earmarked to a chapter. He opened it. Display In The East and Attack In The West.


 “Lisa?” Hunter said. “Send everything you got to the Chicago Center. Tell them to lock down tight.”


 “Why?”
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 Gene Polchek sat in the passenger seat of a rented Ryder truck and studied the driver. She was a very attractive woman, sharply dressed like an executive who’d taken the day off from work, maybe in her early forties, or maybe older, he couldn’t tell. Expensive women like this were hard for him to figure out; they were way out of his experience. 

 “You don’t need to do this,” he said.

 She had a patrician tone to her voice that made him want to melt into the floorboards. “You don’t need to do this either. You’re welcome to get out.”

 “No,” he said. “I need to do the work.”


 “As do I.”


 He hung his head. “I’m sorry. Guess I don’t know what to say.”


 She was silent. She gave the truck some gas and turned down the road that went directly to the guard shack and the gate in front of the Chicago Center. The truck rolled slowly toward the gate. The guard in the shack looked up, then stepped out of the shack and held up his hand for them to stop.

 “I don’t mean to be rude,” the woman said. “I guess I don’t know what to say either.”


 “I’m just glad not to be alone,” Gene Polchek said.


 The woman looked at him, and for a moment the fear and apprehension showed on her face. “It’s not going to hurt, is it?”


 He reached out and patted her hand, something he would never have dreamed of doing at any other time. “No, ma’am. It’s not going to hurt.”

 She nodded at the picture in his hand. “Is that your boy?”


 “Yes, ma’am.”


 She turned and looked at the gate, increased her speed. “I didn’t bring one of my daughter.”
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 Roger Stillwell heard the phone ringing in the guard shed, but he had to deal with this truck first. The Standing Orders were clear: no trucks other than scheduled delivery trucks were allowed to approach the center. But this couple looked lost, and they sure didn’t look as though they were going to stop.

 But people always stop, don’t they.

 Not this time. 

 By the time he realized that they weren’t going to stop, it was too late to do anything but try to jump to one side; the bumper clipped him hard on his legs and pelvis and flung him into the powered gate. The woman driving the truck looked as surprised as him to see him fly. A fat old farmer limped past him and into the guard shed, hit the switch that opened the gate, then stepped over his body and got back into the truck.

 Dimly, he could hear the phone ringing.
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 Her name was Marissa Evenwell, and before yesterday, she had never driven a truck, much less a rented Ryder truck. But she’d practiced in an open parking lot the day before what she would have to do. And there really wasn’t much to it.

 She steered the truck through the parking lot, aimed around the corner of the building. There were two large cooling towers that powered the air conditioning units that kept the antiquated computers cool enough to operate; they were located right next to the back up generator units.

 And inside the building, just on the other side, was the lunch break and cafeteria for the facility.

 “Center unit,” Gene Polchek said.

 “I know,” Marissa said. She drove forward, taking her time. She reached over and took Gene Polchek’s scarred and calloused hand in her own soft, scented palm. “Remember why we do this.”

 Gene nodded, sudden tears in his eyes. “Yes.” He touched the test button on his firing panel. The LED glowed green. “God, did I love him…”

 The massive blast of the truck bomb took out the entire cooling towers, the back up generators, collapsed the wall and destroyed the cafeteria, and toppled the main control center on the floor above into the wreckage below.

 And with that, all traffic control for flights between towers over 10,000 feet was lost in the entire Midwest.
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 “Hunter? Hunter? We’ve lost the tower, there’s been an explosion…” Lisa said. “How did you know?”


 Hunter held the book in his hand. “Truck bomb, right?”


 “We don’t know yet…but that’s what it looks like. How did you know? What did you find?”


 Hunter weighed the book in his hand. “This,” he said, holding the book up. “I know who’s doing this.”




 



INTERLUDE: KNIFE HIDDEN UNDER THE SMILING FACE

 



Chapter One

 


 The water purled and curled around mossy rocks in this, the widest and shallowest part of the river. It was a good place to stand and watch, as there was a broad expanse of grass here that declined gradually into the river, almost like a graduated wading pool. It made for a great place for a gathering, and if Hunter hadn’t been so sweaty, tired and yet exhilarated, he might have wanted to spend some time just watching the water run in the river and the sun glinting like jewels across the surface of the river.

 But if he did that, he might get a knife in his gut, and that was certainly no way to end an otherwise glorious fall day on the river, now was it?

 Joe Hartlaub, tall and lean with an array of wrinkles that could fall into a smile or a frightening frown, shaved head gleaming in the sun, gestured Hunter forward to demo with him.

 “Okay, simple cuts now,” Joe said. “First come in on the one line…” his hand with a gleaming training knife in it arced through a cut from one to seven o’clock. “…with a feint…when your opponent’s hand comes, then cut through on the three line…” and the master knife fighter brought his knife around Hunter’s guard across his belly.

 “You’ll see the blue worm then, men,” Joe said, a mean grin on his face. “Upsets your opponent, I promise you.”

 He didn’t have to say more than that; Hartlaub’s reputation as the real deal in the martial arts world, especially the outlaw world of the blade, was cemented in stories whispered behind his back, and in the array of scars he wore on his arms and chest, including one bad slash across his left hand that left it always curled, as though a prehensile claw. 

 Hartlaub gestured with that same claw, urging Hunter back into the line of the other knifers working together in huddled little groups. It looked almost like a medieval battlefield; men in camo pants or sweat pants, wearing combat boots or hiking shoes and a variety of shirts, or none at all; head wraps in abundance and in each and every hand a length of steel, drone trainers now, but on occasion, with the advanced guys, a live blade and all that that engendered. Joe Hartlaub stalked through, encouraging and urging them on, his voice a whiplash on occasion, most often a throaty rumble punctuated with erudite observations and a steady stream of creative profanity.

“Jesus’s ass,” Hartlaub said as he stood by and watched two grossly overweight siblings slash feebly at each other. “You two look like the final round of the butter carving contest. Move like you’re cutting meat, not air!”

 He stepped between them, pushed them to make room. “You guys, I know it’s hard, but it’s in your mind, that’s where the work gets done, you got to get through the flab in your brain, what’s on your ass don’t matter if the brain is there…look.”

 Suddenly a length of live blade appeared in his hand as though from nowhere: a massive bowie, at least 12 inches long, Hartlaub’s favorite weapon and one he’d learned first hand from the modern master James A. Keating during the intensive training Keating did on a different river, the Riddle of Steel training event. 

 The two brothers stepped back, eyes widened. A sense of danger, a vibrancy, rang off Hartlaub.

 “Feel that?” Hartlaub hissed. “That’s the fear of cold steel…respect that. Make every cut with that in mind. Never forget that…or the steel will remind you. Remind you in blood. Treat the mistress of steel with respect or she’ll taste your blood. You understand me?”

 “Yes sir,” they said, voices in trembling unison.

 “Oh, Joe-Seppi,” came a loud, amused voice from a little hillock to the north of the open area they trained in. Hunter looked, as did all the other students, and saw a man, middle aged by the look of him, thinning gray hair cut short and a neat, short beard; trim and fit looking without being exceptionally so, in a faded T-shirt with a logo on it Hunter couldn’t make out and well worn sweat pants and hiking shoes.

 “How long did it take you to learn to love the mistress of steel, Joe-Seppi?” the man said, as he walked down the hill and towards the instructor. “A longish bit, if I recall correctly…these young guys, it’s going to take them awhile…cut them some slack, eh?”

 Joe Hartlaub’s face lit up in a huge, albeit almost Satanish smile. “Well, as I live and breath, if it’s not the Alleycat his own self.”

 “Meow, meow, that be me,” the man said. “Just a big pussy.”

 Hartlaub’s knife disappeared into a hidden sheath beneath his shirt, one of the amazing concealment sheaths crafted by Mike Sastre of River City Sheaths, modeled on the sheaths of the old riverboat gamblers who prided themselves on their full sized bowies. Then he stuck his hand out at the other man and then pulled him close into an unabashed hug.

 “Great to see you, brother,” Hartlaub said. “Rumor had it you were dead.”

 “Can’t believe everything you hear, brother mine,” the man called Alleycat said. “Or see, for that matter, but then, you already know that, right? I’m just preaching to the choir…”

 “…and you ain’t never been no place but the library, and ain’t never done nothing but sing too loud in the choir, right?”

 Laughter, the deep hearty, unabashed laughter of fighters.

 The man broke the embrace and turned to look at the students, caught Hunter’s eyes, nodded and smiled. “So, Joe-Seppi, you going to introduce me to your crew, or what?”

 “Gather round, men,” Hartlaub said. “Let me introduce you to a legendary figure in our world…” He glanced at the man. “And what name are we using this week?”

 The man laughed. “The real one. Raven. Paul Raven.”


 “AKA the Alleycat,” Hartlaub said.


 “Well, all God’s critters got claws,” Raven said, grinning. He looked around. “Sal Glesser isn’t here, is he?”


 “Not this year.”


 “Tell him to stay home and send that gorgeous Joyce Laituri instead.”


 Hartlaub laughed. “Word, brother. Word. She looks like Sharon Stone, only better.”


 The men all laughed together. Hunter would always remember that day. Raven had charisma, that was for sure, it was something you only really saw in the most alpha of males, and with him it wasn’t a blustery or big and loud thing, it was a quiet, confident, humorous sense of…power. Real power. Not just the power to take a life, though it was apparent very quickly that he had that…just…power.

 Like the Shadow in that old comic book series from the even older radio series. He had the power to cloud men’s minds, and who knew what evil lurked in the hearts of men?

 The Shadow knew.


 And so did Paul Raven.


 “So what are you teaching this year?” Joe Hartlaub said, grinning.


 “No, no, no, Joseph man,” Raven said. “I’m here to play, not to work…”


 “We’ll see,” Joe said. “Got a knife, or do you need to borrow one?”


 “As if,” the other man said, laughing. “As if.” 


 Raven reached behind his back and drew out a full size Randall #1 fighter, an old one, the carbon steel almost blue-grey, the leather wrapped handle black with sweat and wear. “Brought my lucky lady with me.”

 “Mana, brother,” Joe said. Hunter noted with interest how the famous knife fighter eyed Raven’s blade. Envy? Maybe. Respect? Maybe so.

 “Let’s play,” Raven said. “Who needs a partner?”


 “I do,” Hunter said, before any one else would answer. “I need one.”


 “Then you’ve got one, young man,” the gray haired man said. “Let’s play.”
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Hunter never forgot that day, the first time he’d faced the Raven across the bridge of steel. There is an assurance, an ease, that only the longest of long time practitioners get with the knife, where it seems as though it’s in fact not an outgrowth of the hand, a deadly razor edged finger, but instead an extension of thought, where pure intention fueled the fluid movement of the blade, seeking out the opening before the other even knew at any level that it was there, poking and slicing and opening the way as though it were a magic wand poking holes in an invisible, magical field of energy.

 Energy.

That’s what you feel when you’re across from a true master of the blade, the effortless flow of someone fully attuned with an elemental force in the universe, the power to open, to penetrate, in it’s purest sense…the razor’s edge. It’s something that’s hidden from the common eye, the eye without discernment, the discernment that comes from hours turning into months turning into years, forged in sweat and blood, and especially, in the handful of true master, quenched in the blood of an opponent. Man killers have a different feel to them, and especially those that have killed at contact distance with this, the most intimate of weapons, the knife, the oldest warrior’s tool. 

 Raven had it in spades.

 He smiled constantly, as though at a private joke, and he always moved with respect. What does that mean? It’s so easy for a master to humiliate a student, to dazzle with moves and techniques and expertise; it’s so much harder, and so much more the test of true mastery, to challenge the student, to bring him to a higher level than he imagined by working him right to the edge of his performance, the performance he isn’t even aware exists in him, but the eye of the master can see, in the same way that a sculptor looks at an ugly block of stone and sees the beauty of the sculpture within. 

 Within seconds of crossing blades with Raven, Hunter was drenched in sweat. It wasn’t just that he was working harder than he ever had, it was as though he was training beside a fire, a fire he couldn’t see, but he most certainly could feel. 

 “Try this,” Raven said genially. “Easy entry with deception…just like Joe showed you…open with the one line feint…” the old Randall blurred up. “…and then go for the three line…” Hunter hollowed back and then sprang back as the tip of the Randall appeared right before his nose.

 “See how it works?” Raven said. “The body wants to follow the brain, and the brain wants to follow a pattern, so when you give it a pattern, you know where it’s going to go, and then…you interrupt it.”

 “Show me again,” Hunter said.

 Raven grinned. “Once for flow…”

 He feinted at the one line, then the three line, and as Hunter hollowed back showed how he broke his wrist up to put the tip right where Hunter’s face would have been.

 “How do you feel about working live blade with this old guy?” Joe Hartlaub said, from behind, where he’d been watching Hunter.

“Does give an edge to things,” Hunter said.

 Raven laughed. “As long as you get the point.”


 All three of them laughed.


 “I’d never let anybody else but me train you that way,” Joe said. “Take advantage while you can, young gun.”


 “I’ll keep him as long as he can keep up, Joe,” Raven said. He winked at Hunter. 


 “I’ll keep up,” Hunter said.


 “Well, you got the talking part done,” Raven said. “Let’s play.”
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 Hours passed like minutes. It was well late into the day, and at the unanimous agreement of the knifers, they had delayed dinner to work into the dusk. Hunter slouched on the grass, back against the coolness of a granite boulder. Raven sat cross legged, surprisingly limber for a man who had to be in his late forties or early 50s, though he moved like a twenty year old. 

 “There’s a lot you can do to enhance your use of deception,” Joe was saying. “Study magic, sleight of hand…conjuring tricks all use distraction and deception to lead you to see…or not to see…what the conjurer wants. To a blade master, deception is part and parcel of all that he does…”

 “What’s the point?” the class smart ass, a chubby security guard from Boston who called himself Night Stalker, said. “I mean, in a real knife fight, it’s all going to be over in a second anyway, right? Why waste time with all this deception stuff when all you gotta do is get your knife out and get it in the bad guy?”

 Raven grinned and shook his head. Joe saw that, and said, “Would you like to answer that question, Paul?”

 “I’ll answer the question with a question…what makes you think that you’ll always be able to get your knife out and get it in the bad guy before he does it to you? I mean, respectfully, you don’t, do you?” Raven said.

 Night Stalker was nonplussed, then said somewhere between his feet. “Uh, no, I guess not.”

“So here’s my thought, for what it’s worth,” Raven said. “I’m just an old guy, but I’ve seen a thing or two in my time. The one thing certain about combat is that nothing is certain. The human being is a complex organism, and the brain of man, well, it’s an infinite mystery, at the risk of sounding ridiculous. There is nothing for certain when two determined men meet in the ring of steel, and for sure nothing is certain in any kind of face to face fight. So you want to stack every advantage you can…because you never know who you’re going to run into out there on the street, now do you? Look around you, at all of you…you’re here training. How many other people are off training the same way? How many of those people have bad intent? Do you know?”

 He took his time and looked each of us in the eye, a master orator at work.

“The art of the knife is deception. Deception. “All warfare is deception.” Anybody know who said that?”

 “Sun Tzu. The Art of War,” Hunter said.

Raven treated Hunter to a huge and approving smile. “Full points to the very aggressive Mr. Hunter James.” Raven turned his attention to the class again. “If you don’t know that book, you should. It’s one of the master works of strategy…and in the unforgiving world of the knife, you must be a strategist as well as a tactician. Solving one problem isn’t good enough if your opponent is thinking ahead, and making you solve the problem the way he wants you to.” He studied Hunter thoughtfully, then went on.

“It’s not enough to mask your move,” he said. “You must disguise your intent. Intention is what begins all combat…and it’s your first opportunity to sense what’s coming and move to counter it. The most important parts of the OODA loop are Observation and Orientation; the sooner you see it coming, the more time you have to prepare, to orient yourself in the changing landscape of the battle field, whether it’s the desert of Iraq or a dark alley behind a bar, to decide and act…that’s the Golden Skill of the warrior -- the ability to see the fight coming. Most people, most non-warriors, I won’t call them sheep, that’s degrading, but non-warriors -- they don’t even know they’re in the fight until they’ve been hit or till they wake up in the hospital -- if they wake up at all. And there’s a fair number who think they’re warriors…and if they survive that first encounter, then they’ll know whether that’s true or not.”

 Raven grinned, and took his time looking around at the ring of young men hanging on his every word. “And some of you will find that out, some day…”

 He looked at Hunter. A faint grin, the grin he always wore, seemed to deepen as he noticed that Hunter didn’t look away, but met his challenging gaze steadily. He nodded, then looked at the other men. Most of them couldn’t meet his eye.

 “But hopefully not!” Raven went on, a sudden cheery and positive tone in his voice that hadn’t been there before, a tonal shift that immediately and measurably shifted the energy of the group. “Hell, killing people might be messy, and bad karma besides! Let’s just train, and eat!”

 The group dissolved and headed to the lodge for the deferred evening meal. Hunter lingered a little till he saw Raven huddle with Joe Hartlaub. Hunter hesitated a moment, then followed the rest of the men into the dining hall, where a lavish feast, fit for a barbarian horde or a Viking raiding party, was laid out on the tables. Racks of barbequed ribs, a steamship round of beef, platters of steaming potatoes and roasted corn, and plenty to drink -- even beer for those inclined, though most stuck to icy pitchers of water and lemonade.

 Hunter loaded up a plate, heaping on the protein, and turned to look for a place to sit.


 “Come sit with me, Hunter,” Raven said from right behind Hunter’s shoulder.


 Hunter almost started, but caught himself. “Sure, man…”


 The older man led them to a corner table, sat himself with his back to the wall where he had a full view of the room, put his plate with a few slices of beef and a ladle full of steamed vegetables down, then set a napkin and a fork beside it. Hunter sat across from him.

 “You’ll watch my back, right?” Hunter said. 


 Raven grinned. “Trusting, are you? This is the wrong crowd for that.”


 Hunter laughed. “I’ll take my chances. At least they’re not managers and bureaucrats.”


 “A-fucking-men,” the older man said. 


 They ate.


 Raven was a meticulous eater; he’d cut his meat into small bits, take a deliberate bite, then eat some vegetables, then take a sip of water. Everything he did was precise and neat, almost choreographed.

 “You ever think about time?” Raven asked.


 “What do you mean?”


 “About how time passes.”


 “No, I don’t,” Hunter said. He studied the other man curiously. “Why do you ask?”


 “You should,” Raven said. “Time, and how you use it, that’s the integral component of the Golden Skill.”


 “I don’t understand.”


 Raven nodded and cut his meat into small, neat squares. “You ever feel impatient with ordinary folks? Civilians, I mean. Non-warriors. Sheeple. Ever feel as though they don’t see what you see, as though they think too slow, like they’re caught in some kind of web or bowl of jelly?”

 “Yeah. Sometimes.”

“Ever think that maybe they are too slow, and they are caught up in a web? A web of their own thinking, a web they blunder through…ever think that they why that is, is because they can’t see, and what they do see, they see too slowly?”

 “You’ve lost me, man.”

 “No I haven’t,” Raven said, looking Hunter in the eye. “Don’t underestimate yourself.” He tapped his knife on the plate. “You visualize well, right?”

 “Yeah. I work at it.”

 “It shows. I saw that when we were working together. You take the time to visualize what you’re doing before you do it, and that is one of the reasons you pick things up faster. And you pick up on things faster. So visualize this…I want you to close your eyes, and I want you to visualize a clock face. With a second hand. And I want you to see the second hand moving smoothly, sweeping along…it’s important that you just see it moving smoothly along, not ticking from point to point, all right? Let me know when you see that.”

 “Right now?”

 “Yes,” Raven said, a hint of impatience in his voice. “I’m teaching you something. Now.”

 Hunter closed his eye and conjured up an image of a clock face, almost like one of Salvador Dali’s clock faces, and saw the second hand moving smoothly, like the second hand of a Rolex.

 “Okay, I see it,” he said.

 “Now what I want you to do is this…when I tell you go, you count off ten seconds -- but don’t do it verbally, just watch the second hand sweep and when it hits ten say stop. Got it?”

 “Got it.”


 “Okay, ready, go…”


 Hunter watched his hallucination of a second hand go to ten seconds, then said, “Stop.”


 “All right then,” Raven said, satisfaction in his voice. “Want to know your time?”


 Raven had his finger resting on the case of a battered Casio G-Shock held in one hand. 


 “Yeah,” Hunter said.


 “Your ten seconds of internal time equals 2.5 seconds of external time, according to my fairly infallible and somewhat battered G-Shock,” Raven said.

 “So what does that mean?” a voice from behind Hunter said.

 Hunter looked at saw about half the class standing in a semi-circle behind him, listening and watching. 

Raven nodded. “Do the math…for every 2.5 seconds of “real” time, whatever “real” means, Hunter has ten seconds internal time. Time in his head. Four times as much time as somebody on “outside” time does. You see what I mean? Some of that is genetic…some of it is a byproduct of experiences and training. It is trainable. You can make it work, if you work it. By having more time to see trouble coming, you have more time for options, decisions…see how it plays into the OODA loop? Observation, Orientation…that’s the entry point into the loop, and the more time you have for observation and subsequent orientation to the situation, the better you are in the situation…the farther ahead of your opponent. See how that applies? If you see the fight coming before your opponent understands that you’ve seen the fight, it puts you ahead of him…and you can cloak your intention, lure him in with the appearance of unpreparedness…”

 “Dude, that’s way too deep for me,” the chubby kid who called himself Night Stalker said. 

 Raven gave him a look that was momentarily cold, then softened. Or so it seemed. “Well, dude, give thought to it, or else someday you might find a knife deep in to you!”

 The group laughed, and then began to disperse when Raven stood up.

 “Thank you,” Hunter said. “I appreciate you teaching me that.”

 Raven faced him, and again Hunter was struck by the sense of power that rang off the man; it was something hidden away, and Hunter felt as though Raven were granting him just a glimpse of what lay beneath the surface of the affable teacher he put on for the benefit of the others.

 “You’re welcome, Hunter,” Raven said. “We’ll chat some more…”

 Hunter watched the older man walk away, and noticed how he just blended in with the other men, nothing about him standing out, nothing about him out of place…


3

 It was the end of Warrior Week on the River, and the dock was stacked with duffle bags, backpacks, and other bits of luggage and gear. Joe Hartlaub went from man to man, shaking his hand and squeezing them into a bear hug before he shoved them towards the shuttle boat waiting to take them down the river to town. 

 “Hunter, it was great to have you here,” Joe said. He pummeled Hunter’s back as he hugged him. “Come back next year.”

 “I hope to make it, Joe,” Hunter said. “Never can tell in my job.”

 Joe grinned. “Give the flight attendants hell, will ya? And keep your blades sharp and close to hand, your powder dry and your eyes open!”

 Hunter laughed. “Will do, Joe. Will do.”

 Raven stood by himself at the landside end of the pier. Several of the men had stopped to speak to him and shake his hand. Hunter waited till they were all through before he went up to the old warrior.

 “Mr. Raven, I want to thank you…”


 “Call me Paul,” Raven interrupted. “Or Alleycat…I enjoyed working with you.”


 “Well, it was an honor,” Hunter said. “I learned a lot.”


 “Joe tells me you’re an air marshal.”


 “Yes sir, I am.”


 “I didn’t realize that the air marshals spent much time on blade work.”


 “They don’t,” Hunter said. “I’m a voice in the wilderness. The prevailing attitude is, hey, we’ve got the guns, who cares about a knife?”

 “And I don’t need to say to you, obviously, that they don’t know what the hell they’re talking about, do I?”

 “No. Someday, we’re going to see somebody, or more likely, a small group, armed with blades, make a run at taking over a plane. The bureaucrats just can’t make the jump into their heads to understand the blade threat.”

 Raven nodded, slowly. He turned slightly and stared across the river at the hills there on the other side. “Sometimes people don’t understand till they’ve got one at their throat. Even then…” He paused, then went on. “Where else are you going for training? I see the Inosanto blend in you, you’re getting some Keating…what’s the next step for you? You pay for this yourself, don’t you? I don’t see your agency exactly leaping to foot the bill for the politically incorrect art of cutting humans with steel, am I right?”

 “You see a lot,” Hunter said. “I’ve learned a lot from watching you.”


 Raven smiled without looking at Hunter. “Yeah. I know. So what’s your next step?”


 “Do you do training?”


 “No. Not really. I don’t have time. I travel a lot. But there are folks I’d recommend…”


 “Like who?”


 “Oh, I’ve got quite the shopping list,” Raven said lightly. “There’s a lot that goes into the training of an operator.”


 “I’d appreciate your thoughts.”


 “That’s something I like about you, Hunter,” Raven said. “You appreciate…nuance. There’s a subtlety you have about you that most people miss…and you see more, naturally, than most do with training. You have a lot of potential. A lot of potential. And I don’t meant that to sound condescending, because I’m not. I see talent, and you’re in a work environment where subtlety pays off, discretion, deception…all of the nuances of the fight, that’s where it pays off. And I take it that your time is your own, that you don’t have obligations you need to fulfill?”

 Hunter turned and mirrored Raven, stared at the hills gleaming gold in the fading light. “Had a wife. Good gal, just couldn’t hang with me being gone all the time.”

 “Any kids?”

 “No. I wish…wish I had some. I like kids.”

 “I don’t have any obligations, either,” Raven said. “Maybe you’d like to meet up some place, do some more training together? Some of my friends would be on the list of people I’d recommend to you.”

 “I’d really like that.”

“Let’s see what we can do,” Raven said. He handed Hunter a business card. On the upper right hand corner was the logo of a slyly grinning black and white cat. In the center his name, Paul Raven; on the bottom left an e-mail address. Claws@hotmail.com. “That’s how I keep in touch. Send an e-mail any time, I check it pretty regularly. When you send it to me, I’ll save your address and get back to you.”

 Hunter held the card up and looked at it. “I recognize that cat from some place….”


 Raven laughed. “You’re not old enough to remember Felix the Cat. He was my favorite as a kid. Early, early cartoon.”


 “So that’s where Alleycat comes from, huh?”


 Raven’s eyes became hooded. “No.”


 




 



Chapter Two

 


 “Hi ya, mate, I’m Si Squires,” Hunter’s partner said, shaking his hand. Si Squires was short and built like a fire hydrant; thick and solid with hands like a butcher’s, and a genial grin on a face cut and battered like an old leather glove. Si wore a heavy padded blue suit that made him look like the Michelin man in the tire commercials, and sweat ran down his face, matting his dirty blond hair to his head.

 “Hunter James,” Hunter said. 


 “Reckon you got the drill, right?” Si said.


 “Sure,” Hunter said. “You beat the shit out of me till I can beat the shit out of you. Is that about right?”


 Si laughed, a deep bellow that echoed in the small training hall steamy with sweat and the acrid stink of the fighter. “Just about right!”

 Dennis Martin, the lead instructor of the combatives class, wandered over. He was an older man, maybe 60, but hard and lean and weathered like a seaside oak. He too had a genial grin in place, but he was truly deceptive -- Hunter had just watched him strike a pad with an open hand slap...and knock the pad holder, a 240 pound Norwegian commando, back several feet.

 “Cheers, lads! Got it sorted?” Martin said.


 “Yes, sir,” Hunter said.


 “Right, then! On the whistle…”


Si stepped back and fastened his oversized blue helmet in place, then turned his back on Hunter while he got his suit sorted out. In the meantime, Hunter worked through the mental preparation drills that Martin taught as an integral part of his combatives program, the drills that made his work so unique. While the techniques of World War 2 combatives were simple, deadly, and effective, what Martin had done, in conjunction with the reclusive and eccentric Mark Wayne in Minneapolis, was develop a series of mental exercises based on neural-linguistic programming that allowed a fighter to “access state,” that is, to harness all the body’s natural energies in a fierce fashion to strike harder, last longer, fight more viciously and effectively for as long as the bodies chemicals, ATP and other hormones lasted.

Hunter leaned forward, in the natural fighting position, shifted his breath and tensed his jaw as his “anchor,” then felt a rise of rage within him as subliminally implanted commands took hold in his subconscious…Who the fuck do you think you are, fucking with me, I’m going to fucking kill you… the voice in the back of his skull hissed, and he felt himself grow hot and fluid with the anger flowing through him…

 “Wanker! What the fook are you looking at? You want some trouble with me, poof? I got something here for you…” Si Squires shouted at him.

 Even though he was prepared, having watched multiple fights before his own, the sudden transformation in the genial and easy going Squires took him aback for just a moment -- just as Hunter had tripped his switch, so Squires had tripped his, and the hostility and willingness to hurt that radiated off him, even through the blue suit, was fearsome.

 Dennis Martin blew the whistle and suddenly Squires was all over Hunter, slapping him, kicking at him, pushing him…and the switch went full on in Hunter, and he growled like a mad animal in the fight, and threw powerful palm strikes, elbows, knees and even a few chin jabs, and suddenly the tables were turned and Squires was falling back, still throwing some hard blows, but on the back foot…then Hunter saw his shot and threw three palm jabs directly into the face plate of the helmet, followed by a powerful chin jab with everything he could put into it, and the blue-suited Squires went stumbling backwards, then tripped and fell.

 Hunter sprang on him, pinning him to the floor and continued to throw blows till the whistle sounded. He pushed off, blood pounding in his head, then reached down and pulled Squires to his feet.

 “Bloody great!” Squires said. He tugged his helmet off and shook Hunter’s hand. “Best of show, mate! Great!”

 “Good one, Hunter,” Dennis Martin said. “Excellent state access. Next up for a turn!”

 Martin turned and nodded in approval at Paul Raven, who leaned against the wall, a walking stick beside him and a cut down tennis shoe on one foot. Hunter saw Raven tilt his head as though to say, “Not bad,” and then wink at Hunter.

 Hunter walked the floor, hands on hips, taking deep breaths, nodding at the other fighters in the seminar. The Brits were a tough bunch; even the smallest of Martin’s students fought like a rabid wolverine, and many of the men, the instructors especially, bore scars from knives, fists, bottles, and even a few bullets. He stopped and leaned against the wall next to Raven.

 “Looking good out there,” Raven said. 

 “Thanks. This guy is amazing.”

“He’s an old school samurai, that’s what Dennis Martin is. Lots of people, they give lip service to the concept of the warrior…it’s a sexy phrase, you know, and a lot of guys are enamored with the pose of it. But being one, that’s a different thing from acting like one. Dennis, he’s old school…he doesn’t care about money, he doesn’t care about fame, all he cares about is training and teaching and using his skills. That guy is sixty years old…and you know what he does for fun? He works as a bouncer in the toughest bar in this town, and Liverpool is one of the toughest cities in the UK. As you can see, the Brits, they like to fight. They’re the ones who coined the phrase: Out for the night, grab a pint and a fight. They just like to knock heads. And Den, he deals with them, guys a third his age and bigger. Just for training.”

 Raven laughed. “That’s one hard old fucker, that Dennis Martin.”

 Hunter took a deep breath, and let it out slowly, nodded. “That’s for sure.” 

 He watched one of Martin’s assistant, a much younger guy in his early 20’s -- Slacky, the others called him -- coach a group off to the side on the refinements of accessing state. It was astonishing to watch the transformation in the assistant instructor; one moment he was smiling and congenial, the next instant his face and body morphed into the physiology of a predator about to pounce.

 “How’d he come up with this stuff?” Hunter asked.

 “He worked with Mark Wayne, took a lot of technique developed in neural linguistic programming and brain based learning, ran it through his filters, and threw it into the street…watched what worked and what didn’t. It’s a tried and true model, something Musashi wrote about. How are you finding that, by the way? The Book of Five Rings?”

 “Like all the recommended reading,” Hunter said. “It’s stuff that seems simple, but when you get into it…the simplicity hides the depth. Like the surface of a lake or a pond can be really still, and you have no idea how deep it really goes.”

 “One of the things I like about you, Hunter, and one of the reasons you’re going to go really, really far with this stuff, is that you get it, and you get it in a fashion and make it your own. Nice metaphor, by the way, the lake thing. I might start to suspect that you’re a hidden poet if you’re not careful.”

“Not likely,” Hunter said. “But you get what I mean…all of this stuff, the training, the mental aspects…it’s a dimension I never saw before. I mean, I’ve been doing martial arts since I was a kid, but I’ve never seen things this way…that sounds like I’m gushing, I apologize for that, but it’s like a door opening up for me, or somebody switching on a light in a room I didn’t even know was dark.”

 “That’s what most people don’t see, Hunter. They see moves, they see techniques, but they don’t see what’s really the master game, the game that goes on before the physical fight starts, the mental game…that’s something that’s hard to quantify, hard to break down and teach, hard to understand in an intellectual way, because it’s not really an intellectual thing, though we approach it like that…it’s deeper than visceral, it’s, well, energetic, spiritual in nature. The spirit of the knife, the spirit of the warrior, it infuses the practitioner in such a way that there’s a fusion at the core between intention and action -- Zen in play, Zen in war…”

 “You need to write a book, mate” Dennis Martin said to Raven. “It could be the next Book of Five Rings.”


 “I’ll write one when you write one,” Raven said. “You caught me in a philosophical rant.”


 “Worth listening to,” Martin said. “You’re lucky, Hunter. This one doesn’t take on many apprentices.”


 “Is that what I am?” Hunter said lightly. “An apprentice?”


 Dennis Martin and Raven both laughed.


 “You are, lad,” Dennis said. “The Sorcerer’s Apprentice…the Force is strong in this one, Raven…”


 Both men laughed and laughed at the look on Hunter’s face.
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 The Chung Kuo Restaurant in Liverpool was probably the safest place to eat in the entire city; it was a favored hang out for martial artists, professional bodyguards, and the fearsome pack of door men that made safe the club life. It wasn’t unusual on any night to see men like Terry O’Neill, Tommy O’Malley, Dennis Martin, and a wide range of their students holding forth over tables littered with small dishes and endless cups of tea.

 The “Post Training Scoff” was part and parcel of any Dennis Martin course. Upon conclusion of training, the instructors and the students assembled in the Chung Kuo, and an after action debriefing and general debate about the pros and cons of combatives and technique in general took place over heaping plates of Chinese food. Dennis and Raven held forth from one end of the table, and Hunter sat a few seats down, close enough to listen to the two old masters, but not so close as to crowd them.

 After the usual rush of questions to the instructors, the students settled down to eat, and the conversation was lost in the click of chopsticks on plates and the occasional “Mate? Pass the tea, eh?”

 Hunter watched how Raven and Dennis Martin pushed back from the table a bit and inclined their heads together in a private conversation. He utilized some of the technique he’d been taught, and watched their lips in his peripheral vision and listened for the scrap of conversation.

 “Can you meet me in Frankfurt some time?” Raven said. “I’m working out of the base there, and I could get together some of my guys for a session. I’ve got funds.”

 “No worries on the funds, mate,” Dennis said. “You’re on the side of the angels.”


 “Time is money, old friend. I’ll take care of you.”


 “Right, then. Just give a bell, I’ll need some notice.”


 “Will do. How do you rate my guy?”


 “Hunter? Good lad, that. Quick study, hard worker. Always thinking. He work for you?”


 “No.”


 “You mean, not yet?”


 Private laughter and then both men turned and looked at Hunter, busy with his plate, pretending he didn’t hear.


 




 



Chapter Three

 


 The Chicago Custom Knife Show was held in Arlington Heights, at the Sheraton Hotel, in their ball room. Hunter had been to plenty of knife shows, but this one was shaping up to be one of the best regional shows in the country. He’d come to the inaugural show a few years back, and picked up a nice Bud Nealy from Nealy’s beautiful wife Toni, who’d talked him into a Pesh Kabz fighter with the Nealy concealment system. It was a good knife, though Hunter found the grips a little thin for his taste.

 Like most shows, the floor was lined with neat rows of folding tables; the number of tables bore a direct correlation to the fame (and earning ability) of the knife maker set there. Emerson Knives had a substantial display off to one side; as usual, a throng of Emerson fanatics (as they proudly referred to themselves) hung out and chatted with Ernie and his wife, all of them holding tickets to the lottery drawing to be able to purchase a rare Emerson at the end of the show.

 On the opposite side of the floor, Mick Strider stood behind his tables, the big banner of Strider Knives behind him on the wall, and he sorted through the samples he had spread out across the table for his own throng of followers.

 Hunter paused at Gil Hibben’s table; the old knife maker was dressed in fashionable Western garb with a beautiful bolo and buckle. His knives looked like props from movies, and had in fact been props in everything from the original RAMBO to a few science fiction films. Hibben nodded and smiled at Hunter.

 “Care to look at anything, young man? Glad to show you.”


 “Thank you sir, just looking.”


 “You go right ahead. You military?”


 “Not any more, sir.”


 “Thanks for your service.”


 “Thank you, sir…”


 Hunter moved on, surprised by the sudden welling of emotion in him. He was proud of his service, yes, he’d seen a little bit of action, nothing to speak of really, and he never thought about it, though he always made a point of thanking veterans when he met them. In truth, his service as a Marshal had taken more from him than his time as a paratrooper in the 82d Airborne…the time away had cost him his marriage, and in some ways led him to the almost monastic single life he led, walking the path of the warrior in training in between missions that took him overseas for three to four weeks at a time. 

 It was funny how his life was now. 

 On missions, he was the go-to guy for everything combative and tactical; he did the training work ups pre-mission, thought through the tactics, walked the team through the game plan. In flight, if there was a profile, it was him who worked the guy up close. On the ground, in hostile environments, he was the guy everybody else looked to tell them how to operate. But even on a mission, he preferred to break off on his own. His usual partners were inured to it; they’d offer to go to dinner, go exploring together, but Hunter preferred to roam alone, and often would get up early on lay-overs, before any one else, and take off. His solitary ways drew comments, not all of them friendly, from other team members who thought he acted as though he were better than everyone else.

 “He is better than everyone else,” his partner Butch had said once, in Hunter’ earshot. “Leave him alone. That’s his way. When it goes down, that’s the guy you want in front or backing your play. That’s just the way he is. He lives and breaths this stuff; nothing else really matters to him. So let him alone. He’s fine the way he is. He chooses his life.”

 And so he wandered.

 In Athens, he sweet talked the chubby girl concierge into finding him a pankration club and went down and trained; in Turkey he wrestled at a gym; in Tel Aviv he trained krav maga with some of the Sayaret Maktal operators who were interested in trading technique for tips on air marshal tactics.

 But everywhere he went, he asked about the knife.

 In Paris, in Charles de Gaulle airport, he noticed one police inspector toying with a letter opener. On a hunch, he chatted with him about knives, and ended up getting an impromptu class on the intricacies of the classic French folding knife, the langouille. 

 Always the knife.


 He read the books, he continued a lengthy and continuous e-mail correspondence with Paul Raven, he trained.


 Always the knife.


 There were women, sometimes, flight attendants mostly, casual and friendly bed partners, though some of them hinted at their desire for more. He was careful to avoid entanglements, as he felt he wore the mark of his divorce like a badge that set him out in the herd. 

 One of them, a sweet and wise beyond her years flight attendant from Warsaw named Ilona, had surprised him one morning. They’d spent two days together in Bombay, in the Oberai Hotel, and she was due to depart. Hunter woke to find her sitting beside the bed, fully dressed, in a chair she’d dragged from the desk.

 “What are you doing?” he said.

 “I like to watch you,” she said, in her careful and precise English. She was vocal and cried out in Polish when they twisted together in the bed, but otherwise she always practiced her English with him. “It’s like you are a tiger, sleeping. I love that about you.”

 “Come back to bed.”


 She smiled, and showed the slightly crooked incisor he liked so much. “No, I cannot. I don’t think I will see you again.”


 Hunter sat up. “Why? We’re both on this route all the time…”


 “Not that, Hunter. I am liking you too much. I begin to love you. And you are not easy man to love. You are very much alone. You like alone. Even with me, in the bed, you are alone…sometimes. Sometimes I feel you with me. But mostly you are alone. And I am woman. I want to change that for you. I want you to be with me, not be alone. I think all women try this with you, but you go away from them. So I will go away instead. I will be sad, and I will think of you. But I want a man to be with me always. You, I think, you like to be alone.”

 “Sometimes, I do.”


 “Yes. I know this. I am sad for you.”


 “Don’t be sad for me, Ilona.”


 She touched his face. “All right, Hunter.” She went to the door. “I hope someday you will find someone you can be with always, Hunter. You are good man. Very good man, with a kind heart. I hope you will have children because you will be good father.” She left the room and said over her shoulder, “Goodbye.”

 So many good byes in his life.

 He shrugged and shook his head to himself to wake up from the walking dream, and stopped to look at the latest offerings from Ontario Knives, including a production version of the Bill Bagwell Bowie. He picked one up, twirled his wrist in the whirling circular cut favored by the Keating School, then flipped the blade in a snapping back cut, the signature move of the Bowie Knife as taught by the Keating School.

 “You handle that well,” the salesman said. “Who’d you train with?”


 “Joe Hartlaub, Jim Keating, a few others…”


 “Good guys,” the salesman nodded.


 “They’re not bad,” said a familiar voice from behind Hunter. 


 Hunter grinned, and said without turning, “Guess I fail Situational Awareness 101, huh?”


 Paul Raven slid up into his peripheral vision. “Big fat fucking F, that’s for sure.”


 They shook hands. 


 “How are you?” Paul said.


 Hunter shrugged. “More of the same. Bureaucrats starting to lean on us now that the war’s over…”


 “Didn’t see any of them working planes, trains or automobiles during the Storm, now did we?”


 “No. We didn’t.”


 “Must be a tough adjustment for you…coming from war time service, real world missions…I heard about you rolling up that courier in Athens, and then that action cell in Frankfurt…”

Hunter was surprised, but not really. While Raven was never specific about what he did, it was pretty apparent to anyone in the business that he was one of the great white sharks of black operations, probably CIA, maybe DIA, or one of the nameless teams that roamed the globe on behest of the powers that be. Hunter’s team, AMU 10, had captured a courier working for Hezbollah on behalf of Saddam Hussein with an attaché case full of fake identification cards, passports, and cash. Hunter’s well trained counter-surveillance crew had identified an action cell comprised of Iraqi special forces operators working in the Frankfurt airport doing work ups on the American airlines counters…and in conjunction with the German national police and the BKD, had rolled on them and bagged them all with no fuss and little muss, except for the bruises one of them sported when he tried a half hearted escape attempt. 

 “You stay well informed, Paul.”


 “Yep. Let’s walk.”


 The two men strolled the busy aisles among the tables, Hunter floating just off to the left and slightly behind the older man.


 “You like Nealy’s work?” Raven said, as they paused before Bud Nealy’s table. Raven treated the attractive red headed woman there with a slow smile.

 “I do,” Hunter said. “Handle’s a bit small for my hand, but I love his grind on the blades. Especially the Persian variants.”

 “Great for punching through armor, if you got to do that,” Raven said. “I like his concealment system.”

 They moved away to the Spyderco table, where a stunning blonde woman in snug designer jeans and a Spyderco polo shirt chatted with an enthralled group (mostly men) of blade enthusiasts. Raven and Hunter stood at the edge of the crowd. The blonde woman smiled at them and nodded, clearly recognizing Raven.

 “Friend of yours?” Hunter said.


 “Joyce Laituri. Runs Marketing for Spyderco. One of the smartest women in the biz.”


 “Gorgeous, too.”


 “Yeah. Looks like Sharon Stone, only better.”


 Paul nodded at the banner beneath the Spyderco logo. “Sal stole my favorite line.”


 The banner said ALL GOD’S CRITTERS GOT KNIVES.


 Hunter laughed.


 “That’s why I never miss a knife show,” Raven said. “All God’s critters got knives, and this is where I gets mine.”


 “What are you carrying these days?”


 Raven grinned. “Nothing but production blades for work, young man.”


 “Why is that?”


 “You know why. When you have to run through Customs as a civilian, having a fighter is awkward to explain…and if you have to stick somebody with one, you either have to wash it in Clorox for a week to get the DNA off it, or throw it away, and who the hell wants to throw away a $500 custom? Most of the time, in country, I go and buy me a kitchen knife and throw it away when I’m done. One of my buds, he’s an outlaw biker in California, San Jose, he’s cut and stabbed more people than all of the so-called knife combat instructors in this country put together…I asked him what his favorite knife for fighting was. You know what he said?”

 “No.”

 “Schrade Fisherman’s Knife. Cost about $15 in any hardware store in the country. Strong, holds an edge, just the right length for a concealed fighter, and you can drop it in a ditch anywhere when you get through with it. His favorite technique was to get one of his opponent’s arm up and then stick through the armpit into the lung, multiple hits. Fucks up the lung and breathing, and slows and stops them faster than just about anything unless you get a good clean shot on one of the neck arteries or else into the kidneys. Learned his technique in Folsom Prison.”

 “That makes sense…doesn’t take an expensive knife to finish a fight.”

 “Only time it makes sense is when you need a survival combat knife in the field…I’ll pay the premium for a good blade then, good steel…can’t be messing around with breaking your primary tool out in the boonies. But sticking humans…hell, you can do it with a sharp stick, a pencil, whatever.”

 Her presentation over, Joyce Laituri came over, her hand extended. “Hi Paul…great to see you.”


 The handshake morphed in a hug, and Raven grinned over the woman’s shoulder at Paul.


 “Be careful, gorgeous, my heart can’t take it,” Raven said.


 “Oh, yeah,” she said. “I really believe that.” She smiled at Hunter. “Hi. I’m Joyce Laituri.”


 “Hi, Joyce,” Hunter said.


 “Are you a Spyderco person?” Joyce said. She reached in her pocket and pulled out a knife and thumbed open the blade, spun it expertly in her palm and offered it to Hunter. “Latest Ken Goddard design…”

 Hunter weighed the blade. “Nice.”


 “Keep it,” Joyce said. “Any friend of Paul’s is a friend of mine…and of Spyderco.”


 Paul grinned. “Low friends in high places, young gun. That’s how things get done.”
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 Later that night, at an Italian restaurant in a strip mall a few exits down from the convention center, Paul and Hunter picked their way through the leavings of their meal.

 “A little dessert?” Paul said.


 “Sure,” Hunter said. He waved to the waiter. “Tiramisu for me, Paul?”


 “Sorbet, what kind of fruit flavors do you have?”


 “Lime, strawberry….”


 “Lime,” Paul said. He waited until the waiter was out of ear shot. 


 “So how do you like your gig?” Paul said. “Now that the war is over…for now. We’ll be back in there soon enough. You getting enough action?”

 “You offering me a job, Paul?” Hunter said.


 Raven smiled, a cold smile with no humor in it.


 “Would you take it?”


 “I’d need to know more about it.”


 “Little more action than you’re used to in your current gig.”


 Hunter toyed with his coffee cup. “Is that it?”


 “You could try it out for awhile, make sure it’s a good fit for you.”


 “How would I do that?”


 “There’s an official way, and an unofficial way.”


 “Which one pays the most?”


 Paul laughed. “You won’t go poor.”


 “So what can you tell me?”


 “The talking part’s done, Hunter. Best to jump in the deep end, get a little wet.”


 “How…”


 Paul cut him off with a chop of his hand. “I’ll take care of it.” He smiled winningly up at the waiter, settled his sorbet cup carefully, and dipped the long spoon in and out of the glass cup. “Good,” he said approvingly. “I’m always surprised at what you can find hidden in suburban malls.” He paused, then reached down for the small battered day pack he carried everywhere with him. “I’ve got something for you.”

 Hunter pushed aside his half-eaten tiramisu. “Is it sharp and shiny?”

 “Bad luck, you know, to give a knife as a present,” Paul said. “Something better.” He pushed a paperback book, trade sized, across the table at Hunter. The title was THIRTY SIX STRATEGEMS, translated by Koh Kok Kiang and Liu Yi.

 “What’s this?” Hunter said, picking up the book and flipping through the pages. 


 “You read THE ART OF WAR, right?” Paul said. “This is like a companion piece.”


 “I’ve never heard of it before.”


 “Most people in the West haven’t, except for military scholars and students of 4th generation warfare. There wasn’t a usable English translation until the late 40s, and it languished for a long time. A fair number of follow on translators fucked with the structure of the book, which robs it of a lot of the lessons implicit in how it was written. I like this translation, the translators teamed up with a manga-type illustrator and kept the book close to how it was written.”

 Hunter thumbed through the pages. “This will take up some flights.”

 Paul nodded. “Dip into it. It gets better with re-reading. It’s like THE BOOK OF FIVE RINGS that way. Early on in my training, all of that was over my head. Then after I got some experience, things started to come together.”

 Hunter put the book away. “So what now?”

 Paul smiled and looked out the window. “I take it that you’re interested, then…we’ll keep this official. Protect your job, for now. It’ll come through your chain of command.”

 “Really?”

 “Yeah. Pretty soon. After that…look for me where you don’t expect me, Hunter. Read that book. It’s going to be important to you.”

 



 



Chapter Four

 


 Hunter sat in the Secure Compartmented Information Facility where the Special Activities Branch of the Federal Air Marshals kept their office. Mike Jones and Bob Fielding, the two joined at the hip managers who ran Special Activities, studied him from across the conference table. Hunter’s personnel file and several manila folders labeled with classification stickers in bright red: TOP SECRET (NO FORN) were strewn in front of them. The pudgy man in the expensive tweed suit who sat to one side hadn’t bothered to introduce himself, and Mike and Bob followed his lead and ignored his presence while they spoke to Hunter.

 “We’ve been asked to lend you to another agency, Hunter,” Bob said. “You were name requested.”

 “What agency would that be?” Hunter said.

 “We can’t say right now,” Mike Jones said, with some satisfaction. “Nothing more than it’s another agency with counter-terrorism responsibilities…similar to ours.”

 Hunter noted a slight quirk of lips on the tweedy visitor.

 “Okay, so CIA wants to borrow me,” Hunter said. “For what? Surveys, air marshal training, general lob cockery?”

“Uh, we didn’t say CIA,” Bob said.

 “You don’t need to, Bob,” Hunter said. “Let’s cut to the chase, shall we? What do you, or your friend here, want from me?”

 The two managers were, as usual, nonplussed by Hunter’s bluntness. The visitor, however, grinned in appreciation and leaned forward to speak.

 “Hunter, we’ve heard some good things about you, and we want to poach you to put some of your special skill set to work for us. Mainly because you’ve got a perfect cover, and, according to our sources, a pretty unique skill set,” the man in tweed said.

 “And what do I call you?” Hunter said.

 “Call me Morgan,” the man said. “Just Morgan. We have a friend in common, but that’s just a need to know, so we don’t need to burden Mike and Bob with that, do we? I thought not. Look, I can see you don’t like to fuck around…either do I. We want you to do some things for us while you’re on mission. This has been cleared by your management and mine…it’s a sticky area. Black into gray, if you follow my meaning. Most countries in the world allow you in because you’re going in as a law enforcement officer…a cop. You’re not supposed to do anything else…but our read is that some of the activities we want you to help us out on fall into the compass of special activities related to your law enforcement and counter-terrorism function. You in or not?”

 “What, specifically, would I be doing?” Hunter said.

 “I don’t normally like to go into specifics when we’re talking in generalities, but that’s a good question. We would give you taskings from time to time to accomplish during your down time between missions, in lay over cities. Those taskings might include doing covert security assessments and surveys of specific sites and buildings; low profile reconnaissance and evaluation of certain venues; servicing dead drops; filling in a slot on an action element we have already deployed.”

 “Tell me about the filling in the slot piece,” Hunter said.

 Mike and Bob exchanged worried looks. Morgan smiled at their discomfort.

“We’d want you to carry a gun on some of our jobs. Work with some of our paramilitary and direct action people from time to time, who would be in a country you would be laying over in. Since you can carry in and out without a problem, it would help us out, on operations of national importance, to have someone of your expertise watching our guys’ backs. And yes, your Administrator has already approved this…look, understand this, Hunter: this is a tasking from your chain of command in response to our request. But I’m here to tell you, if you’re not interested in playing, just say so. We’ll find a way to get the job done without you.”

 Bob shifted in his seat and said, “The Administrator wants this…”


 “Doesn’t matter what he wants,” Morgan said. “If the man doesn’t want to do it, we don’t want him.”


 “I didn’t say I didn’t want it,” Hunter said. “I said I wanted to know what I’m expected to do. That’s a reasonable request.”


 “Yes,” Morgan said. “It is.”


 “I’ll do it,” Hunter said. “What’s next?”


 “Training,” Morgan said. “We’ll have you down to Williamsburg for two weeks TDY, go through our basic tradecraft 101. Then a little jaunt out to Harvey’s Point. Then you go back to work, just like you normally do. On those missions when we need you, we will contact you directly -- not the FAM chain of command, directly. You’re under our operational control in those instances. Again, with the full agreement and concurrence of your administration. We want you to sign some non-disclosure agreements, standard stuff, basic handling of classified information applies. Need to know only, and after this point, no one in the FAM program needs to know what you’re doing with us, except your Administrator, and he gets a direct briefing from the DCI. That’s how far up the food chain you’re going to be.”

 “How do I handle the training?” Hunter said.

 “You have a reputation for taking time off to attend private training. This will be more of the same. You’ll file a leave slip, you take your leave. We’ll make it up to you. It will be approved, and you come play with us. Then we’ll put you to work.”

 “Who will I be working with?” Hunter said.

 Morgan smiled. “I think you already know the answer to that question.”
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 So it began.

 First was the tradecraft course, a fast “shake and bake” course designed for foreign assets to get them up to speed in a hurry. A minimum of classroom time, a maximum amount of time practicing on the streets of Williamsburg, Washington DC and Baltimore the hard skills that make up the skill set of the intelligence and urban special operations operator: brush passes, identifying, setting up and serving dead drops; covert recognition and signals; counter surveillance and surveillance, with an emphasis on solo activities, the “singleton” course…

 Then the paramilitary short course at Harvey’s Point -- weapons, where he ended up showing the pistol instructors more than they’d shown him, foreign weapons, where the staff, halfway through the first day, handed him a set of keys to the arms room and told him to help himself while they had coffee; explosives, where he paid more attention, though he wondered out loud why he would need to know how to build a car bomb or plant explosives under a car seat.

 More exercises, concluding with a long 4 day weekend in which he dodged role players and even some real police in Richmond, VA, servicing a dead drop, and then in an interesting wrench in the works, tasked to pick up an asset whose cover had been blown, and get him out on a pipeline he had to set up from scratch.

 Hunter had done well on that. He’d cultivated a source at the local general aviation airport, and gotten a plane ride for the two of them out of Baltimore and then to Fayetteville, North Carolina, home to Fort Bragg and the Special Forces, where he linked up with a friend of his, a retired first sergeant, who drove them the long way around back to Williamsburg.

 The instructors had laughed out loud, and shook their head at his improvisation, and later, in the bar, bought him all the beer he could hold.

 “Nobody’s ever done it that way,” the senior instructor, a seasoned paramilitary hand who had retired from Special Forces before he’d retired from CIA. “But I reckon that’s what comes from having an airborne staff sergeant cut loose amongst all these officer types!”

 Hunter drained his beer with satisfaction.

 So far, life was good.
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His instructions came to him via e-mail. Once a day he logged onto Hotmail from his PDA, and opened his account name FluffyWooWoo@hotmail.com. In the DRAFTS folder there would be a draft message if he had an assignment. If not, nothing. But if there was, there would be brief, succinct and cryptic plain English directions for him to follow: “After you check into your hotel on the second leg of your mission, go for a walk from the hotel to the Holiday Inn.”

 The first time he’d done just that, and saw scrawled on the sidewalk a smear of white chalk that had been his signal while in training at Williamsburg. He’d gone into the coffee shop the mark was in front of and taken a seat at the rear, and then after a few minutes, a Greek man at a near by table got up and handed him a newspaper.

 “I think you dropped this, sir,” he said, in perfect English. And then left.

 Hunter flipped open the paper and midway through was a sheet of onionskin with a sketch map of a route from the coffee shop. Halfway through the route he felt a bump and a hand touch, briefly, his front pocket, and as he went on, he felt the small lump of some item slipped in there. He finished walking the route, and then made his way back to the hotel, where he found a small capsule that appeared to have rolled up pieces of very thin paper inside. On a mandatory visit to the embassy to read traffic, a consular officer he’d never seen before came up to him, and said, “I think you have something for me.”

 “Sure,” Hunter said. He shook the man’s hand and palmed off the capsule. The young consular officer nodded and walked away, and no one noticed.

 That was the thing that struck Hunter most about this whole business of tradecraft, spookdom, special operations -- it went on in plain sight all around the civilians, but they never noticed. The tic and tug of body signals, the chalk marks in plain sight, the brush pass, the hide in open view e-mail messages that never went anywhere…it was as though he were in a foreign country and he was the only person who spoke the language, and everyone else was effectively deaf, dumb, and blind.

 At first, the novelty was exciting. But after a time, a short time, the mundane reality of the intelligence world set in. It’s a cautious life, not the life of a gunfighter or a door kicker, it’s a life of procedure rigidly adhered to, the demands of tradecraft calling for a higher standard than most would ever understand, the avoidance of risk, the emphasis on blending in and being innocuous…

 …the world of deception. Total deception.

 It was one thing to be undercover as an air marshal, to practice tradecraft to protect one’s self on the ground from both random crime and targeted terrorism; it was another thing, a strangely exhilarating thing, to be undercover within that cover, to be hiding his activities on behalf of the Agency within his duties as a FAM, to often be accomplishing his missions within the context of another mission, in the view and plain sight of his other marshals.

 He had always been a loner, and his penchant for solo wanderings had long ago ceased to cause any discussion. Every once in awhile, a new operator would make some comment about how Hunter thought he was better than everybody else, or that he was anti-social, but the other team members shut them up and clued them in fast enough. Sometimes, just for the appearance, and also as an exercise in his growing skill at deception, Hunter would invite someone else along while he walked a route, sometimes even when he did a brush pass or serviced a dead letter box.

 They never saw a thing.

 He never got any feedback, though he was sure he was observed from time to time. As his intuitive abilities grew, there were times when he looked up to see someone watching him, or sensed, rather than heard, the click and whir of a camera near him. But he never sensed hostile intent there…instead, faint and far off, the sense that he was being judged and evaluated and assessed in preparation for something bigger…

 Something more dangerous.

 In Frankfurt’s Flughaven airport, in the English language bookstore, while he lingered and paged through magazines, an older woman picked up a guidebook on Frankfurt restaurants and edged up beside him.

 “There are some wonderful restaurants here, young American,” she said, smiling, her English excellent through her accent, which sounded more like old Berlin instead of Frankfurt.

 “Yes,” Hunter said. “I’ve found that be so.”

 “You like German food? Good,” she said, smiling. “You should try this place. She handed him the book, an index card marking a place. He opened the book and saw that the index card was actually a postcard, with the black and white grinning visage of Felix the Cat.

 Alleycat.

 The card marked a restaurant called The Basler Eck, right before the bridge over the Main River, down the street from the Frankfurt Central Train Station. Lightly penciled in the margin of the book was the notation 8 p.m.

 Alleycat.

 At a quarter of 8, Hunter eased through the heavy oaken door into the crush of bodies wreathed in cigarette smoke and smell of fresh ales, the clatter of dishes and beer steins and jovial shouting over the din. The door opened into the bar, and then off to one side was an alcove where a Junoesque blond with a demented leer presided over a greasy podium.

 Behind was a smoky, dark warren of little nooks with tables in them, with a few spread out across the floor, mainly filled with Germans, though he spotted in one corner a gaggle of flight attendants, American, he thought, and ducked his head so they wouldn’t recognize him. But then, they probably would not, as he wasn’t in his usual FAM uniform of leather jacket, levis, baggy sweatshirt and running shoes. He was dressed European, in a white button shirt worn open at the collar beneath a rumpled black cotton sportcoat and dark denims and black lace ups, and with his stubble looked like any other German out for a drink and a meal. 

 At the podium, the big blond leered at him.


 “Ein Tisch für eine Person, bitte,” Hunter said.


 “Ja, liebchen,” she whispered in a smoker’s husky voice. 


 He followed in her wake to one table, then pointed at one in the back, a corner table with a good view of the restaurant into the bar. He settled himself down, and glanced at the tables around him. Two tables away from him, Paul Raven looked up from a platter of roast pork and potatoes and winked.

 Hunter had walked right by him.

 Raven grinned and waved him over to the table. Hunter picked up his menu and went to sit down, angling his chair so he could still see the main floor and bar.

 “Nice diffusion,” Hunter said.


 Raven just grinned. “You have to be the black hole, young gun. The attention either slips over you or just disappears….”


 “Good to see you, Paul…”


 “Likewise, Hunter.” The older man smiled and gripped Hunter’s hand hard. “Damn good.”


 “So what’s good?”


“It’s all good. Try the jaeger schnitzel, it’s great. Hans makes the gravy, nothing from a can here, will make your eyes cross it’s so damn good.”

Hunter waved the waiter over, pointed at the jaeger schnitzel. The waiter nodded and hurried away.

 “So I guess I need some work on my vision skills, huh?” Hunter said.

 “You gonna run with the big dogs, you got to pee on the tall trees, dude,” Raven said, a wicked grin in place. His face was seamed more than Hunter remembered, and there were new shocks of gray in his thin hair. “Course, it’s always a challenge when you got to go against the old gray dog…”

 “Tell me about it,” Hunter said. “I owe you a thanks for getting me into this stuff…”


 “They didn’t give you a pay raise, though, did they?” Raven said.


 “Why would they?”


 “You’re a servant of two masters now, young Jedi. You serve both the black and the white. You should be drawing two salaries.”


 “I’d just spend it on knives, anyway,” Hunter said lightly.


 “Seriously, Hunter. If you’re going to continue doing this…and I hope that you will…you should be compensated for the extra work. GS-13 isn’t bad for what you’re supposed to be doing, but we’re getting a lot of bang for our buck with you…wouldn’t be like we can’t afford it. Paying you, I mean.”

 “I don’t think that’s legal.”

 “I don’t much care if it is or not. We can pay it into an account, Aruban probably, and you can draw from it whenever you want. Or bank it for retirement. Or give it to the orphans. Spend it on some training.”

 “No need for that, Paul…”

 “Bullshit. There’s always a need for money, Hunter. You’re still in the young and idealistic stage of your career. Wait a while. Things will change. Take what you can for yourself, because there will come a time, trust me on this, that you will want to walk away. And who knows? Maybe it will actually be the right time for you to walk away. Not too early, because you’ll spend the rest of your life wondering ‘What if?’. Not too late, because you’ll go out like a doddering buffoon, and that’s how people will remember you. Go out at the right time, with money in the bank, go sit on the beach, or travel around and do the training and research you always wanted to do but didn’t have time or money to do. Have a life outside the mission, outside the work…”

 “Do you? Have a life? Outside the mission, outside the work?”

Raven looked away, and for the first time, Hunter really saw the face beneath the face the Alleycat held up for the world to see, and it was a glimpse of an old man getting older, a man alone and bitter and sad…just a glimpse, and then he was gone…

 “I thought I did,” Raven said. “Had a wife, a daughter. My wife said I sacrificed my family on the alter of Service to the great god Duty. Pretty good line, I thought. You don’t want to go that way, Hunter. At the end of the day, you’ll be left with a reputation, a name…but that isn’t going to sustain you when you’re alone in your house, with no one around you, an empty bed, and the absence of a child ringing like the silence after the tolling of a great bell. At the end of things, Hunter, the only thing worth having are those people who love you and the people you love.”

 He looked away again, then back at Hunter. “And the money, of course.”


 Raven laughed, and to anyone else, it would have sounded rich and full and hearty and true.


 But not anymore, not to Hunter.


 “Thanks for telling me that, Paul,” Hunter said. “I never knew you were married. Or had a kid. Do you see them?”


 “No,” Paul said. Something dark stirred in the back of his eyes as he gazed at Hunter. “My life right now doesn’t allow for that. Something to think about for yourself, Hunter.”

 “I was married…”

 “Yeah, I know,” Paul said. “We worked her up when we did our clearance on you.”

 Hunter didn’t know how he felt about that; it was always such a one way street with Raven. The older man knew so much, and knew so much about him, and he knew so very little about this man. 

 “I think about having a family, sometimes,” Hunter said. “Think I’d like to get married again, have a kid, have a couple of kids. Down the road.”

 “Make sure you make the right decisions on what road you’re on and what turns you take, then,” Raven said, a note of harshness in his voice. “You’re a soldier in a war now, Hunter. And it’s just going to get worse. This war started in the 70s, when the Iranians took down our embassy in Tehran. You get bits and pieces of it from the traffic and your intel guys; I get a lot bigger picture. As you will, you continue to play in our league. The Russians built the perfect training ground for the Islamic extremists, the Wahabists, in Afghanistan. And we’re just starting to see the next generation come out of there. We’re watching a lot of these groups, especially those being funded in Iraq and Iran and Syria…there’s a big Saudi connection too, but the politicians just about shit themselves you start talking about discreet Saudi funding for terrorist operations.

 “There’s a guy we’re watching, Osama bin Laden. You ever hear of him?”

 “No.”

 “You will, someday. Mark my words. He’s got money, smarts, and an organization. We’re tracking down his fingers in all kinds of pies. He’s the leading exponent of 4th generation warfare out there…Musashi and Sun Tzu would be watching him if he’d been Chinese back in the day. How’s your reading coming?”

 “Good. Tell me more about this…”

 “It’s not just about random terrorist groups striking out to espouse their philosophies any more…that’s evolved. There’s a consensus, and you see groups all around the world united under Islam, and America is the Great Enemy, the Great Satan. They hate us out of envy for our lifestyle, and everything we do, everything we hold dear, from religious freedom on out, is anathema to them…it’s not like they’re drawing together so much as they are all independently working towards the same goal…and you’ve got people as disparate as Caucasians from Chechnya to Filipinos in Mindanao all getting money from people like bin Laden and his organization -- all to kill and attack Americans. They’re all bent out of shape about our troops in Saudia…the Islam holy land they see as being desecrated by “crusaders.”

 “They’re not going to go away, and there is no negotiating with them. Give them the time, leave them alone, and they will come up swinging with deadly force. They’re out there, trying to collect nukes -- like those hundred missing suitcase nukes the Russians can’t account for, or biological warfare stuff from the Biopreparat lab staff that went unemployed after the fall of the Soviet Union…and someday, they’re going to strike the mainland US.

 “Mark my words.”


 “So that’s what you’re doing? Tracking these guys?” Hunter said.


 “That’s part of it, Hunter. A big part, but just part.”


 “I got so many questions…”


 “Hell, eat first, young gun,” Raven said as the waiter arrived with Hunter’s meal. “Charlie Tango is a hungry business!”


 Hunter tore into his meal with enthusiasm, while Raven picked at the remains of his. The two occupied themselves with light conversation as a table of Germans was seated close nearby. When Hunter was done, Raven signaled for the check, and asked for a coffee.

 “You want one? Hans makes great coffee…get a little shot of schnapps to go with, it’ll round out the meal.”

 “I’ll do a dessert, too,” Hunter said. He ordered apple strudel with ice cream to go with his coffee, and polished it off in record time. Raven watched him eat, and shook his head in avuncular amusement.

 “Christ, you eat like a fucking teenager,” Raven said. “Slow down, enjoy your coffee.”

 Hunter nodded, though the truth be told, he found Raven’s faint paternal condescension grating at times. It was something he’d forgotten since the last time he’d seen Paul. Or maybe he’d grown in his competency, in his own self confidence since then? He didn’t know. But he put that feeling of irritation away to look at another time. He studied Raven across his coffee. Ever since the older man’s revelation about his family, Raven had seemed almost nervous; something Hunter had never imagined he’d see in the consummate operator. 


He’s shown something of his true self to me, and it makes him uneasy. But in a way, it’s a compliment…because it’s clear that he doesn’t do that often -- or at all.

 “How long have you been doing all this?” Hunter said.


 Raven pursed his lips. “Forever.”


 “Viet Nam?”


 “First Laos. I worked with White Star, then got lifted by Lucien Conein for other things. Then Viet Nam.”


 “Who’d you work for there?”


 “Same people I work for now.”


 “What did you do?”


 “Phoenix.”


 Hunter took a moment to take that in. The Phoenix Program. The CIA and Special Forces collaboration that focused on the identification and systematic assassination of the Viet Cong infrastructure in the south.

 Assassins.

 “What was that like?” Hunter said. He didn’t want to ask the obvious question: Were you one of the hitters? Did you lead the teams, do the work?

 Raven stretched in his chair, and took a slow look around the room to ensure that no one was too close to overhear. 

 “It was one of those things that afterwards you think, how blindingly obvious,” Raven said. “It makes perfect sense on the tactical and strategic levels. It’s just that annoying hangover of political correctness and the leftist liberal media’s commentary that’s troublesome. Good intelligence leading to positive identification followed by targeted, surgical elimination of key personnel is the best way to take apart an organization, whether it’s law enforcement taking apart a narcotics operation, or, in our role there, taking apart a covert action network very similar to the terrorist networks we’re fighting today. That was the beginning of 4th generation warfare…4th generation warfare is primarily an Asian invention -- Sun Tzu, for example. Mao Tse Tung. Ho Chi Minh.

 “It’s just so damn efficient. But politicians are troubled by the ethical implications…and it pisses me off. Still does. Blah blah blah let’s beat our breasts for the other guy and insist on fighting fair…even if that means that the cream of our youth die in bloody battles for a piece of ground that could have been prevented if we’d sent one man, with one bullet -- or a knife -- to take out the general on the other side. The best battles are those you win without firing a shot…the best fight is the one you win without fighting. It’s costly in terms of dollars and blood to mount a battle…why do it when if you take out the right person at the right time, the opponent’s battle falls apart? Why risk the lives of our people? It’s just efficient. But you got to get past the fucking weak sisters that bleat about, ‘Oh, that’s assassination,’ or ‘That’s against the Geneva Convention,’ or some other fucking thing.”

 Raven’s voice, though low, became harsher.

 “You think our opponents give a shit about conventions and humanitarian ideals? Hell no. Does that mean I think we should abandon our ideals? Hell no. But that’s what guys like you and me are for, Hunter. We go and do the dark things so that other people don’t have to. So young soldiers who’ve never tasted a legal beer or lain with a woman they love can have a chance to do that before they die. So soft college professors and the trophy wives of rich liberal lawyers can cry about our fucking injustice. You ever read Orwell?”

 “Yeah, 1984, Animal Farm…”

 “Orwell said this in an essay: ‘We only sleep soundly in our beds because rough men stand ready in the night to do violence on our behalf.’ We’re those rough men, Hunter. You, me, all those like us. We do what we do so that everyone else can sleep soundly in their beds.”

 “Do you sleep soundly in your bed, Paul?” Hunter said.


 That stopped him for a moment. He regarded Hunter for a long moment. 


 “Do you?” he answered.


 “Yes,” Hunter said.


 “Then you haven’t done enough,” Raven said. “There’s a line you’ll come to, some day, Hunter. Like Nietzsche said, “If you stare into the abyss too long, you will find the abyss in you looking back.’ If you’re going to be a lord of Chaos, you’ll learn to live with that. That’s what we are, the lords of Chaos -- we go into Chaos and impose order on it, with a bullet or a blade or a radio calling in the tac air, that’s what we do…

 He paused, and signaled to the waiter for another cup of coffee.

 “There’s always a price to pay,” he said. “I’ve paid it, still pay it. And you have to. You sacrificed your marriage on the altar of service…that’s what we’re about, Hunter. Service. Plain and simple. There are plenty of those who turn up their nose at the concept, give a fashionable sneer, but those people -- they’re the first to run to us crying for help when something kicks off. Service. We serve.”

 He laughed. “We serve up ass whippings and killing!”

 Hunter grinned, said nothing, unwilling to interrupt Raven’s unprecedented flow.

 “Killing,” Raven said. “You haven’t killed a man yet, Hunter…but you will. You’ll know what that’s like. I can see it in you…and you have some uncertainty about it, but you’ll do just fine. It’s normal, you know? To wonder if you can, to see if your training works in the real world. No matter how good the training, it’s still training till it hits the real world, that first kill.

“Nothing is the same afterwards. Nothing. You know, there’s all this crap, most of it coming out of the law enforcement world, all this talk about post shooting, and how you’ll feel so terrible about taking a life…that’s all bullshit. Useless, even harmful, talk. You know what you feel? What you should feel…good to be alive. Exhilarated, even. As you should be. It’s our job, it’s our task. That’s what we do. And you know what? It feels good to do our job. That’s like one of the secrets only the blooded know, Hunter…something you will know, mark my words…that the truth is, it’s kind of, fun to kill bad people…”

 Raven laughed. “Wouldn’t the Hollywood liberals and the New York elite shudder to hear that? What the fuck do they know about the world in the shadows, real politics? They think it’s all weighty debate from overfed white men in expensive suits…they do want to think about what we do out here, where the rubber meets the road, where the real work gets done. They’ll sit around and pontificate, write checks, stick their faces in the backgrounds of the publicity shots…but will they put their own blood and sweat on the line?

 “Hell no. Not until something shakes them up. You know what a new conservative is? A liberal who’s just been mugged. Or a liberal that’s lost a family member or a friend to terrorism. There was a sea change in thinking when Pan Am 103 went down, I saw it happen -- these east coat liberals changed their thinking when it was their children laying dead in the fields around Lockerbie. Nothing like watching bodies fall from the sky to make people sit up and take notice.”

 Raven’s laugh was cruel and hard, something Hunter hadn’t heard from him before. 


 “Oh, yeah. Nothing like the fear of falling to get people’s attention…”


 “How do you last in your job, thinking like that?” Hunter said. 


 “Be better than anyone can imagine. Under promise and over deliver. The bureaucrats hate my fucking guts…and they can’t get their job done, their quotas filled, their favorable performance reviews without me. And a handful of guys like me. Just like your bosses can’t get things done without you.”

 “They might not like me, but I don’t think they hate me.”

 “That’s naiveté and idealism speaking, Hunter. Don’t think that for a minute. There’s nothing they hate more than a guy like you. Somebody who actually does what they only fantasize about, somebody they could never be, but who they rely on it completely for their petty little careers? Don’t fool yourself. They hate you because they fear you. Sometimes it’s good that they fear you…but you have to be careful. As long as you have value, as long as you’re giving them something they can’t get anywhere else, you have a modicum of safety…but if they see you slip, sense a moment of weakness, then they’re on you like a pack of hyenas on a sick lion.

 “Fucking bastards.”

 “Sounds like you’ve got a history with them,” Hunter said.

 “All the way back, Hunter, all the way back. I’ve buried friends, watched allies and agents die when bureaucrats signed them off, been left out in the cold, abandoned for dead more than once. All you’ve got to count on is yourself and your brothers in arms. That’s it. That’s all you’ll ever have.”

 “Why do you keep doing this, Paul? What are you getting out of all this?”

 Raven gave him a long, searching look. “Because this is who I am. Because the only family I’ve ever had that stayed with me is the family I make in this business, in this world. Friends are the family you choose, Hunter, and the friends you huddle with under fire, those brothers, they’ll always be with you. Always stand by you. You know that, right?”

 “I do.”

 “You remind me a lot of me when I was young, Hunter. I just don’t want to see you go the same way I did…you can walk the warrior’s path, and dodge the bureaucrats…”

 “Damn, man. All this time I thought you liked me for my body.”


 Their raucous laughter drew the attention of the other diners for a moment.


 “So you want to get out of here? Go for a walk? The smoke is getting to me,” Hunter suggested.


 “Yeah,” Raven said. “I got something I got to do, maybe you could help me out…”


 “What’s that?”


 “I got to go take a look at a guy, quick sneak and peek…will you watch my back?”


 Hunter answered before he thought. “Sure, Paul.”
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 “Here.” Raven handed Hunter an ear-bud headset with a featherweight microphone. Hunter looked up and down the street; it was a typical Frankfurt residential block: no yards, drive in garages on a few, but most of them European flats, two to three stories with parking out front. The street was clean and well lit. At almost midnight, there was no one on the street, and the lights in most of the houses were off.

 Raven was all business now; the voluble story teller had fallen away, and the cold tense mask of the street operator back in place. Hunter glanced around. The dark empty windows on the street bothered him; there could be a resident in anyone of those windows who might glance out and see the two men huddled in the shadows. Though not likely.

 “It’s easy,” Raven said. “Hang back here, between this garage, where you got good line of sight on the house. Only thing I need you to do is tell me if you see a light come on, or if a car comes by, or if we get really fucked and the Polizei come prowling around. Okay? I just need to slip in and take a peek, should be in and out in ten minutes or less.”

 “You’re working alone on this?”

 “I always work alone. I was supposed to have a back up but there was a glitch. I found out you were here, and the rest is history. Got it?”

 “Got it.”


 Raven slipped his own headset into place, whispered “Check, check, check…”


 “I have you 5x5.”


 Raven grinned. “Once the soldier, always a soldier. Okay. I’ll be right back.”


 He slipped away, his charcoal gray blazer and dark blue denims blending into the shadows just as well as any camouflage might. 


 Hunter eased back into the shadows afforded him by the overhang above the balcony, took a deep breath to oxygenate himself and bring his heart rate down, and watched the street. He scanned far and then near, using the technique of keeping his eyes moving forward and back so as to utilize the peripheral vision to pick up anything out of place; he relaxed himself, and let his subconscious mind, so well honed by years of training and application, do the heavy lifting. 

 Nothing.

 A whole lot of nothing. 

 Something about this whole thing bothered him, just a little. A covert sneak and peek operation would normally have a full security element as well as the actual entry team; he’d never heard of a one-man, even a two-man job before. There was no redundancy or safety built into the operation and that flew in the face of everything he knew and had learned about operational planning.

 But this was Paul Raven, the Alleycat, and he was in a class all his own. 


 Faint and far off, there was the hiss of tires and the muted roar of an auto engine.


 He felt before he actually saw Raven slip away from the low fence that separated the houses. 


 “Let’s go,” Raven said in a low voice. He took the headsets and stowed them in a dark attaché case. 


 “Everything all right?” Hunter said.


 “Perfect,” Raven said. “Perfect.”
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 While Hunter had heard of the Frankfurt sex clubs, he’d never been in one before. Never really had an interest, though he liked to get laid as much as the next guy, and also didn’t see the sense in spending the money. Sachenhausen was the famous red light district, and the general sleaziness of the district turned Hunter off. He didn’t find the anorexic heroin addict look favored by the German hookers to be particularly attractive, either. 

 This place was different. 

 It was well off the main drag in Sachenhausen, with no signage or hawkers in the front to lure in passing soldiers. Residences, a few small shops, and this discreet building. At the front door, one rang a bell, which was answered by a large, well dressed East German with a bristle cut hair do and the posture of an old soldier. He greeted the two of them courteously.

 “Good evening, gentlemen. Please come in.”


 “Thank you, Fredric. How have you been?”


 Fredric inclined his head and said to Raven, “Very good, Mr. Wynne. We haven’t seen you for a long time.”


 “Business, Fredric. I must work hard to indulge my pleasures, yes?”


 The big man laughed and gestured toward a cloak room staffed by a stunning Asian woman in a red sheath, perched attentively on a stool. 

 “Please give Miko your coats so that you may be comfortable. What would your friend enjoy as a beverage tonight, Mr. Wynne?”

 “Mr. Smith might enjoy a fine single malt, Fredric. Would that suit you at this time of the night, Mr. Smith?” Raven said, smiling at Hunter.

 “Actually, I’d like a pils, a short one, first. Then perhaps a glass of Bushmills, the green label if you have it,” Hunter said.

 “Excellent, Mr. Smith.” Fredric walked them into a lavishly appointed lounge and guided them to two deep leather arm chairs set beside the fireplace. “I’ll see that they are brought immediately. Would you gentlemen like some company or a little private time?”

 “Oh, a little private time first,” Raven said. “Please, Fredric. Let us enjoy our drinks a little…it will give you time to get the ladies up.”

 “We are ready to meet your every desire, Mr. Wynne.”


 “I know, Fredric. That’s why I keep coming back. Please tell Mathilde to come say hello, if she’s still up.”


 “I’m sure she will be by shortly, sir.”


 The big man left them alone. Hunter stroked the fine cordovan leather of the armchair, studied the artwork in heavy gold frames, the tapestry that covered one wall.

 “Wynne?” he said.


 Raven laughed. “Friend of mine. He lets me use his name some times. He assists me in his discretion, and I trade him stories.”


 “Really?”


 “He’s a writer. Novelist. Did other things, in another life, too. Maybe you’ll meet him someday.”


 “Mr. Smith was real original.”


 “That’s as much as you need, here.”


 “Where’s here?”


 “Just a favorite gentleman’s establishment.”


 “I never figured you for…”


The woman who brought their drinks in was dressed in a short black, low cut Armani cocktail dress, sheer dark hose and some expensive type of stiletto heel that brought out the ripple and play of muscle along her thighs. Blond, sleek featured, immaculately polished short nails gleaming with a clear polish, piercing blue eyes. When she smiled, Hunter noticed a tiny flaw, a slight dark chip on one incisor, and somehow that made her all the more attractive.

 “Gentlemen, I have your drinks. Mr. Wynne? Welcome back, sir. A Talisker neat, with a side of spring water. Mr. Smith? Welcome, sir. A pils, and a Bushmills Green Label. I took the liberty of bringing you a side of water as well, Mr. Smith. If you need anything, please just let me know and I will make sure your needs and your wants are satisfied. I’m Daria, and I’m very happy that you were able to find the time to visit us this evening.”

 She smiled, and Hunter, a skilled judge of human expression, saw at least some real enthusiasm in that smile.


 “Thank you, Daria,” Raven said.


 “Where are you from, Daria?” Hunter asked.


 “I apologize, Mr. Smith,” Daria said. “We’re not allowed to discuss our personal details…I can tell you though that I was born in Germany, but I grew up in the States, near Philadelphia…does that help answer your question, sir?”

 “Sure, Daria,” Hunter said. “I’m sorry, this is my first visit.”

 “No apologies, please, Mr. Smith. We’re here for you…” she let her eyes linger on his thick shoulders and the length of his arms. “Please, let me know what I can do for you.”

 She turned and walked away, hips as free and fluid as a run way model’s, paused and looked back at the two of them, smiled again, then left the room.

 “If she’s any example of the pros here, I found the place to spend my money,” Hunter said.

 “You’re not spending any money tonight, laddie. Alleycat’s treat. And no offense, but the costs at this place are way above your pay grade, even for a dedicated non-spender like you…” Raven said.

 “I can only imagine,” Hunter said. “When do we meet the rest of the talent?”

 “Later.” Raven ran the glass of Scotch beneath his nose and closed his eyes in appreciation, then tipped it up and wet his lips and tongue, reveled in the taste. “Ah…”

 “You going to tell me how things went?”

 Raven, eyes still closed, tipped the tumbler up again, filling his mouth, then let it trickle down his throat. After a long moment, he opened his eyes, and studied Hunter.

 “We’re in the decompression phase, young gun.”

 “What happened to the after action report and debrief?”

 “I could be a dick and point out that you’re not cleared for that, but I won’t. I’ll just say that I got in and did what I needed to do…and it went well. Very well.”

 He licked the rim of the glass in a manner that was very cat like.

 Hunter looked away and saw a woman standing at the door, watching them. When she saw that he had looked at her, she came forward, walking with the slow sinuous stride of an athlete used to attention. She was tall, with long blond hair swept back in a French braid, a blacker than black silk Armani pantsuit, with a slightly low cut white blouse that showed full, sloping breasts. The shift and jiggle of those breasts announced their unenhanced nature; the slight quirk at the corner of her mouth showed that she noticed him noticing. She was older, maybe late thirties, maybe older, but extremely well kept. 

 Raven’s eyes narrowed with pleasure as she stopped beside his chair, and laid one immaculately manicured hand in a proprietary fashion on his shoulder.

 “Hello, my friend,” she said.


 “Mathilde. Stunning as always,” Raven said, standing. Hunter followed his lead.


 “Please, gentlemen,” Mathilde said, real satisfaction in her voice. “No need to stand for me.”


 “We always stand in the presence of great beauty,” Raven said.


 “Such a charmer you are, Paul,” Mathilde said. She inclined her head at Hunter. “You keep excellent company, Mr. Smith. It speaks well of you.”

 “I could say the same for him,” Hunter said.

 She pursed her lips in amusement. “Such gallantry in a handsome young man…we must make your visit here a special one. A very special one, indeed…”

Mathilde curled her hands so that her fingernails rested on Raven’s shoulder, and slowly dragged them along his trapezius muscle. The older man smiled, and closed his eyes in enjoyment. Hunter felt uncomfortable in the presence of their intimacy. There was a history here he wasn’t part of, and the puritan in him didn’t really want to go there. It was like watching his father begin to make love to his mother. 

 “We are being rude, Paul. We must see to Mr. Smith’s desires.”

 Raven stared up at the tall woman and said, without looking at Hunter, “You choose for him, Mathilde.”

 “Shall I do that for you, Mr. Smith? Paul tells me that I am skilled in this. Would you like my…guidance? Or would you prefer to exercise your control?”

 There was a faint challenge in her voice. Hunter liked that about her. He wasn’t used to women like her; in fact, he’d never met a woman like her before. She had a sense of power around her, a power grounded in her sexuality, a confidence in wielding it like a weapon he’d never seen. A part of him was curious as what she would arrange for him; another part rebelled at her assumption that she would know better than he would about his tastes and his…desires. 

 “What if my desire was for you?” Hunter said.

Raven grinned hugely. “He does have excellent taste, doesn’t he?”

 Mathilde kept her amused look, but her micro expressions shifted slightly. She appraised Hunter more openly, then smiled. “I am flattered. Very much so.”

 “I think you should call him on his challenge, Mathilde,” Raven said. “A night with you would change him forever.” He looked at Hunter. “Are you ready for that? For your life to change?”

 “I don’t know,” Hunter said. “Depends on how.”

 “Now I’m going to insist,” Raven said. “Mathilde, you choose for me. And you go with Hunter. I think I’d like someone young and submissive, really submissive, not just playing the part. Do you have someone like that for me?”

 “Of course, Paul,” she said. “Shall I send her here, or would you like her in your room?”

 “My room.”

 “Then I will make it so. Hunter? What an excellent, and appropriate, name. I’m honored by your interest…are you sure you wouldn’t prefer someone younger?”

 “No,” Hunter said. He noticed the butterflies of apprehension in his belly, and just hung out with that feeling for a moment. 

 “May I get you another drink, or would you like to retire now?” she said.

 Hunter looked at Raven, who said, “There’s a room upstairs with your name on it. Mathilde would be glad to keep us company, though I’m going to bed shortly myself, or you and I can talk, and she can meet you in your room, or whatever you want. Your every desire.”

 “Tell me, did I just die and ascend to heaven?” Hunter said.

 Mathilde laughed, a rich, bawdy sound. “We can certainly try.”

 “Let me move things along,” Raven said. “It’s been a long day and a longer night…let’s all retire while we still have some energy, shall we?”

 Mathilde gave Hunter a bold smile. “And your decision, Mr. Smith?”

 “Well,” Hunter said, standing. “I guess I got the talking part done.”
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 The room wasn’t what he expected; he’d had visions of some kind of rococo fantasy, with red brocade and heavy velvet drapes, a heart shaped bed with mirrors above it, a slide out champagne chiller concealed in the headboard. 

 This was nothing like that.

 It was a small suite, with a sitting area with deep, expensive leather arm chairs, a low table; a long, deep leather couch, worn and supple. Original artwork, modern, abstract, lit by inset high lighting, the kind of thing you’d expect in a very expensive hotel, and Hunter had stayed in some of those.

 But never in such company.

 Mathilde stood, her hands crossed in front of her, palms inward as though cupping her lower belly. The low light flattered her, as it was meant to. 

 “Please,” she said. “Sit. May I get you another drink?”

 “I…”

 There was real affection in her smile this time, and a gentleness he hadn’t seen before. “This is your time, Mr. Smith. To do as you please. But it would please me, greatly, for you to relax for awhile. I would enjoy talking with you.”

 “Mr. Smith seems awfully formal.”

 She enjoyed that. “Hunter, then. A perfect name for you, I think.”

 Hunter eased into one of the deep arm chairs, leaned back. Mathilde stepped forward, kneeled with the eloquent flow of muscle as a dancer might, and put one hand on his foot.

 “What?” Hunter said.

 She eased the laces of his sturdy low hiking shoes and eased them off, then slid a heavy leather ottoman close by and lifted his feet. She placed his feet on the ottoman, then drew her short nails along the bottom of his stocking feet as she stood.

 “Better, I think,” she said. “A long day for you, I imagine.”

 She slid the other armchair closer, facing him, just off at a forty five degree angle from him, then brought him another glass of Bushmill Green Label. She set it beside him, brushing against him as she did, a heady, light scent coming from her, a perfume he would probably never know. Much less afford.

 Mathilde tilted her head to one side, and they were quiet together for a moment. Hunter sipped his Bushmills, lingered on the taste. His heart pounded, and he felt a flush rising on his face, from the liquor and from the proximity of this woman who radiated sex and experience from a level he’d never known before. 

 And she knew it.

 But she wasn’t mocking him, or teasing him…he felt that from her. There was a calmness at her center, something that soothed him, and a full awareness of his nervousness, something she was gentle with. 

 He was grateful for that, though he felt the warmth descending through his body to pool in his groin, and he felt the muscles in his hips and buttocks tense with the desire for release. He sensed that she knew that, that she could read the play of micro expressions, maybe feel the heat rising in him, smell the testosterone, his shifting in the deep chair with its lush skin. 

 “How do you most enjoy women, Hunter?” Mathilde asked.

 “What do you mean?”

 “Do you enjoy women fully? I mean, not just for our sex…though we like that very much…do you enjoy the company of women? I wonder, sometimes, about fighters, men like you…some of them, not you, obviously, but some…they like the sex, they like us to wait on them, and that can be good, very good, for the right woman…but sometimes I wonder if they genuinely appreciate all that makes us woman. Do you know what I mean?”

 “No. I don’t.”

 “You are very uncommon, Hunter. Not many men would admit to not knowing, here, now…you are uncommon. You know, you are the first person Paul has ever brought to my house? Never before. That makes you especially uncommon. And to allow me to go with you, to allow me that privilege with you…very uncommon indeed.”

 “I could get performance anxiety if you keep that up.”


 A rich, bawdy laugh, and Hunter liked her even more for that.


 “I hardly think that,” Mathilde said. “You have a wonderful sense of humor. A lightness that is refreshing.”


 “Yes,” Hunter said. “I enjoy women. All of the mystery.”


 Mathilde eased back in the chair, crossed her elegant legs, drew her fingernails slowly along the leather arm rests. “We are a mystery…we’re supposed to be. Aren’t we? Wouldn’t it be boring if all that we were was boiled down to the mechanics of sex, the protocol of service? How much would you miss, if that was all? So much. A man who appreciate mystery, who appreciates nuance, who understands that something are better enjoyed than understood…that would be an uncommon man. I enjoy uncommon men.”

 “How uncommon.”

 He liked the way her lips pursed, and then expanded into a huge smile, the way the fine lines beside her eyes stood out then. She touched her tongue to her lip, stroked her fingernail in a long, slow line on the leather upholstery. 

 “Tell me about you, Hunter.”


 “I’d rather hear about you, Mathilde.”


 “You are another man of mystery, like Paul, then?”


 “No. Not like Paul.”


 “Yes. Very much like Paul.”


 “You think so?”


 “Yes.”


 “What else do you think?”


 “I think that you are quite exotic.”


 “Me? Hardly. I was thinking the same about you.”


 He wanted to drag his own finger along the laugh lines beside her mouth when she smiled. An image of her face, lines drawn out, her head thrown back in orgasm, passed before his eyes. 

 “I imagine that you are a student of Paul’s. In whatever medium it is you two artists work in.”

 “Artists?”

 “Yes,” she said. “Artists. You both have a passionate intensity…commitment…ruthlessness. In the service to something. Much as I imagine Van Gogh may have been. Are you ruthless, Hunter?”

 “Sometimes. Yes.”


 “I think so. Passionate as well. Do you share that passion with the women in your life?”


 He paused, long enough for her to tilt her head in puzzlement. 


 “No,” he said. “I don’t.”


 “I see,” she said. “Tell me, do you think it serves you to keep that part of you away from the women you choose to have in your life?”

 “I don’t understand.”


 “I know,” she said. “Have you been married?”


 “Yes. Does it show?”


 “A little bit. To the experienced eye. Do you think it is possible that it ended because she did not understand your passion? That she was not part of that?”

 “I’ve never thought of that. But yes, it’s possible.”


 She nodded. “You are quite impressive, Hunter…Smith. I imagine that you are a good student.”


 “Very.”


 Now there was something very gently predatory in her smile.


 “I imagine…what would you like to learn?”


 “From you?”


 “If there were anything I might teach you…”


 “You could teach me a lot.”


 “I would enjoy that…what would you ask me?”


 “Tell me about…”


 “Tell you?”


 “Oh, I imagine we’ll get to showing soon enough. Don’t you?”


 “Yes, Hunter. I imagine we will….so your question?”


 “So tell me about…clothes.”


 She laughed and laughed, bent forward in amusement. “The taking off or the putting on?”


 “Oh, we’ll save that for the showing part. Tell me about how you put that look together.”


 “Really?”


 “Yes.”


 She stood; it seemed to Hunter that she seemed freer when she stood and moved; the hint of the dancer in her musculature lent credence to his intuition. She smoothed the fabric of her designer suit with her hands, swayed slightly as though to distant and barely audible music. 

 “A woman is always about image and presentation, Hunter. The clothes we choose, the scents we wear, all of them are meant to send a message, a message deeply connected to what we believe, or want to believe, about ourselves. Of course it is about sex; let us be frank, sex is at the base of all relations between men and women, is it not? So it is an expression of our sexuality, our belief about sex and our relation to it, and most importantly, Hunter, for men like you to understand, it what we want men to see and respond to…in the way we want them to respond to us.

 “Do you see that? Do you understand that?”

 “Yes. It’s devastating,” Hunter said. He smiled. “What man could say no to you?”

 She laughed with appreciation. “Perhaps you. Paul. The man of discernment, who enjoys the game and the play. That takes it to a much higher level. The fact that you are here, with Paul, in his company…this tells me something about you. It tells me that you operate on a high level. That you enjoy it….”

 “So to clothing…I am a mature woman. My body is good, but the years can never be defeated, only tricked or delayed. My clients are of a certain stature, a certain position…as such they require a different presentation than might a young soldier, or a businessman on holiday…it is my calling to give them what they require. It’s not just the release of the body, though that is part and parcel…it is the release of tension in a safe place, with a safe person…that’s what they purchase when they purchase our time. Some, not most, want a woman, not a girl. Girls they can have if they so desire. It requires a woman, a woman of experience, a woman who understands men, especially men of power, to create that space. And so my clothing, the choice of it, is one tool that I may use.

 Hunter grinned. “Is it really that complex?”

 Mathilde quirked her lips; the fine array of lines beside her mouth drew his eyes like the map to an unknown territory. “How complex are women? How complex are men? How complex is that which we create between them?”

 “I think Paul wanted me to learn from you…” Hunter said. “I’ve never thought about this before.”

 She eased into his lap, smoothly, so smoothly it almost engaged his startle reflex. She was light in his lap, yet under the skin warmed silk her body was firm, even hard muscled. Mathilde looped an arm around his neck, stroked his face toward her.

 “You can relax, Hunter…” she said. “I want to make that place for you.”

 Hunter was aware of the tension in his thighs, in the sudden throbbing erection that rose and pressed against the black denim of his jeans, the warmth of her in his lap, and those hypnotic eyes only inches from his, the heady hot scent of her rising and curling into his nose.

 “Relax,” she said. “We have all the time…”

 She leaned into him and touched his lips with hers; her tongue darted to explore his lips, ease them open, and he tasted her then, a surprising clean shock, as though pink had taste, her tongue inside his lips. He wanted to seize her, to take her, but he willed himself to slow down, took her by the back of the neck and pulled her into him, leaned back in the chair and felt how the firmness of her strong rib cage rose into the soft swell of her breasts, the heat of her; explored her mouth, no dueling tongues, a duet, first her turn and then his; his left hand at her waist and her turning placing the curve of her full breast into his hand, stroking the clawed fingers of his hand slowly down her torso and being rewarded by the sudden intake of her breath…

…her fingers raking through his hair, and a quickening between them, Hunter feeling the lesson in every touch, every hidden nuance; now slow, now fast, she wants to be led, to be taken, she doesn’t want to lead that way, she invites, she opens…

 …and she spun away from him, her hand in his, standing, and he leaned into her, pressed his face into the narrow hollow of her neck where it flowed into her shoulder, touched the tip of his tongue to the flesh there, the smell of her almost overwhelming…

 …and then to slow down, the both of them trembling, her eyes huge and luminous, her taking his hands and guiding them across her breasts and down the smooth flat sweep of her belly to the swell of her hips…

 …the awkwardness of unclothing was something that disappeared, no frenzied fumbling at each other, just deep eye contact as they took away the layers of material that separated their skin from one another…

 …and on the bed, he was poised over her, her hands gripping his biceps, her huge eyes a well he sank into, and then she let go, lay back, lifted her knees and stroked the outside of his calves with her perfectly manicured toes, threw wide her arms…

 …the moment of entry, of penetration, no fumbling, her eyes widening as he slid slowly into her, the rich warm wet of her, her arching up to meet him, taking him into her, and then relaxing backwards, a gentle undulation in her hips as she lay there, her eyes drinking him in, receiving the pleasure he gave her as he slid slowly in, then out, running the full length of himself through the wet of her, almost to the point of pulling out, then running back deep into her, pelvis to pelvis…

 …and he would never forget her eyes, it was as though shutter after shutter opened wide, and at the moment when she let herself go, he gripped her neck and growled, “Look at me….” And in that moment, she was laid bare to him, willingly, and the two of them arched together again, and again, and again…

 Afterwards, spent, lazy and entangled, he slid his finger into her, brought it to his lips, tasted the juices of them both. She ran her tongue over his wet finger, and pulled him to her once again…
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 Hunter woke alone. He felt chagrined that his normal state of alertness had been lulled by the night of intense sex so that he had missed her slipping from his bed. He turned his head and pulled the pillow on her side close to his face, drank in the aroma of her, then tossed it aside and smiled up at the ceiling.

 Today, it was good to be the Hunter.

 He rolled out of bed, went into the bathroom and showered, long and hot, adding to the sense of ease his body felt. He dressed, then opened the door and went down to the main lounge, where he found Paul Raven sitting alone, sipping a coffee.

 Raven pointed at the chair across from him. Hunter sat. Raven lifted a hand and a diminutive German woman with a thick head of white hair hurried in.

 “Double cappuccino for my friend,” Raven said.


 “Yes, of course,” the woman said in just slightly tinged English.


 Raven studied Hunter, a slightly crooked grin on his face as he tipped up the fine china cup with his own morning espresso. 


 “How was your night?” Raven said.


 Hunter grinned. “Astonishing.”


 “She is, isn’t she?”


 “No words for it. Have you…”


 “She sleeps late. And I asked for some privacy this morning…the other clients have toddled on their way, back to their normal little lives. Just the two of us, now.”

 The woman brought back a large china mug, the foam of the cappuccino perfectly coiled atop the brown liquids. Hunter smelled it, savored it, took a long slow sip. 

 Everything seemed perfect this morning.

 Raven sipped his coffee and gave Hunter a small, cat like smile. Hunter grinned, shrugged. There was a newspaper neatly folded on the center of the table. Hunter turned it towards him.

 “Do you want breakfast?” Raven said.


 “Yeah.”


 “Just tell her what you want. She’s a great cook.”


 Hunter waved the attentive woman over. “Poached eggs, please, two of them, whole wheat toast, a small bowl of muesli and some fruit. Would you do that, please?”

 “Certainly, sir,” the woman said. “As you wish. Would you like the muesli and fruit first, with the meal, or after your eggs?”


 “After my eggs, please.”


 “Juice? More coffee?”


 “I’d like orange juice with my meal, and I’ll probably have another one of these delicious cappuccinos later.”


 “Certainly, sir.”


 Hunter flipped open the paper while Paul sipped his coffee. The front page had a major bold headline on it. Hunter’s German was not up to reading level, but he recognized the word “mord.” 

 Murder.


 And center on the page was a photograph of the house he’d stood outside of last night.


 A sudden welling of ice in his belly made Hunter sit up right. “Is this what I think it is?”


 Raven’s lips curled into a smile that didn’t touch his eyes. “What do you think it is, Hunter?”


 “I don’t read German. Why don’t you tell me?”


 Without looking at the paper, Paul recited in a flat monotone: “Prominent business executive found murdered in his Frankfurt home. The nature of the crime leads police to suspect a possible gangland revenge slaying, as well as evidence on the scene points to involvement in drug trafficking. Neighbors and associates are shocked and dismayed: “We can’t believe he was involved in such things.”

 The last sentence was delivered in a high falsetto, meant to be mocking.


 “But then,” Paul continued, his voice normal again. “That’s what they all say.”


 “You involved me in a murder?”


 “No, Hunter,” Paul said, icy patience in his voice. “I utilized you in the elimination of a high value target in a continuing counter-terrorism operation. An operation fully sanctioned by my chain of command. And yours.”

 “Murder of a foreign national? I don’t think so, Paul.”


 Paul opened his mouth to answer, then closed it as the cook brought out Hunter’s bowl of muesli and fruit. 


 “Anything else, sir?” the cook asked.


 “Two more coffees,” Paul said. “For both of us, please.”


 “Yes, sir. Right away.”


 Paul followed her with his gaze till she left the room, then looked at Hunter. “What’s your problem with this, Hunter? This is part of the job. This is what we do.”

 “I didn’t sign on for this.”

 “You’re starting to piss me off here, Hunter. Sign on for what? Killing terrorists? What the fuck do you carry that pistol for? Those knives? What the hell do you think your job is? Talk them to death? Arrest them?”

 Raven laughed, a harsh sound in the room.

 “You work, in your day job, anyway, for an organization that has in its rules of engagement the specific authorization to shoot people in the back without warning. Does that sound like police to you? I’m surprised to hear this from you, Hunter. Maybe I’ve misjudged you. I thought it was time to bring you into the big picture you’re part of, let you see what is really going on here. Maybe I was wrong.”

 Conflicting emotions warred in Hunter. He could see and hear the real disappointment in Paul, his mentor; but he also felt used, made small by his trust that led to his complicity in something he didn’t want to be complicit in. He didn’t know what to say.

“I’ve invested in you, Hunter,” Paul said. “Spent time and energy on developing you. You’ve got the gift, the spark, the real fire…it’s a rare thing. To be a real hunter…you are that. Why are you fighting against your own true nature? Do you even know what your true nature is? This is what this war is, Hunter. And make no mistake, it’s a war…we’re at war with something larger than any one country, larger than that -- we’re at war with an ideology, and only now are the bureaucrats starting to listen to those of us in the field who’ve been telling them all along, things have changed…this is the 4th Generation of warfare, we’re at war with networks, not nations, with ideology, not national armies, with individual cells, not armored divisions. This is war in the shadows, wars with influence and perception management, kidnappings, direct actions…including assassination. Pure and simple. What’s a better use of our time and money, Hunter? To send one man to kill one man who supports a dozen, who in turn supports hundreds who support thousands? Or try to fight the thousands, later? What are you thinking? You don’t have the luxury of thinking about this; that’s not our job. Our job is not to reason why, our job is to do it and make them die! All of these worthless fucks who would kill our women and children and innocent civilians in the name of their bastardization of Islam. Don’t be one of the sheeple, who are you fooling? You’re not one of the many who need the wake up call, you’ve put your ass on the line how many thousands of times? You’re not one of the ones who need to be kicked awake when evil comes to the door…”

 “What did he do?”

 Paul measured his words, weighing Hunter in his look. “He orchestrated a large scale drug operation. The proceeds of which he laundered and then made available through backstopped wire transfers to action cells. He also made direct payments of cash to couriers here in Frankfurt. He was directly implicated in a number of operations against US interests. His name was in a Presidential Finding. We acted in accordance with that classified finding. The target was removed, his network blown up, his contacts compromised and rolled up by law enforcement and intelligence agencies in five countries, his funds seized from their hidden accounts. And a message sent, loud and clear, in the language these people speak.”

 “It’s not the doing that bothers me, Paul. It’s that you didn’t read me in. You didn’t make it up front. You didn’t give me the choice. I respect you more than I’ll ever be able to say, but you used me, and you didn’t need to. I would have backed your play. All you had to do was tell me straight up.”

 “Would you? Are you sure of that? Hindsight is always twenty twenty, especially when the deed has already been done. Need to know, remember that?”

 “I would have, Paul. You know that. You know me.”


 “Then why are we having this discussion?”


 “Because you used me and you didn’t have to.”


 “I think it was wise that I did. Someday, you’ll come to see that.”


 Hunter pushed his untouched muesli aside. “It was wrong, Paul. I deserve better than that.”


 Raven nodded. “Maybe so. Maybe I was wrong. It doesn’t matter now. What matters is this: Are you in? Or not?”


 “What do you mean?”


 “This is the next evolution, Hunter. This is what you’ve been groomed for. The next step. Are you in, or not?”


 “What does that entail, exactly?”


 “Exactly what you did last night. And then stepping up to do the action. When ordered. Without question. To be an instrument in our hands.”

 The conflict was clear on Hunter’s face. 

 “This isn’t the same as a straight up fight, Paul,” Hunter said. “You’re asking me to take a life based on intelligence I might never see, just to take him out…is that right? Is that the right thing to do? I understand it’s a new warfare, but have we come to that? Why not just bag him, bring him in, wring him out, why not…”

 “Why not grow the fuck up!” Raven snapped. “Why not get your head out of your ass? If I had known that a night of expensive pussy would make you stupid, I would have passed this part of your education up. You can’t be everything, you can’t do everything! You’re the tip of the spear, get used to the idea. You don’t make the decisions, you enact the decisions. That’s our task, that’s our job. Get used to it. Or don’t. Sit on the sidelines with all the rest of the fucking spineless who let guys like me do the dirty work so they can lament about the state of their lives.”

 “I won’t be played, Paul.”

“You’ve been played your entire life! Don’t you get it? It’s all a game, but you get to pick what kind of piece you are, Hunter. We’re all part of the great game, and always have been. We’re the killers, Hunter. That’s what we do. Don’t fight yourself on this. Be what you are. What you truly are inside. Be what you are meant to be.”

 Hunter stood. “I would have followed you anywhere, Paul. But you betrayed our friendship, my trust in you. I’m not an asset to be played. I’ve been your friend, and your student. But I’m my own man and I won’t be manipulated.”

 Raven sneered. “You fool. You young, naïve, wet behind the ears fool. Here, you think you’ve been played?” 

 Raven lifted a 4x6 photograph from his shirt pocket and skimmed it across the table. It was grainy, a night vision digital shot, but it was clearly Hunter, illuminated in the shadows by an invisible infra red light that captured his features and the details of the house behind him, down to the address.

 “Don’t make me use this, Hunter. You’re already in too far. Come with me, you’ll see as we work together. It’s a good life for guys like us…”

 “You won’t use that,” Hunter said. “Try to have a little respect for my intelligence, Paul…you’re not going to use that. And it’s sad that you think you have to threaten me with that. What’s wrong with you?”

 “It’s not what’s wrong with me, Hunter. It’s what’s wrong with you.”

 “Do what you think you have to do with that, Paul. It’s not going to go the way you think.”

 Something changed in Raven then; the carefully constructed mask he wore slipped aside, as it had the night he’d spoken about his family. For just a moment, the briefest moment, Hunter saw something else beneath the anger and the disappointment: it was sadness, it was sorrow, it was loneliness, it was the face of a father watching his son slip away.

 “I’m not going to do anything with it, Hunter,” Raven said, softly. “You’re still bound by your clearances. Remember that. There won’t be any come back from this, and you won’t be called on anymore. This is the end of it. For you.”

 “I’m sorry, Paul.”

 “Go,” the older man said. “Good bye, Hunter.” Raven lifted his coffee cup to his lips and stared at the table top. “You were the one, you know?”

 There was nothing more to say.

 Hunter walked out of the lounge, through the living room area, to the front door. There was no door man; nothing needed this early morning. He walked out into the street and looked up at the building front, like any other of the expensive homes that lined the street.

 It looked like everything else.


 He turned his back to the door and walked away.


 




 



Chapter Five

 


 It was three years since the towers had fallen on 9/11, and the wrath of the enraged American fighting machine reached all around the globe. The mailed fist of military might had crushed the Iraqis, and now in the heart of Baghdad the Coalition forces had established their headquarters in the enclave known as the Green Zone. Hunter had been assigned to special duty with the State Department to help in the evaluation of aviation security at the Baghdad International Airport, and to assist a CIA/DIA/DOS/JSOC evaluation team in preparing a detailed physical security assessment of facilities within the Green Zone.

 It wasn’t running and gunning, though he’d tagged along with some patrols and had slipped out into the unsecured areas around the Green Zone with some of the Task Force members to do covert assessment. It was just turning trained eyes with the focus of a terrorist or an insurgent on the vulnerability of the hardened walls of the Green Zone. 

 Even behind those rows of sandbags and layer upon layer of heavily armed security backed up by the latest in detection technology, there was no escaping the war that raged outside. The din of helicopters overhead, the clank of heavy tanks moving, the occasional dull thump of an IED going off in the distance, and from time to time the staccato of small arms fire, especially along the deadly stretch of highway from the airport to the Green Zone. 

 Things had changed in the air, as well.

The massive expansion of the Air Marshal Program had put Hunter in a position of prominence he wasn’t exactly comfortable with; he had refused a full time job in training, but agreed to come in and teach tactics, personal security, and close combat. There were some great trainers on-board, guys with time at CAG and the SEALs, lots of combat vets with recent experience, cops who wanted to trade a patrol car for a first class seat…

 Hunter just wanted to hunt.

 Like every other Air Marshal, he had choked and teared up at the sight of those planes plowing into the two towers; like every other Air Marshal, past and present, he had devoutly wished he had been on those planes.

 Because he knew he would have made a difference. 

 That attitude and mindset kept him going despite his growing dismay and outrage at the bureaucracy that had grown out of control with the Air Marshal Service. The massive expansion of the Service post 9/11 had led to a huge array of problems -- poorly screened, poorly selected, and poorly trained marshals being dumped on airplanes; the once high standards tossed when too many candidates couldn’t meet them; the discovery that some of the flying marshals who had been rushed through the screening process were felons; the total disregard for tactical deployment in the rush to get an armed body on the airplanes…not even touching the creation of the TSA, the Transportation Security Administration, and the massive disruption and revision of the entire aviation security program in the US.

 To Hunter and the other old timers, there was a phrase for it.

 Goat Fuck.

 The constantly shifting priorities, the piss on the biggest fire mentality imported by retired government bureaucrats brought in to provide management, the ridiculous rules like the rumbling to require marshals to travel in blazers and slacks, with short uniform hair cuts -- it was maddening and made a difficult job all the more difficult. 

 And more dangerous.

 Despite the increase in man power, there were times when a full time couldn’t be mustered to cover a flight. And that, to Hunter, was just unacceptable. The specific targeting and the interface of intelligence had gone out the window with a mandate to cover as many flights as possible -- just so the bureaucrats could say they had an armed body on a plane.

 Never mind that those armed bodies wouldn’t be a real credible deterrent if something had kicked off.

 But as one of Hunter’s team mates muttered as he boarded a flight, “Ours is not to question why; ours is just to fly and die.”

 The intelligence branch got better; an influx of experienced analysts and some operators helped; so did the number of experienced operators who got on with the program and forced things to change. Hunter was glad to see the good ones come, though there was a lot of dross that came with them. The formalized increase in their job description helped too; now the stuff that Hunter had been tasked to do sub rosa became part and parcel of the job -- working with other agencies, surveillance operations, covert assessments.

 And this gig, working with the intelligence community to assess vulnerabilities around BIA.

 Hunter was grateful to be away for awhile, and he chuckled to himself at the thought that spending a month in a war zone was more restful than dealing with the bureaucrats and insane operations tempo he had to deal with in CONUS. But that was the truth of it. He enjoyed working with the other operators on their little forays out of the Green Zone, and he’d had enough of a taste of what was going on to feel as though he was doing his part in the war on terror.

 The War On Terror.

 It was a new warfare, a new kind of battleground. Hunter remembered his conversations with the Alleycat about 4th generation warfare, Al Qaeda, and Osama Bin Laden. The old operator had been prescient, that’s for sure. It had gone down just as he had predicted.

 Hunter folded his laptop closed and slipped it into his Eagle 3-day pack, then stood and looked out the window over the curve of the Euphrates. He was hungry, and was going to wander down to the KBR mess facility and get a meal, see who might be rolling in from the security contractors. Quite a few air marshals with the necessary background had bailed out of the program after the rapid expansion and set out to do security work in Iraq; the prospect of making $15K a month running and gunning on a PSD appealed to some, especially the younger ones fresh out of the military. He hadn’t run into anyone he knew, though he’d made most of his runs out to BIA with the Blackwater crew in their heavily armored Mambas.

 Time to go.

 He left his small office and nodded to the young American desk jockey in the front reception area, then joined the crowd of military, intelligence and support personnel making their way home at the end of the duty day. For most, home was either a heavily secured apartment building or a ring of cordoned off homes broken into suites. Hunter kept a room in a secure safe house ringed by Triple Canopy operators, most of them ex-Delta as TC was the home away from home for Delta operators, in the same way that Blackwater was a refuge for the SEALs. 

 Even within the Green Zone, some people traveled only with a PSD and by vehicle; Hunter preferred to walk, joining the stream of local employees and other low rankers making their way by foot. He liked the feeling that came over him when he hit the street; the expansion of his awareness, tuning into the crowd, the sounds, alert for the whistle or pop of a mortar round, the staccato rattle of small arms fire, the thump of an IED. While he was cautious, he was the first to admit that he enjoyed, at least for now, the edge of adrenaline he got just from standing out in the street.

 As usual, he scanned the crowd moving in front of him, and from time to time glanced over his shoulder. In the crowd ahead, he saw a man walking, just a glimpse, but something about the carriage of his head and shoulders rang a bell, rose a memory somewhere deep inside. Without thinking, he sped up, craned his head for a better look, and saw the man turn a corner, and for just an instant, he saw the man’s profile, partially obscured by a full salt and pepper beard and mustache, but the critical junction between eyes and nose and ears, the part of the face least easily changed or concealed, that fit right into the slot of his memory that said…

 Alleycat.

 It was Paul Raven turning the corner.

 Hunter hurried now, easing quickly through the crowd to the corner, and he saw Raven ahead of him, walking alone, dressed in non-descript dark pants and a baggy white shirt, like any of the locals making their way out. Even as he closed in on the man, Hunter felt a strange mix of emotion -- one part of him wanted to stop, let Raven walk away without seeing him; another part of him felt the same leap that anyone might feel at seeing a long lost friend in a strange place; another part of him whispered to be careful, to be cautious…

 Raven turned into a greenway that separated two buildings. Hunter quickened his pace to close the distance between them, still not calling out, but certain now of who he followed. Raven turned into a doorway and vanished from view. Hunter hurried to catch him.

 There was just a faint tingle at the base of his neck and as his head turned he caught a blur of motion; his head was slammed between two hard hands and then twisted, hard, putting him to the ground, his arm locked in a painful judo arm bar, a knee crushing his chest, and the point of a knife held fractions of an inch from his eye.

 “Where you going, sweet meat?” the man holding him said. He was an American, young, late twenties early thirties, intense blue eyes glaring out of a sunburned face so dark it seemed natural, the face covered with beard. He was wearing the contractor uniform -- a T-shirt with the Guinness beer logo on it, khaki 5.11 pants, and a pistol of some kind still holstered. The knife was a good one, Hunter saw with detachment, a 5 inch Hossom Hunter-Killer, the handle chipped and worn. That was a knife that had seen some use, and not for opening boxes. 

 “I asked you a question,” the man said again. He had a faint grin, challenging, completely in control. Hunter stayed very still while he oriented to the situation. His ambusher was good, damn good; no warning whatsoever. And his superior body vantage gave him total control at this moment. He was easily ten to fifteen years younger, in excellent shape, and with a formidable skill set, that was for sure. 

 “We’re both on the side of the angels, buddy,” Hunter said. “Ease up a little, will you? My old bones can’t take that.”


 The younger man grinned and torqued the arm bar a little tighter. His grin got wider as Hunter twisted in pain.


 “You mean like that?” he said.


 “Let him up, Alex,” Paul Raven said.


 The younger man immediately released Hunter, stepped clear of him, the knife still in his hand. Raven stood over Hunter who lay there, rubbing his shoulder, and looking up at the two of them.

 “Get up,” Raven said.

 Hunter did, slowly. The younger man, Alex, backed away, scanned around them. Remarkably, no one had seen the incident go down, and the knife disappeared into a pocket sheath on the off side of Alex’s pants. 

 “Hello, Paul,” Hunter said.

 Raven’s face was flat and impassive. He looked older; thinner, a bit stooped, but still fit. There was more grey in his hair than Hunter remembered, and there seemed to be a weight hanging over him that hadn’t been there before. 

 “This is no place to let your situational awareness slip,” Raven said.


 Alex laughed, a nasty tone. “Like he has any.”


 Hunter looked for a long moment at Alex, then back at Raven. “Nice way to say hello to an old friend, Paul.”


 “Is that what you are, Hunter?” Raven said.


 “Yeah, Paul. That’s what I am.”


 Raven stood still, though it seemed to Hunter that he trembled with intensity; or was that just a memory superimposed on this moment? Raven looked at Alex, who shrugged, then back again at Hunter.

 “Come with me,” Raven said. He turned and walked back into the building he’d come out of. Alex waved his hand like a waiter ushering a guess to a table for Hunter to go ahead. As Hunter climbed the stairs, he was acutely aware of the younger man at his back; dark intention roiled like a storm cloud off Alex, and Hunter felt the hair on the back of his neck bristle with his own barely contained response. 

 At the top of the stairs a hallway opened to the left. Doors on either side were battered but solid, and locked. As Hunter walked down the hall he noticed a very small plastic bubble, the kind commonly used to hide a surveillance camera, mounted in the ceiling. At the end of the hall was a heavy metal fire door, which Raven pushed open. On the other side was a metal door with a cipher lock mounted above the door handle. Raven keyed in a rapid succession of numbers, then pulled the door open.

 The door opened into another short hallway. At the end of the hall was a desk where a bearded, long haired man dressed in contractor uniform: khaki 5.11 pants, battered Lowa hiking shoes, a black T-Shirt covered with skulls and roses and the name of a death metal band -- Guar, sat. In front of him was a M-249 SAW with an ammo belt looped from the can locked in place.

 “Yo, Alleycat,” the contractor said. “Who’s the civvy?”


 “One of mine,” Raven said.


 From behind Hunter, Alex snorted in disdain. The other man looked past Hunter at Alex, then back at Hunter. 


 “Well, all righty then,” the contractor said. “Guess I’ll just mind my own fucking business.” He pushed a button on the table in front of him and the door behind him buzzed. Raven led them around the table and opened the door and entered.

 It was an ops room, like so many Hunter had been in before. Maps, aerial and other photographs, a photo array of an organizational chart with names written under each photo; rows of laptops, a few printers, phone lines, a radio console, a television set tuned to Fox News. At a corner table, two bearded men in local garb looked up when they entered, then looked away and continued their conversation. Two well used AK-47s, their bluing worn to the metal beneath, but gleaming with oil, were placed at hand on their table. 

 Raven sat at the opposite side of the room, at an identical table, battered green government issue.

 “Sit,” he said.

 Hunter eased into his seat. Alex stalked to the coffee pot, poured himself a cup into an oversized mug with a daisy on the side, filled another smaller blue cup with the black and white face of Felix The Cat on it and then brought that to Raven. Alex remained standing, protective, possessive almost, besides the older man.

 Raven sipped his coffee slowly.


 “What do you want, Paul?” Hunter said.


 “Speak when you’re spoken to,” Alex said.


 Raven held up one hand. “Enough.” He set down his cup. “Why were you following me, Hunter?”


 “Why? Because I recognized you. Because you’re an old friend.”


 “When did you see me?”


 “Just now, you mean?”


 “Have you seen me here before?”


 “No.” Hunter considered for a moment. “It didn’t look operational. Your movement, I mean. If I walked into something, fucked it up…I’m sorry.”

 “What a fucking amateur,” Alex said.

 “How is your survey going?” Raven said.

 Hunter paused and thought for a moment before he answered. It was obvious Raven knew what he was here for; on the other hand, the assignment was compartmented and Top Secret. 

 “Well,” he said. “It’s going well.”

“Like some jihadis couldn’t slip in here any time they wanted and do just what we just did,” Alex said. “Or put a bomb down, like they did in the GZ Café. You’re not finding anything any shooter out of the Man Camp couldn’t tell you.”

 Hunter studied the younger man for a long moment. Skilled, yes, but there was an almost desperation for recognition in Alex; he wanted to be noticed, he wanted Hunter to agree with him, and it was important to him that that take place while Raven was watching. He seemed starved for the older man’s approval in a way that made Hunter feel slightly unclean. Had he been this way, when he was the legendary Alleycat’s protégé? It wasn’t just the slavish sycophantism of Alex that put him off; it was Raven’s seeming acceptance of it as his due. He didn’t remember their relationship being that way, but then, he’d been younger and more idealistic in those days too.

 “We’ve looked at that scenario,” Hunter said.


 “I have a problem with you being here,” Raven said.


 “What’s the problem?” Hunter said.


 “Compartmentalization. Security. The things you know.”


 “Nothing to be done about that, Paul. Sorry. You should know by now I know how to keep my mouth shut. And I’d think that taking me off the street like that would raise more eyebrows than I would.”

 Alex laughed. “What makes you think anybody saw?”

 There was a long moment, with eye contact between Alex and Raven, in which Hunter grew tense and uncomfortable. It seemed as though a decision was made when Raven shook his head no, then said, “You want some coffee, Hunter?”

 Hunter felt the tension between him and Raven dissipate, but Alex still vibrated like a tuning fork tapped way too hard.


 “Yeah. I would.”


 “Alex? Get Hunter a cup, will you? Cream and sugar.”


 The younger man bristled, then relaxed. “Sure, boss.” Alex went and brought Hunter a cup. “Two sugars and cream, right, Hunter? That’s how you take it, isn’t it?”

 Hunter took the cup. “Thanks, Alex. Nice Hossom you got there.”

 Alex regarded him for a long moment, his brilliant blue eyes inscrutable. Then he smiled. “Paul said you were pretty handy with a blade. This one Jerry made for me when I was still on Team 2. It’s got some miles on it.” 

 The knife appeared like magic in Alex’s hand, then he spun it in the palm of his hand and gave it over to Hunter. The edge bore the scratching of a knife that had been sharpened in the field more than once, and the micarta was chipped, and discolored with wear. Hunter weighed it once, then handed it back.

 “Nice.”


 “I got some other nice blades back at the hootch. Striders, Brock, Krein…I favor the guys who know what a human sticker needs.”


 He gave a knowing grin to Hunter, and nodded.


 “I’ll bet,” Hunter said.


 “You at a place where you could take a couple of days off, Hunter?” Raven said. “We could use your help on something.”


 “Kind of funny, us bumping into each other like this and you needing my help,” Hunter said. 


 “You could help us or you could sit here till we’re done,” Raven said. “that’s the priority we got. And this is a declared war, if that conscience of yours needs assuaging.”

 “What’s the…”


 “You don’t get to ask that, Hunter. This is a war. Yes. Or no.”


 Hunter felt a sudden thrill in him, and a certainty that seemed to rise up out of his belly. “Do I get to ask where?”


 Raven and Alex looked at each other.


 “Fallujah,” Raven said. “You know where that is, right?”
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 They came in the night to kill a man.

 Hunter followed Raven, the older man’s full grey beard and hair gleaming as the three men, dressed in dark dishdashas and baggy pants like any Iraqi, slipped in and out of the faint illumination between the shattered ruins of buildings, alongside walls that gaped like shattered teeth. Behind Hunter, Alec followed silently, spinning around every few steps to check their six, his AK-47 ready at his shoulder.

 They paused, crouched behind a crumpled wall, and looked across a rubble filled alley at the building they sought. 

 Raven held up one hand, and tilted his head to the right, listening to the tiny earpiece fastened in his ear.

 Over the crump of artillery and mortars, the distant rattle of automatic fire, and the distinctive clatter of tank treads, Hunter heard, through his earpiece, the voice of the controller that flew the Predator surveillance drone circling unseen and unheard above them, it’s night vision cameras feeding real-time footage back to the controller and the mission commanders huddled around the monitors in the command and control van parked on the outskirts of the besieged city.

 “Two in the alley, ten meters to your three o’clock, with longs,” the controller whispered, professionally cool.

 Two men with long guns. Sentries protecting the man inside the building, the man the three Americans had come to kill.

 Raven turned and looked at Hunter. The grey haired killer pointed at himself, then Hunter, then drew his finger across his neck. 


You and me, we’ll take these two.


We’ll use the knives.

 The steady stream of adrenaline that had been coursing through Hunter’s veins since they’d inserted, running quickly from the blacked out OH-6 that had set down for the briefest moment to let them out three blocks away, rose in a huge surge in his belly. His knees weakened, his heartbeat raced, his hands went cold, and his already empty bladder turned in an attempt to empty itself even more.

 Dispassionate, almost cold, Raven watched the signs of Hunter’s adrenaline dump cross his face.

 Hunter felt Alec behind him, the weight of the younger man’s attention and his barely contained disdain.

 Hunter took a deep breath, held it, let it out slowly, let his mind do what was necessary to be done to calibrate his state, not calm himself down, no, you need the adrenaline for killing, a little bit makes you sharper…he just needed to even it out. 

 Just like the Raven had taught him.


 And it worked, just like everything the man had taught him did.


 Hunter nodded when he was ready.


 They had a suppressed pistol for sentry removal, but that wasn’t why he was here. He was here to learn, and he knew, when he agreed to come, that there would be a test here. This was the test the Raven had planned for him long ago, when they first started down the warrior’s path together: Raven the brilliant teacher, Hunter the apt pupil, back where it started, beside the river, so long ago.

 Raven saw the change come over Hunter, and nodded, and that acknowledgement meant more in that instant to Hunter than all the words ever uttered. The older man looked out slowly, around the wall, down the alley. He readjusted his night vision goggles, then carefully slung his AK-47 to one side. He eased his long knife out. Hunter recognized that knife. It was a custom made Retribution, lovingly crafted by the knife making genius Jerry Hossom as his gift to the warrior brotherhood in the aftermath of 9/11. 

 Alec prodded Hunter in the back. Hunter turned and saw the handle of another Retribution held out to him. Alec nodded at him.


Go on. Take it.

 Hunter hefted the knife, felt its perfect balance poised on the forefinger of his right hand, the amazing lightness of it…when you thought, it moved; when it moved, it cut. That was the brilliance of the knife and its maker. He turned, knife in his hand, and Raven was waiting for him.

 They went into the alley.

There’s a method to stalking and killing a man with a knife, a method developed by hard men over many years. The Raven wrote part of that book, and he’d taught Hunter, but there’s a world of difference between the classroom and the street…keep your mind blank, don’t look directly at your target -- it’s not a man, it’s meat to be cut -- keep your mouth open wide, so your breath is silent…all those techniques are necessary so that nothing you do trips the sixth sense of the human you’re inching up on, setting your foot down carefully, toe first, then easing it down flat, feeling for anything under foot that might make the slightest noise, but most of all cloaking your intention, because there’s a deep part of the brain, the ancient reptile brain, that feels hostile intention…

 The two sentries chatted together, bored, shifting from foot to foot, while a battle raged not a mile from where they stood, and from time to time they paused, when there was a particularly loud, bright flash from an explosion in the distance.

In the luminous green of the night vision goggles, they looked otherworldly, not really human, and to Hunter they were no longer human, that’s part of the process…turn off the part of you that recoils at hurting humans and bring out the part that moves to eliminate the target…and as he closed on the sentry Hunter calibrated his body position, his shifting stance, and all of that went into the visualization that ran simultaneously with his approach, the little movie in his mind of how it needed to play out, he was both in the moment and visualizing exactly what he needed to do…keep your focus off them, because that’s what the human animal responds to, focused attention means intention and intention means danger.. and now, tonight, it means death.

Raven and Hunter hit the sentries simultaneously, moving like two machines with one mind, one will. To Hunter, it was as though Raven was driving them both; Hunter heard his mentor’s voice in his head, telling him what to do: explode forward, his left hand and forearm wrapping high around the sentry’s head (keep the underside of your arm facing OUT, Hunter, protect your brachial artery from your own knife), yanking back the head to expose the neck while you stomp the sentry’s right knee down and at the instant he buckles you slam your own foot down in a drop step that drives the long knife into the right side of the neck, straight in, twist it and cut out the front (not like the movies, Hunter, where you hold his mouth and saw across, you’ll cut your hand or your face or both if you do it that way, this way your off hand is clear of your blade line, and you cut to the front so you won’t be blinded by arterial spray) and what Hunter would never, ever forget was the sound, the crunch of the razor edged knife slicing through the cartilage of the trachea and then the wet hiss of arterial spray as all the vessels, great and small, in the neck opened…

 And just as Raven had told him, the man shivered, his hands dropped as he slipped into unconsciousness as the shock and loss of blood took him, and Hunter counted off the remaining seconds of his life with the slowing beat of the spray from the massive wound.

 Hunter dragged his target deeper into the alley, laid him down, then stood back and looked at the man he’d just killed.

 Raven looked at him, grave and expressionless. A fine spray of blood dotted the older man’s face and beard. It seemed strangely black in the luminous green of the night vision. Raven stooped over Hunter’s kill and dipped his first two fingers in the fresh blood. Then he traced a line on Hunter’s forehead, and down each cheek. 

 “First blood, Hunter,” Raven whispered. “Welcome to the club.”
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 The OH circled Baghdad International Airport, then swooped in low and fast, in total blackout, the pilot with his night vision head gear looking like a strange insect highlighted against the faint gleam of the city in the distance. He settled the helicopter down, and with the rotors still turning, Hunter, Raven and Alex quick stepped away. They walked into the nearby hangar where two low profile vehicles sandwiched a battered Suburban. The vehicle convoy was ringed by contractor clad gunmen, who nodded to Raven as he led the way to the Suburban. Raven sat in front, Hunter and Alex slipped into the rear seats, positioned themselves sideways to give themselves good fields of fire on the ride in. In the back trunk space, a quiet man with massive biceps cradled a SAW and kept his eyes straight to the rear.

 The convoy peeled away, paused only for a moment at the Green Gate, and then went roaring out down Route Irish at high speed. 

 Raven was silent in front.

 Alex had the strange combination of relaxation and growing anticipation in him, like a man who’d just had great sex and was looking forward to more. 

 “I didn’t think it was your first time,” Alex said, without turning around. “Thought you’d been there before. Did good, though. Smooth. Nice technique. You can keep that Retribution…wouldn’t want to rob you of that. You earned it. Me, mine was that Hunter-Killer. Old Jerry H is racking up some kills on his steel. I sent a friend of mine, back in the world, to one of the knife shows, down there in Vegas, sent him by Jerry’s booth to give him a message, send him a present. Sent him the rank epaulets off an Iraqi Republican Guard General…dipped in said General’s blood. Guess he liked it, according to my guy. You ever see Hossom, you send him my regards, okay?”

 Hunter kept his eyes on the sector of road whizzing by outside. Part of him, though, still dwelled on what he had done, the feel of the life force slipping out of the man he’d killed, the feel of the knife as it cut through skin and cartilage and tendon and artery, the feel of the life slipping away….

 He didn’t want to like it, but there was a part of him that did; he didn’t want to exult in it, but part of him did; he didn’t want to feel guilty…and he didn’t.

 And somehow, that bothered him.

 “Yeah, you won’t want to talk about it for awhile,” Alex went on. “Want to enjoy it. Just like fucking a hot woman. Or eating a great meal. You want to hang out with it, savor it. Just like popping your cherry. No matter what your count gets to, it will always be your first. You’re a lucky man, dude. Lucky man.”

 “Watch the bridges,” the driver said as they sped towards an overpass.

Alex shifted a little, Hunter reset his cheek weld on his weapon.

 “It’s what makes us different,” Alex said. “We got the look, we wear the badge…only the other guys in the club can tell. All the vegetarians, they don’t have a clue. But we do…”

 “Alex,” Raven said from the front.

 The young SEAL shook his head and settled down.

 The ride was fast, bumpy, and uneventful. No sniper fire, no IEDs, not much traffic after dark anyway. They entered the checkpoint and rolled up in front of the nondescript small apartment building where the contractor on duty at the front checkpoint waved them through into a garage. The three operators got out and went up the stairs into their quarters; at least, Raven and Alex’s quarters. On a table in the front room, the men set down their long guns. Alex disappeared into his bedroom; Raven put on a pot of coffee. Hunter looked around the room -- sterile, like a sitting room in a cheap motel. He sank into the couch, and let the tension roll off him in waves. 

 He studied Raven, the small precise movements as the older man measured coffee into the maker, set three mugs in a row, handles carefully aligned, opened the small refrigerator and took out a glass bottle of milk, put a clean spoon next to a dainty and incongruous sugar bowl. Raven looked up, as though he felt Hunter’s gaze, and for a moment, the two of them locked eyes and it was if each could see the other’s soul. Hunter felt, at his core, a change…something had changed in him, and Raven had been the catalyst, the guide through the underworld for him, and for that he would be grateful. But Raven was studying him for something more, and Hunter felt as though he needed to guard himself in this, what felt to be a vulnerable moment, as he assimilated the change he felt deep in his core, the change that had come over him when he’d taken his first life.

 “Alex talks too much sometimes,” Raven said.


 “Hmm,” Hunter said. “He worships the ground you walk on.”


 “He’ll get over it. One of these days. He started with me younger than you did.”


 Hunter looked at the closed door that Alex had disappeared behind. “He’s good. Beyond good. Scary. How does he feel about being used?”

 Raven handed Hunter a cup of coffee and sat down on the other end of the couch. “Is being a warrior in the service of your country being used?”

 “No. I guess not.”


 “Were you used tonight?”


 “In the right way, yes.”


 “That’s right. In the right way. Leave it alone, Hunter. I respected your decision. And I respected your decision tonight. He likes the path he’s on.”

 Hunter tasted the coffee, set the cup down. “It’s too dark.”


 Raven laughed. “You were pretty dark tonight, yourself, Hunter…”


 “The coffee.”


 Silence, then appreciative laughter from the older man. “Milk’s on the counter. Get it your self.”


 Alex came out, hair damp from a shower, in clean Levis and a ragged Blackwater T-shirt. 


 “Coffee’s on the counter,” Raven said. 


 “Thanks, Paul,” Alex said. He picked up his mug and brought a kitchen chair into the front area, turned it round, straddled it. “What’s up?”

 Hunter eased back onto the couch.


 “You can stay here tonight, if you want,” Raven said. “Or we can get somebody to run you back to your quarters.”


 “I’ll go back. When I’m done with my coffee,” Hunter said. 


“Marines were tearing some asses up, huh?” Alex said with enthusiasm. “Fucking jihadis are running around in circles since we cut off all the heads in advance…I love this shit. I love this job. Man, if the civvys ever knew…if they only wanted to know, instead of keeping their heads buried in the sand. Sometimes I feel like just doing something crazy to wake their dumb asses up…rub their faces in the reality out here, where the rubber meets the road. Bureaucrats, politicians, whiny liberals, the civilians…it’s nothing till it comes home to them, till it becomes personal. If it was their family members, their people…then they’d change their tune. Things would be different, then. Their kids, their grandkids, their friends and neighbors….they need a wake up call. If Fallujah was unrolling in Washington DC or New York or LA…”

“It’s coming,” Raven said. “It won’t be long before that happens. There’s a whole new generation of jihadis getting their training here…this is the new Afghanistan for the mujahidin. They’ll find a way to bring it home. They have to. That’s how they’ll get the media coverage”

 “Doesn’t seem like many of them are making it out alive to do that…” Hunter said.

 “They’re like the hydra headed monster,” Raven said. “Every one we kill, five more crop up to take their place. We take out their leadership, new, unknown ones crop up. The mullahs in Iran are sending their best and brightest to get battlefield experience, we got the Syrians doing the same…Wahabi-ists from Saudi, Chechnyans…the toughest ones are the foreign fighters. 

 “The ones that live through all this shit, the ones who are smart and learn how to avoid getting targeted…those are the ones we’ll hear from. Those are the ones bin Laden is sending in, and the survivors…those will be his hard core in the future. They’ll be the ones we’ll be fighting in a few years.”

 “That’s if the politicos and the sheeple would just wake up,” Alex said. “Maybe it will take a little bit of terrorism at home to wake them up. IEDs, suicide bombers, whatever…”

 “Maybe,” Raven said. “I don’t want to see Americans get hit what that. That’s what we’re for.”

 “But if that’s what it takes, then that’s what it takes,” Alex said. “What was it that Spock said on that old episode of Star Trek? ‘The good of the many outweighs the good of a few.’ If you got to break some eggs, so be it.”

 “Easy to say until it’s your family picking up the pieces,” Raven said.


 Hunter nodded in agreement.


 “I don’t have any family to worry about,” Alex said. “Only family I got is my brothers in arms. My friends…”


 “I got to go,” Hunter said. “Can one of the guards run me back?”


 “What’s a matter?” Alex said. “Conversation getting too close to home for you?”


 “No. It’s just not part of my world, all this.”


 “Yeah it is, dude. Get used to it. One of these days, you’re going to run into some baddies on an airplane…nothing like bodies falling from the sky to get people’s attention. The jihadis are always going to be looking at a way to do planes…maybe bombs, but we haven’t heard the last of hijacking,” Alex said, satisfaction in his voice. “Oh yeah…nothing like a plane full of mommies and babies to get attention.”

 He reached under the table and pulled out a book resting face down on the floor beneath. It was a battered copy of The Thirty-Six Stratagems. Hunter felt a pang when he saw the book, and Raven seemed embarrassed for a moment when Alex flipped through the pages with great fanfare.

 “You see this book? Greatest book ever written on deception…” Alex caught the look between Hunter and Raven. He closed the book with a snap. “Guess you have, huh? Guess I’m just running my mouth again.”

 “It’s a great book,” Hunter said. “And you got the best teacher there is, man. Taught me everything I know. Though he didn’t teach me everything he knows.”

 Alex laughed at that. “Nobody ever will. Like the Shadow. Ever read that comic? ‘Who knows what evil lurks in the heart of men? The Shadow does..’”

 “It was a radio show,” Hunter said. “Long time before it was a comic.”

 Alex flinched as though slapped, flushed, then glared at Hunter with a naked and unabashed hatred. “Whatever. James.”

 “I’ll walk you out,” Raven said. He stood and led Hunter away. Hunter’s gaze lingered for a moment into the cold blue of Alex’s eyes, then turned to leave the room.

 “I was supposed to kill you, you know?” Alex said to Hunter’s back. “Raven let you live. You owe him your life. Your ass has been candy twice now, Air Marshal. Better hope we don’t cross paths again when he ain’t around to save your candy ass…”

 “Shut up, Alex,” Raven said, without heat or looking back.


 Outside, one of the contractor’s pulled a Suburban up while two other men stood ready to ride security. 


 “Is that true?” Hunter said.


 The gunfighters mounted up, and Hunter paused beside the rear door. “Well?”


 “Keep well, Hunter. We probably won’t see each other again. And it’s probably best that way. It’s not likely you’ll see him, but if you do, give Alex a wide berth. He’s troubled, as I think you saw.”

 “Keep him on a tight leash, Paul. He’s a disaster looking for a place to happen.”


 “He’s a good warrior. That’s what I need him for. He’s a good warrior and he’s got a good fight to carry.”


 “Good bye, Paul.”


 The two men shook hands.


 As the Suburban pulled away, Hunter turned and saw Raven looking after him. The older man started to raise a hand, but seemed to change his mind and let the hand fall to his side.
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 Two weeks later, Hunter was packing his rucksack up. He had a scheduled run in a Blackwater Mamba out to BIA and a flight out, with a layover in Frankfurt to finalize some reports, and then home to Chicago, with a first class upgrade from a grateful CIA travel section. One of the security specialists he’d been working with wandered into his quarters after a tentative knock at the door.

 “Hey, man. Ready to be back in the world?” 


 “Oh, hell yeah,” Hunter said. “You got a while to go on this rotation?”


 “Seventeen and a wake up, buddy. Seventeen and a wake up. I’m ready to get gone. You hear about that truck bomb last night?”


 “No.”


 “A block away from the Al Rashid. Apparently some jihadis had a bomb factory in the building; had a major detonation there, brought the whole building down. We had some of our guys get dinged, one got killed.”

 “Agency or Coalition, what?”


 “Task Force, dude. Some of our crew.”


 “Who got killed?”


 “It’s all hushed up, man, but it was one of our senior paramilitary guys. Don’t know his name…he was on a team working for TF-626, if you’re cleared for them. One of the other guys is in the med facility, he got dinged a bit.”

 “How do I get to the med facility?”


 “The shooters can run you over there in a Suburban…did you know those guys?”


 “Maybe,” Hunter said, dread in him. “Maybe I did.”
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 Alec Frovarp lay still in the bed, the stillness of the previously wounded, all too familiar with what the body needs to knit after trauma, conserving all his energy for the vital work of healing. Hunter stood beside the bed till those ice blue eyes shifted from the ceiling to the Air Marshal.

 “Hunter James,” Alec said. “Surprised you’re still in-country. Better leave before your luck runs out.”

 “What happened?” Hunter said.

 Alec was too tired to sustain the burden of being angry with Hunter anymore. “What usually happens? Somebody fucked up. The jihadis were building a truck bomb right under our noses in there. We were working somebody else, saw him go in. Ran thermal on it, saw the signatures working, Paul….Paul worked in close with a sniffer to see what we had in there, explosives, WMD, whatever. Don’t know if the jihadis fucked up, or else if that damn radio scanner we got now, the one that sends detonate signals up and down the spectrum so it sets off the jihadi IEDs, that hit the building…whole place went up. Primary and major secondaries. I was standing off, covering Paul’s egress route….got hit when the next building fell on me. 

 “Fucked me up good,” Alec said. “But I went in, along with a QRF, and we started digging….Paul…he didn’t suffer, dude. He took major blast. He was long gone by the time we got to him, maybe an hour, hour and a half after the explosion.”

 “Ah, god…”

 “Yeah,” Alec said. Tears welled in the younger man’s eyes. “God got nothing to do with it, man. These fucking jihadis….and these motherfuckers that tie our hands and won’t let us do what needs to be done…we could have dropped that building in place, but Paul wanted to go in, make sure there weren’t any non-combatants there, no fucking collateral damage, man, did he think these fucks give one moment’s fucking rest about OUR collateral damage? No, but he was willing to go in by himself to make sure. That’s the kind of man he was. He was a great man. A great man. The greatest man I’ve ever know, will ever know. And these fucks killed him. I’m going to have to tell his people, man…”

 “I didn’t know he had people.”

 “There’s a lot you never knew about him, Hunter. He loved you man, like a son. He talked about you all the time. How you could have been just like him. Just like me. He respected you, you know? He respected that you stood up to him, went your own way. He liked that about you…”

 “I’m sorry, Alec.”


 “Whatever. Really. You and me, we’re done. He’s gone. It’s over.”


 “What are you going to do?”


“As soon as I’m cleared for duty, I’m back in the black, man. That’s where I belong, that’s where I’ll stay. That’s what Paul would have wanted. I’ll never be the Alleycat, but I can send some souls his way. Lots of fucking souls. And someday? Mark my words, Hunter. Mark my words. People better never fucking forget those of us who die for this shit. Never ever, man. “

 “Or I swear by all the blood I’ve spilled, I’ll fucking remind them. Remember that, man. Remember that.”



 



PART IV: DEFEAT THE ENEMY BY CAPTURING THEIR CHIEF

 



Chapter One

 


“You know this guy?” Lisa said. “How do you know this?”

Hunter held up the copy of The 36 Stratagems. “This. This book. Every place we’ve been, this book has been around…and every time, the chapter it’s opened to reflects directly on what’s happening to us. Every single time.”

 “What book?” Her voice was thick with puzzlement on the phone.

 “I’ll explain later,” Hunter said. “What you need to do is turn your resources towards Langley. You want everything, I mean everything, on a former Navy SEAL named Alec Frovarp, either detailed to or contracted with or on staff with CIA’s paramilitary people, attached to the task forces. If that doesn’t come up with something, we’re going to need to reach out to JSOC and DIA…they’ve got their own crews as well with contractors.”

 “A contractor? We’re not going to discuss that on the phone, even with encryption,” Lisa said tersely. “Get yourself back here ASAP. I need the brief.”

 “Get them started, Lisa,” Hunter said. Fatigue and a weariness as deep as his soul weighed down his words. “Now.”
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 Basalisa Coronas leaned forward and rested her elbows on the makeshift desk she worked from in a conference room in their operations center. There was a strange, very strange, look on Hunter’s face; one she’d never seen on him before. Resignation, weariness, sadness…a bit of fear.

 The combination disturbed her more than anything else she’d encountered in this, the most disturbing and confusing case she’d yet worked in a long career. She had to come to rely on Hunter’s coolness, his stability and sense of humor…and his insight into this case. 

 But whatever he’d discovered in the home of Gene Polchek had rocked him to the core. 

 “So it’s this man who trained you, Raven, Alleycat, what?” she said.

 “No,” Hunter said. “He’s dead. I saw the report, the pictures. Alec. Alec was the guy who took my place as his protégé. He was most of the way off the deep end when I knew him…he talked about stuff like this. Doing something like this. To get people’s attention, shake them up…”

 “I can’t believe an American would do this,” Lisa said. 

“I can’t either,” Hunter said. “But he’s the only thing that links me, this book, these events…somehow he’s in it. He’s integrally involved in this. I don’t know how…but I know. In my heart of hearts, I know it.”

Lisa looked into his eyes. The certainty there, the knowing was all she needed to be sure of. And she was. 

 “All right,” she said. “We’ll run down Alec Frovarp.”

 One of the junior agents, a bespectacled Midwesterner with snappy red suspenders to hold up his expensive trousers and his custom gun belt, stepped sharply into the room with a folder in his hand.

 “Agent Coronas?” he said. “I have something here re: the shooter, Alvin Torkay?”

 “What is it,” Lisa snapped.

 The agent blinked, then went on, hesitantly. “Torkay’s wife? Her name was Callie. That was what he said right before he died, Callie.”

 “His wife?” Hunter said.


 “That’s not all,” the junior agent said. “She was one of those killed on Flight 923.”


 The young agent looked everywhere but at Hunter. Lisa turned and fixed him with her basilisk stare.


 “Looks like you just may be on to something with this theory,” Lisa said. “Since you seem to be right in the middle of it.”


 Hunter’s face flushed, then grew white around the edges as his lips thinned.


 “Yeah. Right in the middle of it,” he said.
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 The CIA’s liaison with the CIDG was a huge former pro wrestler named Lance Storm. He’d humped a rucksack as a young man as a Ranger, then after his term of service was up, he’d gone pro as a wrestler. But on September 12, 2001, he put in his application with CIA, and was in the first post 9/11 paramilitary officer training program. He had boots on the ground since then all over the middle east, but a strained back had put him on the sidelines. As part of the “fusion” concept promulgated at the new, forward leaning and aggressive CIA, he was a good fit to work with the pure “inside” intel analysts to season their reasoning with hard field experience. 

 He was okay with the job for now, till his back healed properly and he finished his rehab. It was good to be in a place where he was listened to, though sometimes he wondered if that didn’t have more to do with his size and physical presence than it did with his mind and field experience.

 But there were a lot of good looking single woman agents in the new FBI, and counter-terrorism and the CIDG were hot assignments, so hell, life was good!

 His cell phone rang. “Storm here.”


 “Hey Lance, it’s David Dean.”


 “What’s up, David?”


 “We got a hot rocket to run down, has to do with a current or former employee of your outfit.”


 “Hot rocket?”


 “We need to know about this guy. Everything. Especially where he is right now, or where he was last.”


 “And this is important why?”


 “Sword of Allah case, man.”


 “Well, all righty then. Guess that says that. Let me grab a pencil. Okay, shoot.”


 “Last name Frovarp, I spell F-R-O-V-A-R-P, first name Alec, former SEAL operator, known to have operated in Baghdad and Fallujah with one of the Task Forces.”

 Lance froze. He didn’t need to write that name down. 


 “What is this guy’s connection with the case, David?”


 “I don’t know, Lance. The boss lady just says jump, and I don’t dare ask why. So I’m jumping here. You got something for me?”


 “The name don’t ring a bell, which is peculiar, because I worked those AOs my self, and it’s a pretty small world.”


 “That’s what we got,” David said. “Is it possible this guy might have been DIA, or The Activity, something like that?”


 “Maybe,” Lance said. “I’d probably have run into them. Activity is Army and a handful of contractors, they don’t like SEALs over there. DIA…maybe. I doubt it, though. Let me see what I can do, I’ll call some people, run it through the databases. Is this his real name or one of his work names?”

 “Don’t know. Could be a work name.”

 “All right, I’m on it. Let me see if I can work something out of the pencil pushers there. I know some people over at JSOC in the Special Personnel Register, I should be able to pull something most tick if this guy is in the system. How solid is the data? I mean SEAL, operating in theater, etc.?”

 “Solid. The source worked with him.”


 “Oh, yeah? Who’s the source?”


 David laughed. “Hey, you’re not working me, dude! But it’s no secret. Hunter James. The Air Marshal.”


 Lance nodded his head slowly. “I’ve heard of him. Didn’t know we had any air marshals working in Iraq….”


 “Mine is not to reason why…”


 “Mine is just to do or die,” Lance finished. “Okay, let me see what I can get for you.”


 “Thanks, Lance. And Lance?”


 “Yeah?”


 “Think about hitting some weights, dude. You’re looking a little puny.”


 Lance laughed over his growing discomfort. “I’ll do that. Later.”


 He pressed END CALL on his phone, sat back in his expensive Aeron chair (justified by his bad back, he told himself), and watched the other members of the National Counter Terrorism Center busy at work at their desks.

What he was about to do was exactly what the NCTC had been set up to avoid.

 He leaned forward and typed in his password, pressed his thumb to the reader affixed to the keyboard, and watched his personal splash screen come up. He typed out a request, just as he had been told, to go to the NCTC’s Identities Analysis Branch where one of the analysts would do a “deep dive” into thousands of private sector and government compiled databases, run cross checks through NSA intercepts and HUMINT reports and see what kind of pull they’d get on Frovarp.

 He already knew what they’d find, but this was cover, anyway.


 After he sent his request and signed off, he shrugged into his light jacket and made his way out of the Center. 


 “Going home already?” one of the secretaries called to him.


 “Nah. Just fresh air, some thinking, babe. Want me to bring you back a Starbucks?”


 “You’re the best, Lance!”


 “Lemme see…venti caramel macchiato, right?”


 “I can’t believe you remembered that!”


 “I always remember the wants and needs of beautiful women, Carla.”


 “Go on!”


 He left her laughing. Outside, in the mugginess of Northern Virginia, he walked to his car and got into his shiny yellow Toyota FJ Cruiser, cranked it up and went in search of Starbucks. He pulled into a little strip mall, went into a Vietnamese pho shop and ordered a big bowl of pho and a Vietnamese iced coffee. He took his time.

 He got back in his car and drummed his fingers on the wheel. Then he took out his cell phone and opened the back, slipped another SIM card into place, then closed up the phone. He punched in a number from memory. The number rang for a long time before it was answered.

 “Hello?” 


 It was a man’s voice, neutral, calm.


 “This is Storm,” Lance said. “We have a major problem…”


 Later, Lance placed a piping hot caramel macchiato on Carla’s desk.


 “There you go, honey,” he said. “The world is perfect, now.”
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“Nothing,” Lisa said. “They don’t have anything, or so they claim.”

 “That’s bullshit,” Hunter said. “I worked with this guy. He’s in the system. They’re just stone walling.”


 “We can work around that,” she said.


 “What did you have in mind?”


 She grinned, an amazing and mischievous transformation to her normal serious mien. “Seems to me a certain Congressman made sure we had his personal cell phone number. Am I recollecting correctly on this?”

 “Wicked, wicked woman. What a perfectly evil idea. Let’s do it! And I’ve got a few sources I can tap, but I think this might be the best…”


4

Congressman Walters had his best and smoothest deepest Mississippi drawl on. “Hello, Hector, my good amigo, how are you? I’m good, thanks. How’s your wife and them? Good? Great to hear that. Now, Hector, my friend, I need some help down there. You being the Assistant Director of Central Intelligence and all, you should surely be able to get me a little question answered, couldn’t you? I thought so. I just got a phone call from a man I think very highly of, and he’s trying to track somebody he knows worked, maybe still does work, for your outfit. Now he’s tried to go through official channels, but you know what, Hector? He keeps running into some kind of stone wall down there. Like nobody knows this guy or ever heard of him. Now I know all about operational security and so on, Hector, and I know about compartmented information and code word projects, but, are you listening to me, Hector? It’s a matter of national importance that we get some answers about this guy, Hector, and it’s something the President and myself have a personal interest in, are you following me? So maybe we can just get this thing done without it being a big major hassle, how does that sound, Hector? Without it having to be an official Congressional investigation or request? Think we can make that happen, Hector? Does that sound like a yes, Hector? I thought so…yes, here’s the name I want: Alec Frovarp. Ex-SEAL, was working for you guys in Baghdad in 2004…and probably other places as well. Yes, I’d appreciate it if you got back to me, and if it has to be on the STU we can do that. Thank you, Hector, very much, for your attention in this matter, and we’ll see at dinner sometime soon, won’t we? You bet, buddy. Have a good one!”

 Sam Walters hung up the phone with some satisfaction and smiled at his assistant. 


 


 “I think that may have been me at my best, darling.”


 “It wasn’t bad, Sam. Not at all.”
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 “We have a meeting to go to,” Lisa told Hunter. “Classified briefing by the Agency rep here in Chicago. On your pal Frovarp.”


 “That was plenty fast,” Hunter observed.


 “Helps to have a shit hot Congressman in your hip pocket.”


 “It does at that. It does at that.”
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 In a suite of offices inside a high rent high rise in downtown Chicago, Hunter, Lisa, and a lean, expensively dressed woman named Claire Fleming sat at a polished mahogany table and took stock of one another.

 “Would you like some coffee? Water?” Claire Fleming said. 

 “No thank you,” Lisa said. Her face was still and impassive.

 Claire Fleming looked like an ultra-marathoner slipped into the latest business couture. Her face was sharp edged, stripped of fat, and she moved with an economy of motion and abundance of energy that suggested an uber-athlete. Her eyes were quick, too, Hunter noticed; she gave her full attention to you when she looked at you, but snapped her gaze over to see how the other person was reacting.

 Formidable, was his assessment.

 “I’ve been asked to render any service you might require in the matter of Alec Frovarp,” Fleming said. 

 “The only service we require is a complete and total accounting of his history, his employment by your organization, and his current whereabouts,” Lisa said.

 “Certainly,” Fleming said. She withdrew three loose pages from a slim manila folder in front of her on the table. “Here is what we have.”

 Lisa took the papers, spread them out between her and Hunter. There wasn’t much -- a brief bio of Frovarp, born in Chicago in 1972, high school and then the Navy, where he went through BUD/S with distinction, assignment to Team 2, served with distinction, then detailed to classified projects, then left the Navy, and came on the books as a contractor for the Special Operations Division. Lisa and Hunter both looked at each other when they read the one line summary of his activities there: “engaged in various counter-terrorist functions and activities.”

 The last line was the capper: “contract terminated by mutual agreement” and the date. It was exactly two weeks after Flight #923.

 “Why did you let him go?” Hunter said.

 “I don’t know,” Fleming said. “All we have is what you have in front of you. He asked to be let out of his contract, and his supervisor agreed to let him go. He was a very good performer, but apparently he’d had enough.”

 “And so where is he now? You guys never let anybody go without knowing how to find them if you need them,” Lisa said.

 Fleming let a hint of condescension slip into her fixed, professional smile. “I’m sure that’s the popular perception, Agent Coronas, but the truth is we’re like any other American organization. If people want to leave and seek better opportunities for themselves elsewhere, then they do so. If they wish to come back, they can do so. We have had no communication with Mr. Frovarp since that time. We have no other contact information for him other than a private postal box at a mailing service in Centreville, VA. And we have had no other contact with him since the date on that sheet.”

 Hunter kept a poker face as he watched the micro expressions on Lisa’s face.


 “And may I ask why the FBI and the Air Marshals are interested in Mr. Frovarp,” Fleming went on.


 Lisa leaned forward. “Because your highly trained and expensive asset is a suspect in the Sword of Allah case.”


 That struck home, Hunter saw. Fleming’s carefully constructed response was a piece of art.


 “That can hardly be the case,” Fleming said. “Mr. Frovarp is a highly patriotic American with a distinguished record in the service of his country. The only way he’d be involved in this matter would be if he were taking them down.”

 “What was Frovarp working on before he took off?” Hunter asked.

 “The specifics are still classified…”

 “Let’s not waste each other’s time measuring how much juice we got,” Lisa said. “You can tell us now, or you can tell us later, with a Congressman’s hand up your ass flapping your lips like the local meat puppet.”

 Fleming couldn’t hide her response; it was if she’d discovered a turd in her Steuben crystal wineglass.


 “You’re not cleared…” she tried again. 


 Lisa held up her cell phone. “Ten numbers. Direct line. Still want to go there?”


 Fleming thinned out her lips, if that was possible, and slipped another sheet of paper out of the manila folder. 


 “Had it all along, huh?” Lisa said. “Just hoped we wouldn’t ask for it, is that how it goes? What happened to all that post 9/11 transparent flow of information between agencies? I ought to smoke your high and mighty ass just on general principles.”

 That completely stumped Fleming.

 Lisa snapped the paper out of Fleming’s hand, set it next to the other papers. Hunter turned it slightly with one finger, and read the two thin paragraphs on the page. 

 “Deconstructing aviation security assessment and vulnerability analysis by militant Islamic operational cells working within the United States mainland,” Hunter recited. “Now isn’t that timely? And interesting?”

 Fleming still couldn’t speak.

 “So he’s working on bad guys targeting airplanes in the United States, and he disappears two days after Flight #923 shows what a mockery the AVSEC system is, then a year later his name comes up in connection with the Sword of Allah operations?” Hunter went on. “Nobody in the Outfit thinks that there might be some kind of connection there? Something beyond weird coincidence?”

 “Jesus’s ass,” Lisa said. “You people never change, do you?”

“There is no connection…no connection that we are aware of, that links our former contractor Frovarp to Sword of Allah. We had no data on any such organization, and we have fully opened our records to your investigation in looking at the principal suspects at this point,” Fleming said. 

“That may change, Fleming,” Lisa said. “Tell your bosses that. And this stone walling bullshit will change…or people are going to start looking for new jobs. Tell your bosses that, too.”

Fleming took that in, then measured her words carefully. “If there’s a perception on your part that there is some kind of stone-walling, I apologize for my part in your misunderstanding. No one is stone walling here. We have just as much interest in running down the Sword of Allah case as you do…and of course, now that we’re appraised of the possible involvement of Alec Frovarp, we’ll be watching it all the more carefully. We would appreciate updates from you if you uncover any further information regarding Frovarp’s possible involvement. We will renew our efforts to contact him…”

 “Don’t do that,” Lisa said. “We’ll find him. If you have any other information relating to how to find him, we want that. Names of operators he worked with, contact info…”

 “For obvious reasons we can’t divulge the contact information and names of current operators, Agent Coronas,” Fielding said. “But we’ll reach out through our channels and do what we can.”

 “Let’s make sure we don’t trip over each other out there,” Hunter said. 


 Fielding looked long at Hunter. “That’s very good advice, Agent James.”


 The three of them sat there for a long silent moment.


 “Is there anything else?” Fielding said.


 “No,” Lisa said. “We’re done. For now.”
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 “So put it together for me,” Lisa said. She touched her coffee cup to her lips, then lowered it, and tapped her trigger finger against the rim twice. 

 “A veteran whose wife was killed on #923…a special operator who was working on domestic aviation security threats, one with a hard-on for me from a long time ago…revenge, pure and simple?” Hunter said.

“Or rubbing the US’s nose in how bad aviation security is, still,” Lisa said. “They’ve killed some people, yeah…but more of what has gone on has been classic terrorism and media management -- knocking out the Air Traffic control system, killing a couple of pornographers and blowing himself up…if they were really looking at doing a body count, why not take down a plane or two? Shoot them, bomb them, hijack them, whatever? They seem intent on making the case without racking up the body count…”

“So far. Or they could just be whipping up the frenzy and then making the big move…that would underscore our helplessness…”

 “Jesus,” Lisa said. “I don’t like to think of what that might look like.”

 “Either do I,” Hunter said. “I remember the look on Alec’s face when he said, ‘Bodies falling out of the sky will get their attention…’ I don’t want to see a Lockerbie over Chicago.”

 “My guys are running down Torkay with a focus on his relationships. If there’s some linkage with Frovarp, we should find it. We’re doing a historical on him, looking at the timeframe right after 923. What have you got?”

 “There’s some guys I can talk to,” Hunter said. “They may or may not be able to tell me anything about Frovarp.”


 “Agency?”


 “Yeah, green badgers mostly.”


 “Green badgers?”


 “Contract operators. It’s the color of their ID badge.”


 Lisa shook her head with disgust. “The color of this world is all black.”
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 “One of our own? One of our own fucking people!” Natalie Sonnen shouted. “Is that what is coming out?”

 “His name has come up…” the Deputy Director of Central Intelligence, Hector Gomez, stammered. “Sam Walters is looking into it…”

 “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” the President’s National Security Advisor shouted. “Put every resource we have on this, everything! If this Frovarp has one ass hair worth of involvement, I want to know! Find him, now!”

 “We’ve tried,” the DDCI said. “He’s a contractor, he knows how to disappear if he wants to. He might just be off fishing and hunting in Montana for all we know. We’ve got a team going over his last reported addresses, doing a deep dive to see if we can any hits on any of his known identities, but he probably has a few that are off the shelf…these operators, they live and breath this stuff, they’re always prepared to run out the door if they have to…”

 “Then put some of his ilk on his tail. I want this guy found, and found yesterday.”
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 The assassin woke up and put his face on.

 He was thin, wiry and hard, and moved with the fluid economy of a combat athlete, which he was. He shaved carefully, playing the razor over the high sharp cheekbones and the dark, almost mahogany tan skin. His facial hair was sparse, like most Filipinos, but he preferred the smoothness of a fresh shave. So did his women, who were many, mostly Asian but occasionally he indulged his taste for the big titted Midwestern blonde. 

 He chose his clothing with care. Expensive Italian lace ups, pleated and comfortably roomy Hugo Boss trousers, a Ralph Lauren polo worn tucked in, topped by an expensive hand tooled leather belt. 

 He liked the look: Asian exotic, well dressed, a hint of money.

 Just the kind of look an off-duty stockbroker might cultivate here in the Windy City. 

 A calfskin wallet with an integral sheath to hide his Hideaway knife; he generally carried three of them: one on his belt, one on his wallet, another beneath his collar, but today he was only going with the one.

 He had a different tool to work with today.

 He took out a battered old Colt Government Model .45 automatic. The bluing was worn down to silver metal in several places. He liked the heft of it in his hand, the weight and solid surety it gave him when he used it.

 And use it he had.

 On several US government employees in Manila, including one Navy SEAL outside of his girlfriend’s apartment; on dozens of suspected government collaborators in different parts of the Philippines; here in the States against seven fund raisers and politically connected expatriates who needed to go down…

 Oh, yeah. Use it he had.

 He checked the weapon to make sure the magazine well was empty and the chamber was clear; then slid back the hammer and then, carefully, slipped the cocked and unlocked pistol deep into his waistband over his left pelvic bone. With his left hand in the deep pocket, he was able to hold the pistol below the waistline, and the big pleats and a little bit of muscular tension in his core muscles hid the weapon. He walked back and forth in front of the mirror, and was satisfied that the natural flow of the pant while he walked concealed the big pistol very well.

 After all, he didn’t need to conceal it for long.

 He took a deep breath, then settled himself into a relaxed state and let his eyes fall into “soft focus.” His vision expanded into an arc slightly greater than 180 degrees, and his neck elongated and his postured changed, became more upright, his gait almost like a prance as he walked back and forth, back and forth…till he was just about completely past a lamp and then he pushed up the pistol with his left hand, took the grip in his right hand as it popped up over the waist line and then whipped it in a sharp back hand motion at the lamp and pressed the trigger just as the pistol came on line with the lamp…

 Snap.

 The whole motion took less than a second; actually, he’d been clocked once, in training, at performing the whole motion in .43 of a second.

 On the street, the fractions of a second didn’t really matter.

 Or it hadn’t to all the men and women he’d killed over the years.
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 “I need some air,” Hunter said. “And it’s time to call it a day. I’ve had enough of this for now. I’ll make some calls later on, see if I can run down some guys. You?”

 “I’m waiting on some field reports,” Lisa said. “I’ll be a while. If anything comes up, I’ll give you a call.”

 She smiled, and it was a genuine, and intimate smile, that surprised and warmed Hunter. It wasn’t something that he saw in her often.

 “Lisa…you want to get something to eat later on?”


 She nodded. “Sure. I’ll give you a call when I get clear. I like Italian.”


 “I got the place for you. Might have to elbow some old school wise guys out of the way, but the food is great.”


 “Sounds good. See you later.”


 She turned back to the papers on her desk, touched her Bluetooth earpiece and tucked it more firmly into place on her delicate skull. 

 Hunter liked her fingers.

 He was still chuckling at that strange thought when he hit the elevator and descended to the lobby. He’d forgotten to hit the P1 key for the parking garage, but the sun was shining, and it was a beautiful day, and why not get outside for a few minutes and breath in some air that was run through a whole series of filters and conditioners?

 That felt right.

 Hunter strolled through the lobby, nodded to the security guards at the front desk, then stepped out onto the busy street. It was the end of the work day, and all the office lovelies were out in full force; young women in expensive suits striding along with expensive running shoes on, their dress shoes in the designer totes they kept over their shoulders. No shortage of young guys, either. Hunter wondered what that would be like; to have a ‘regular’ job, work in an office at regular hours, plan his weekends and happy hours, take a vacation once or twice a year…have a normal life.

 A normal life.

 He grinned at the thought, which brought him a few appreciative glances from passing women. He’d been grinning a lot at the thought of women, lately, a welcome diversion from the tension of this case.

 And that thought brought back that feeling in the pit of his stomach once more. 

 Or was it something else?


Pay attention even to trifles…


When you get a “feeling” you get it for a reason…

 So what was this feeling he had?

 Hunter looked around. Coming up behind him was a young Filipino man, well dressed, expensive sunglasses hiding his eyes, his left hand in his pocket…

 …left hand in his pocket…

 …something wrong with the way his pants folded…

 …and the way he walked seemed peculiar…

 …the slight prance, the head held unnaturally erect, not turning to look at the girls he passed by, the girls who gave him a second, even a third glance as he went by…why?

 And in that place, that special place in the seasoned warrior’s mind, all of those little bits of information, of things that were out of place, fell into a slot in Hunter’s mind, a slot that was labeled:


Sparrow….

 Hunter charged the Filipino man.

 The assassin was taken off guard, for just a moment, by the sudden switch from being the hunter to the hunted, the stalker to the stalked. Hunter was counting on that split second of delay to be able to smother the presentation he saw coming, saw telegraphed in the micro-expressions and the pre-movement firings of the great muscles…

Hunter slammed his open hand against the assassin’s left pelvic bone, pinning the gun (felt like a Government Model, standard issue for the Sparrows…) and jammed his thumb into the other man’s eye socket (can’t fight against the reflex to protect the eye, the head will turn…) and when the head turned, Hunter slammed his other hand into the back of the man’s head, twisting like a corkscrew and drove his opponent down onto the pavement, pinned his head with a knee, and drew his weapon. Hunter scanned the crowd, looking for back ups or sleepers, then pressed the muzzle of his P-229 against the Sparrow’s head and hissed, “Oh, we’re going to have a nice little chat….”



 



Chapter Two

 


 Lieutenant Colonel Morgan Block twitched his joystick, and the F-16 leapt with the speed of thought, tilting to one side as he banked over Washington D.C. His wing man, Major Percy Tart, or “Pert” as his fellow pilots called him, banked in perfect unison. The two F-16s circled over Washington DC on Combat Air Patrol, part of the enhanced aviation security measures in place since the Sword of Allah incidents. 

 LTC Block got a visual on the 747 his radar had picked up long ago, and he was careful to maintain the minimum safe distance the FAA asked. The 747 lumbered towards Dulles, part of the regular stream of civil aviation heading into Dulles or Ronald Reagan International; those were the planes he was up here to protect.

 Or to shoot down, if it came to that.

 LTC Block didn’t like to think about that. He’d done all his thinking – and deciding – about that course of action when he’d received his orders and his contingency briefing. If required, he’d do so. Not without regret, not without all due consideration from the involved chain of command, and not without giving every possible second to the benefit of the doubt. But if required, he’d do it.

 It was a hard thing, but then that was what men like him were for.

 “Pert” Tart followed his commander up to a higher cruising altitude. He too had spotted the 747, and watched it dwindle in the distance. It gave him a good feeling to know he was up here, armed to the teeth, ready to defend his people, the people on those planes. And Pert, in the true way of the warrior, lusted deep in his heart for the opportunity and for God to put his enemy in his sights. He tapped the fire controls lightly and followed LTC Block in yet another banking turn, high above the capital.
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 On board the 747 descending towards Dulles over the rolling hills of Virginia, an Air Marshal sitting in First Class looked over her shoulder at her partner across the aisle. He nodded to her, a smile of relief on his face. It had been a long flight, but then, they all were, weren’t they? Especially with the operations tempo they had been working since this Sword of Allah incident…not that the tempo had slackened since Flight 923. She thought for a moment about Hunter James, who had been one of her instructors in FAM Basic a few years back. Like many of the female trainees, she’d nursed a serious crush and attraction for the quiet and intense legend.

 “Strong and silent, that’s how I like them,” she murmured under her breath.

 She looked over at her seat companion, head resting against the window, lightly snoring. Just another civilian. 400 of them or so on this flight. Souls On Board. She smiled, lightly, a satisfied smile. She liked her job, the travel, the perks…but most of all, the part she liked was knowing that except for her team mates and the flight crew, none of these people knew who she was, or that she was there to protect them.

 And nothing was going to happen to them on her watch.

 Ever.
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 Up in the cockpit, the pilot worked through his approach checklist. He inclined his head towards the two F-16s vanishing in the distance. 

 “Glad to see those guys up here. Makes me a little nervous, though, knowing they’re ready to go hot on us if they had to….” He said.

 “You’ve got nothing to worry about,” the co-pilot said. “We got F-16s in the air, a crew of Air Marshals, and me with my big fat gun! You’re the safest sky jockey in this air space.”

 The pilot laughed. His co-pilot was armed with a handgun, a member of the Federal Flight Deck Officer Program. “I’m glad you’re up here.”

 The co-pilot grinned till the pilot looked ahead again. Then the cocky grin slipped from his face, to be replaced, if anyone had been looking, by a look of sudden sadness and despair.

 



 



Chapter Three

 


 “I don’t know how I feel about this,” Basalisa Coronas said.

 She stood with her arms crossed, and watched on a large television monitor as two military interrogators and a liaison from CIA stood over the Filipino assassin, now strapped naked into a metal chair that looked disturbingly like an electrical execution chair. 

 “It’s legal,” Hunter said. “He’s an enemy combatant, admitted as much. So he’s treated like a prisoner of war, and we have the findings to conduct more rigorous interrogations…”

 “I know it’s legal,” Lisa snapped. “I said I don’t know how I feel about it.”

 Hunter saw that her eightfold armor had snapped into place, and the cold basilisk face mask she wore to hide her feelings was locked down.

 “What about it disturbs you?” he said.

 She was silent for a long time. She tilted her head to look up at him. 

“I never thought I’d see a scene like this played out on American soil,” she said softly. “This, this looks like something out of a Nazi movie. World War 2. Schindler’s List. And it bothers me…he looks like one of my cousins. He could be one of my cousins.”

 “But he’s not.”

 “No. He’s not.”

 Hunter said, “This isn’t what I signed on for, either. But like it or not, it’s part of the way it’s played out now. We weren’t the ones that declared the war. We’re just the ones who have to fight it. 9/11 saw to that.”

 Lisa crossed her arms as though hugging herself.

 “Some kids I grew up with, they were Nisei, second generation Japanese-Americans. Their grandparents, and their parents when they were kids, they were in the Manzanar camp on the West Coast,” she said. “I remember thinking, ‘How could that happen in America?’, and I remember, when I was going through Quantico, I looked around at all the other agent trainees and thought, ‘That’s why we’re here…so nothing like that happens again.’ But it is happening again. He’s a Filipino, and a Muslim, a soldier in a war without armies, without countries, without borders…and if it keeps going this way, we’ll see camps, just like Manzanar. And if we’ve done it before, then we could do it again. And this time, I’m part of it.”

 Hunter turned away from her and looked up at the video monitor. 

 “We’re law enforcement, not military, Lisa. Though the lines are pretty damn vague for us in CT. It’s going to be us, and people like us, that make sure that there aren’t any camps.”

 “How?” Lisa said. “We going to fight them? Take up arms against our bosses?”

 “Sounds like a good idea to me,” Hunter said dryly. “I subscribe to the management theory that if you shot two out of every three middle managers, you’d see a quantum increase in performance, productivity, and morale.”

 Hunter could sense the grin spreading across her face, feel the change in her energy radiating outwards.

 “I like the way you think, Hunter James,” she said. “I got a few bosses that could use some management like that…”

 The two of them laughed and laughed, while on the unwatched monitor, the Filipino assassin twisted futilely against his metal restraints.
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 “He’s Abu Sayeef, one of his,” the CIA liaison, who looked like a Gary Larson cartoon about middle aged bureaucrats. But this man, Ed Null, had been a hardcore street operator in the middle east for many moons before his assignment to this task force; despite his heavy experience in the middle east, he had an excellent understanding of the dynamics of fundamentalist Islamic operators, and Abu Sayeef in the Philippines was most definitely that. “He’s pretty soft for one of his, though. Too used to the booze and round eye pussy, this one. Got a taste for the good life, and he was made to see the errors of his way pretty quickly. He’s not a hard core believer…he’s just a nut job that likes to kill people and the context of Islam makes that easy and justifiable. All it took was my brand of gentle persuasion and the promise of a light sentence and some money…”

 “You’re going to pay this guy off?” Lisa said in disbelief.


 “Oh, hell no,” Null said. “But he thinks so.”


 Hunter laughed. “You’re a duplicitous man, Ed Null.”


 “Can you spell that word?”


 “No.”


 “Jesus, Hunter, you been reading Word of the Day or what?”


 “So what did he give up?” Lisa said.


 “Everything,” Null said blandly. “He’s part of their exchange program. Abu Sayeef rents his shooters to SOA, SOA funds Abu Sayeef. Long standing model. He’s been operating here for AS for over a year; AS rents him to SOA. SOA uses him for training some people, and assigns him to whack Hunter here. Why, he don’t know why, his is not to question why, his is to hunt and make other people die. Didn’t know I was a poet, did you, Hunter?”

 “You’re not,” Hunter said. “Doggerel, maybe.”


 “There you go with the big words again.


 “So what do we have?” Lisa said.


 “What we have, Agent Coronas,” Null said, almost formally. “is an address of a warehouse out in Cicero they used for training. Some numbered accounts for drawing monies out of. Some interesting insights about the people he trained in close quarters work -- right up both of your alleys, by the way -- most of them were white.”

 “Chechnyans?” Hunter said.

 “Nope. Plain jane white bread Americanos. And a sprinkling of ethnics, but no middle easterners that he made.” Null paused. “And he met Sword of Allah.”

 “And?” Hunter said.


 “Said the guy looked Arabic, spoke Arabic. Good English, but he doesn’t know enough accents to be of use to us there.”


 “What does he mean he looked Arabic? He was dressed like it, what?”


 “Description was dark brown skin, black hair, dark brown eyes, thick eyebrows, pronounced hook nose…”


 “That’s Arabic?”


 “He thought so.”


 “So the address?”


 “Well,” Null said. “I figure you two are the gunslingers around here. I’m just a fat old field man. Thought you might want to rustle up your HRT mad dogs and go kick a door or two. Or three.”

 “Old fat field man?” Lisa laughed. “Okay, Null. Saddle up and grab your gear. You can go with us.”

 “Thought you’d never ask,” Null said. “I got me a new LMT SOPMOD/M-4 out in the car I need to break in.”
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 “We’re sure seeing a lot of each other,” Hunter said to Ole Bjornstadt. 


 The younger assault team leader grinned, shrugged, then said, “You want in on this, Hunter?”


 “I think I’ll sit it out,” Hunter said. “You’ve been giving me quite the workout lately.”


 “You’re welcome if you want,” Ole said. He looked at the pudgy Null. “Anybody else?”


 “Nah,” Null said. “I’ll just hang out here with the grown ups and look tacti-cool. Like my new toy?”


 Ole took the LMT M-4, shouldered it, eased open the bolt. “You should try shooting this thing some time, Mr. Null. They’re really fun.”

 “Smart ass,” Null said. “Gimme that before you hurt yourself.”

 Ole walked away laughing. The rest of the HRT team was assembled in a parking lot five blocks away from the targeted building, a two story warehouse on the outskirts of Cicero, a decaying industrial suburb of Chicago on the O’Hare flight path. Since they’d taken the address from the failed Sparrow, they’d had a helicopter making occasional overflights, and plain clothes cars with surveillance agents lurking on the corners surrounding the warehouse. A surveillance van, with thermal imagers and parabolic shotgun mikes and other arcane devices parked for awhile across the street. There were a few heat signatures, but nothing that indicated any humans in the building. But there was never a sure thing when dealing with men with guns, so the HRT made their immediate entry plan to enter hard and fast, and to come heavy, with the expectation of resistance from foes that they might not have been able to image. 

 Hunter, Lisa, and Ed Null sat together in one of the ubiquitous black Suburbans.

 “We’ll just stay here till they kick and clear,” Hunter said. “When we get the all clear, we’ll enter with the forensics crew and see what there is to see.”

 “Nobody in there, huh?” Lisa said.

 “Nothing on the imagers…they haven’t penetrated the building with audio, the close surveillance crew is going to go in and slip in an optic camera with sound and see what they can find…the HRT is raring to go, though. I got a good feeling about this….about the entry, I mean. I suspect that any bodies we find in there are going to be cold, long cold, and everything else buttoned up,” Hunter said.

 “We’ll see,” Lisa said.

 “Wish they’d hurry up,” Null said. “There’s a great hot dog stand near here, best Chicago hot dogs, chili, and home made soup. We can get a late lunch over there.”

 “Sounds good to me,” Hunter said.
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 Across the street from the warehouse was an auto repair shop with a high roof; an HRT sniper team staked it out as an excellent place to cover the front of the warehouse from. The team climbed onto the roof with the help of a ladder provided by the shop owner, who huddled in the back of the shop with his employees while the snipers climbed up. On the roof top, they had an excellent and clear field of fire all across the front and left sides of the building.

 Rhino Onofrey eased himself into the prone behind his 7mm Remington Magnum and settled the eyepiece of his scope to just his sweet spot.

 “Nice,” he said.


 His spotter, Dale Ross, said, “Yeah. Only place better would be that church tower behind us.”


 Rhino looked over his shoulder. “Sure would be. Probably full of spiders and birds nests, too. This is great for us.”


 The two men settled in behind their expensive optics and went to work scanning every inch of the warehouse they could see and all of their designated field of fire.

 Above and behind them, from the very top of the bell tower steeple above the old church behind them, another sniper peered at them through the cross hairs of his expensive Kahles optics, and calculated the time it would take him to work the bolt of his M-24 to take out both snipers as well as engage his primary targets.
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 HRT hit the building high and low.

 Since they had the aviation assets, Ole put two assault teams on the entry: Red Team would fast rope onto the roof, tear off the roof access door with a fireman’s hooligan tool, then work their way through the second floor and clear it; Blue Team would ride to the door in multiple Suburbans, dismount and hit the main door fast and hard and clear the first floor.

 Simple, fast, hard, and direct.

 The Hostage Rescue Team way.

 Ole was deep in the zone, the semi-meditative state most conducive to professional violence, calculating everything, listening to the terse communications on his radio headset. 

 “Stand by,” he said, his tone relaxed, almost bored.


 “Red Team one minute out,” the voice of the helicopter pilot said in Ole’s ear piece.


 “Blue Team rolling…now. Execute, execute, execute,” Ole said.


 The idling Suburbans goosed forward, accelerating but not too much, rolling quickly from their staging point a block down the street from the warehouse. Traffic was light, as they had anticipated.

 Ole heard the heavy beat of the Blackhawk approaching, and saw the warehouse grow closer as though in slow motion.

 The Blackhawk passed overhead, just a few seconds ahead of the Suburbans, and Ole saw the ropes fall out of the doors, and then his men were on the ropes, sliding down like deadly heavily armed black spiders onto the roof top. The Suburbans eased to a stop (no skidding, that was the sign of amateurs, a pro, and the HRT is nothing but pro, eases in smoothly, in control the whole way…) and the big men in black poured out, lined up, and hit the door -- breacher was up, slapped the door charge in place, stepped back…BOOM! And then the point man was through the smoking breach and the rest of the stack followed him in…

 And the sniper hidden in the church bell tower watched calmly through his scope, cross hairs fixed on the breached door where a steady stream of black clad men poured into the warehouse.
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 “Nary a thing, huh?” Null said into his radio microphone. “Roger that. We’re coming up.”


 Lisa and Hunter nodded.


 “No bodies anywhere,” Null said. “Let’s go…” 


 Their designated driver started up the Suburban and eased out into the light traffic, making his way to where other Suburbans, blue lights flashing, blocked the street and access to the warehouse.

 “Nothing at all?” Lisa said.

 “No, there’s evidence in there,” Null said. “Just no bodies, no people hot or cold. Your forensics crew is rolling in from the other side; they’ll be able to get right to work.”

 “Good,” Lisa said. “Give me the mike.”


 Null handed her the handset.


 “Forensics, this is Coronas,” Lisa said tersely. “Are you in yet?”


 “Roger Lisa, this is Forensics 1, we’re going in right now. The van is parked right in front. Come on in, the water’s fine.”


 “Coronas out.” She handed back the handset. “They’re on track.”


 Hunter opened the door as the Suburban slowed. He and Lisa and Null got out and walked up to the breach point, nodded to the HRT shooter there, then stepped cautiously through. Madeline Ferral, one of the CIDG forensics team, met them there.

 “Do you want the tour or just an overview? We’d rather not track anymore people through here till we’re done,” Ferral said crisply.

 “Overview will do, Ferral,” Lisa said. “What have you got?”

 “We’re still unpacking, but we’re already on the video in the main floor of the warehouse. It’s been taped off, some chairs in there. Configured like an aircraft.” She looked at Hunter. “Also some wrestling mats in one corner, probably where they were doing the training. Some mattresses in a side room, we’ll get hairs and fibers in there, and of course we’re working for prints. We’ll get some DNA as well with hair, and there’s a bank of showers in the back. Upstairs it looks as though they had one room configured as a computer room; nothing left in there but power leads and some dead cable connections. Computer is on that. There is one main room up there; you’re going to want to look, but give us a few minutes to get set up. It looks as though it’s the office area where the video was shot. And there was one thing we moved as soon as we got pictures of it…”

 Ferral handed over a paperbound book to Lisa. Hunter recognized the book even before he saw the cover.


 “The 36 Stratagems,” Hunter said.


 “That’s right,” Farrel said. “This one was bookmarked at the chapter titled: Defeat The Enemy By Capturing Their Chief.”


 “Jesus,” Null said. “This guy and this fucking book.”


 Hunter’s lips were drawn thin, and his face was dangerously pale.


 “He’s mocking us,” he said. 


 “Who is the chief?” Lisa asked. “Of the investigation? Of aviation security? The President? Who is he referring to?”


 “I don’t know,” Hunter said.


 “Let them work the book,” Lisa said. She plucked it from Hunter’s hands. “We’ll wait outside till you’re completely ready for us, Madeline.”

 “Got it, boss,” Ferral said. She took the plastic sheathed book and went back into the building. 


 “Let’s go,” Lisa said. She led Hunter and Null back through the breached door into the sunlight outside.


 “What’s your take, Hunter?” Null said, his breezy chatter put aside for now. He was deadly serious. “Who is the Chief?”


 Hunter shook his head no, then stared out into the distance. “I don’t know.”
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 In the bell tower, the sniper took a deep breath, eased half of it out, and took up the slack in his trigger. The cross hairs trembled, just barely, with the slow beat of his heart.
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Perceive those things which cannot be seen…

 The words of Miyamoto Musashi, as told to Hunter James by Paul Raven, also known as The Alleycat in the dark world of special operations…why did those words spring to mind right now?

 Hunter asked himself that, even as he turned his head and scanned his surroundings, looking high and low, near and far, just as he’d been trained. 

 Something was wrong.


 Somewhere, an enemy was looking at him, and that enemy’s attention had shifted into intention -- something was going down.


 But what?


 The fine hair at the base of his neck stood out, and there was an unpleasant surge in the pit of his stomach.


 Lisa felt it too, or maybe she was just picking it up from Hunter.


 “What is it?” she said.
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 The sniper knew it too, for like any experienced and successful hunter he had the knack of rapport with his target, and he could feel his shot slipping away. 

 So he took another breath, willed his cross hairs still and pressed the trigger.
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Hunter felt the shot before he heard it; he sprung forward and wrapped both arms around Lisa, flinging the two of them behind the armored Suburban. He saw the hair part on Lisa’s head, saw raw flesh yellow and white, then dot with red as the blood began to run. 

 Then he heard the flat CRACK of the shot.


 And then the next.


 And the next.


 “Shit!” Lisa yelled. She clapped her hand to her head. Hunter reached into his left hip pocket and pulled out his US Army pressure bandage, tore it open and pressed it against Lisa’s wound.

 “Hold it there,” he said.

 He drew his pistol and turned to assess the situation.

 Ed Null lay on the pavement, his unfired M-4 near his outflung hands. A pool of blood grew beneath him from the massive wound in his upper chest. The HRT on the door was down, slumped against the wall. The driver of the Suburban slouched forward across the steering wheel, the remains of his head still buckled firmly beneath his untouched helmet.

 “Where’s the fire coming from?” Hunter shouted.
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 The HRT snipers turned and looked up. Onofrey caught the muzzle flash of the last shot.


 “Up there! In the tower!” he shouted.


 His spotter whispered into his mouthpiece. “Hurt 6, Sniper 2, we have a sniper in the bell tower to our rear, engaging…”


 The two snipers swung around, the spotter bringing his M4 up, Onofrey swinging the big gun around and bringing it to bear on the bell tower. The two FBI agents were painfully aware of their lack of cover, and knew their only chance was immediate superiority of fire and precision to take out the other sniper. 

 Dale Ross rolled his selector switch to full auto.


 When the going gets tough, the tough go cyclic.


 And that’s just what he did.


 A fast burst, just to let the bad guy know they were on him and they were pissed. Then quick fast bursts peppering the area where they’d seen the muzzle flash. 28 rounds and then a speed reload, something he’d practiced daily till he could do it in under a second from his open pouch, and he did it just like he did in training and now that he had the range and elevation right he just let fly…

While Rhino brought the big gun up (elevation 50 feet above, approximate distance 100 yards…) his mind calculating distance, swinging the narrow little well of the world in his eyepiece and a glimpse of gun barrel (fire) and then work the bolt again and (fire) and seeing dust fly from shattering concrete and masonry…

 And the angry agents boiling out of the building added their fire to the cacophony…
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 On the far side of the bell tower, away from the rounds destroying his hide and his rifle, the sniper threw over a long rope coiled and ready. He snapped his carabiner on his rappel seat over the rope, then slithered over the rail and sped down the rope to the ground. It was the work of an instant to unsnap his link and make his way across the street and through a yard into a back alley where a nondescript blue van waited. He slid behind the wheel, turned the key, and pulled slowly down the alley and joined the traffic a block away, just another car in the crowd.

 It took him less than three minutes to do so, during which time the enraged HRT poured over one thousand rounds of small arms ammunition into the rapidly splintering bell tower. Two minutes after the van had merged into the traffic, a HRT Blackhawk circled overhead, snipers sitting in the open doors, their scopes scanning the shattered sniper’s hide, and their terse voices calling out instructions to the men on the ground moving cautiously towards the church.
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 A paramedic worked on Lisa’s head as she sat against the back of the ambulance.

 “You’ll need to come in, get this cleaned out properly and some glue or stitches in there,” the paramedic said. “It’s just a flesh wound. Put a bad gash in your do.”

 Lisa ignored him and spoke to Hunter. “I guess you’re the Chief. First the Sparrow, now this?”

 Hunter stood with his hands on hips, right hand comfortably close to his unfired pistol. He stared at the bagged body of Ed Null being loaded into the Coroner’s wagon, alongside the limp bundles of plastic that held two HRT agents.

 “It doesn’t make sense,” Hunter said. “Taking me out doesn’t stop the investigation…”

 “It’s not just Sword of Allah and aviation security, Hunter,” Lisa said. She brushed away the paramedic, waited till he walked off to tend to a slightly dinged HRT agent. “This is personal. You’re a target, within the target. Frovarp, if it is indeed Frovarp, he wants you AND the publicity about AVSEC. It’s personal. And it’s getting that way for me, too. I want to kill this son of a bitch. I want to kill him very dead.”

 Her face was twisted in anger, maybe a little pain, but mostly anger. The cold measured controlled anger of the professional. Hunter saw quite plainly that if the Sword of Allah, who was possibly Alex Frovarp, ever fell into her sight picture, that the terrorist would not survive the encounter.

 But then, he felt that way himself.

 And by the look on Ole Bjornstadt’s face, and the faces of his team mates, the shooters felt the same way.
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 The President of the United States and his National Security Advisor, Natalie Sonnen, sat together in the Oval Office and listened to the briefing presented by the Director of the FBI.

 “This is spiraling out of control,” the President said. “We still don’t know if one of our own is out there orchestrating this, we’ve got the media all over it and that goddam Sam Walters is ringing my phone off the hook, and he’s got some kind of inside track because he’s hearing this shit just as soon as I am! I want all the faces in one room. I want the whole Council, DHS, FBI, CIA, TSA, FAMs. We’re clamping down on this now.”

 “When do you…” Natalie Sonnen began.


 “Tomorrow,” the President cut her off. “I want everybody here tomorrow.”


 “We have to coordinate the schedules…”


 “Tomorrow, Natalie.”


 Natalie Sonnen recognized that tone of voice. “Yes, Mr. President. Tomorrow.”
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 Natalie Sonnen’s long suffering assistant had started at the White House as a Presidential Intern, and had wangled a position out of her internship that had eventually led her here, to the desk right outside the inner sanctum of the National Security Advisor to the President of the United States. Sometimes she wondered if it was worth it all, because after you took away the supposed glamour of working in the White House, and the undeniable thrill that came from being in close proximity to the most powerful people on the planet, there would be little denying that the job sucked. Pay was okay for a white collar job, but the constant pressure -- and the often borderline insane demands of her boss -- made Suzie Kozak wonder if she had done the right thing in leaving Iowa City. She could have been a state senator or at least an aide in Iowa. Here she was a glorified secretary, though there was a real secretary to actually do typing and answer the phones most of the time, but an “assistant” was much the same anywhere else -- go fer and personal slave. And listening to Natalie Sonnen’s mouth was grating to anyone, but especially a semi-practicing Christian woman who hadn’t had a date or even gone out to a movie in almost a year. 

 But Suzie bowed her head and kept at it, because she hoped to leverage this job into something else someday. What, she wasn’t quite certain, but maybe something as simple as a new boss might keep her where she was. She could only hope. 

 She looked at the e-mail she’d just finished composing. Another big meeting. But then, they were all big, weren’t they? She hit the SEND tab and watched the message disappear into the secure servers and routers they used.

 The message went to the router and then to the secure server in the basement, then along shielded and regularly swept cables into the secure and hardened network that linked the sensitive organs of the US government together. The National Security Agency was responsible for the information security of the White House, and they monitored the traffic that went through there. Deep in the bowels of the NSA facility at Fort Meade, a router shunted all e-mail originating from certain White House offices to a separate server, located in an isolated part of West Virginia, in a clandestine facility dedicated to the service of black operations. Hidden within that server was a program that hid those e-mails from anyone looking for them…unless they had a particular access code. 

 The Sword of Allah had that code.


 He watched the e-mail scroll across his screen, and looked at the time schedule and agenda for the meeting. 


 Then he began to tap at the keys of his laptop.


 




 



Chapter Four

 


 Hunter turned the pages of his battered old copy of The 36 Stratagems. He paused on the chapter of Stratagem 18: Defeat The Enemy By Capturing Their Chief. Another translation had it as To Catch Rebels, Nab Their Leader First. It was one of the Six Stratagems for Attack. The explanatory example told of the battle of Suiyang, between rebel commander Yin Ziqi and Suiyang garrison commander Zhang Xun. Zhang Zun fought off Yin Ziqi many times, but the wily rebel commander had escaped him. Zhang Zun lured Yin Ziqi in with a show of weakness, and assigned his best archer one task and one task only: shoot Yin Ziqi. 

 And Yin Ziqi took an arrow in the left eye, and the rebel army fell apart.

 So was that was Sword of Allah intended?

 It made no sense to take Hunter off the board; it made little more to take Basalisa Coronas or Null out either. They were all replaceable; other agents were ready, willing and briefed, ready to step into the gap if any of them fell. 

 The Chief was someone else.

 Someone without whom the “battle” would fall apart. 

 He picked his cell phone up off the night stand table, cluttered with hotel detritus, and hit the speed dial for Basalisa Coronas’s phone.

 “Lisa?” he said. “Who do we call at Secret Service?”
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 “Here you go, bud,” Captain Ian Bryson said to his fellow fighter pilot. He handed “Pert” Tart a cup of coffee. “Just like you like your women: black and bitter.”

 “Screw you, Ian,” Tart said. “At least I like women.”


 Bryson laughed. “My inner woman is gay. She likes women, too. You on CAP today, right?”


 “You should know. You’re my designated alternate. Want to fly today?”


 “Hell yeah. You know I want the hours.”


 “Too bad, pretty boy. Just for me.” Tart sipped the coffee and screwed up his nose. “Damn, it is bitter today. Cooks must be on crack.”

 Bryson laughed. “See you at the briefing.”

 Ten minutes later, “Pert” Tart was vomiting, and then suffered the humiliation of a massive diarrhea attack. Twenty minutes later, Captain Ian Bryson took his place as Lieutenant Colonel Morgan Block’s wingman on a mid-day Combat Air Patrol over Washington DC.
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 The flight time from Chicago to Washington DC in the backseat of a fighter was considerably shorter than in the first class cabin of a 747, Hunter discovered. After briefing the Secret Service liaison with CIDG, Hunter was whisked to the tarmac where a Air Force reserve fighter waited. After a fifteen minute safety briefing, he was bundled into a G-suit and equipped with a helmet and oxygen mask, strapped into his seat and then literally blasted off the runway at max speed to Washington’s Reagan International, where he was met on the tarmac by a Secret Service Suburban driven by a guard from the Uniformed Service. At the White House Hunter was ushered into a waiting room, and then, after fifteen minutes, he entered the office of National Security Advisor Natalie Sonnen. An attractive but somewhat cowed looking young blond woman with a name tag that said Suzie Kozak offered him coffee.

 “No thanks,” Hunter said. “I’ve had enough for the day.”

 “Ms. Sonnen will see you in just a moment,” Suzie Kozak said.

 Just then the door of the inner office opened up and Natalie Sonnen urged out a harried looking young man with a bad haircut, who brushed past Hunter on his way out.

 “Agent James, please come in,” Natalie Sonnen said. She turned and walked back into the office without a backward glance.


 Hunter gave Suzie Kozak a raised eyebrow, then followed the National Security Advisor into her office.


 “Shut the door,” Sonnen said as she rounded her desk.


 Hunter did so.


 Sonnen waved at one of the expensive leather armchairs arrayed in front of her desk. “Take a seat.”


 Hunter hid his smile; he was reminded of his days as a paratrooper and being called into the First Sergeant’s office. The National Security Advisor had more of a feel of a crusty troop sergeant than an officer, that was for sure. 

 “So what’s the problem?” Sonnen said. Her face was hard and intelligent; there was no nonsense there, though Hunter could see she probably had a sense of humor. 

 “I believe the President may be the target of Sword of Allah,” he said, with no preamble. “I think that an attempt will be made on his person sometime in the near future, probably in a media event or appearance or key meeting.”

 “Key meeting? Why do you think that?” she said.

 Hunter took a moment to explain the recurring motif of The 36 Stratagems and the significance of the chapter they had discovered in the warehouse.

 “They tried to take out you. Twice, as I understand it,” Sonnen rebutted. “What makes you think they’re going after the Commander in Chief?”

 “Everything about Sword of Allah is about deception, Ms. Sonnen. Deception within deception. By going after me, they focus our attention on me…when we should be looking at what the book says. The Chief. I only take one interpretation from that. Sure, the Secretary for Homeland Security, or the Administrator of TSA, that would make a statement…but not like an attack on the President, who is ultimately responsible for all, would. Does the President have any major events scheduled in the near future?”

 Natalie Sonnen folded her hands, then bowed her head to look at the printed out schedule on her desk, then looked back at Hunter.

“You think this motherfucker is going to make a play for the President?”

 “Yes, ma’am. I think this motherfucker is going to make a play for the President.”

 “Well, that shit isn’t going to fly.” Sonnen hit her intercom. “Suzie? Get the SS Agent in Charge up here. Now.”
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 Things happened.

The Combat Air Patrol was increased over Washington DC. An emergency tasking went out the Federal Air Marshal Service, and all flights over Washington had Air Marshal service, though in some instances it was not a full complement of gun fighters. The Secret Service enhanced their own measures as well: the vehicle blocks were extended a block further, and the anti-aircraft team on the roof of the White House was reinforced -- and given additional Surface to Air Missiles. 

 “It’s your call,” Hunter said to the Secret Service agent in charge of the Presidential Detail, a lean hard woman named Lou Ann Hamblin. “But if it was me, I’d change that AVSEC summit meeting….change the venue, the time, put it in the middle of a hardened military base, take it out to Camp David…don’t sit here and wait for the fight to come to you.”

 “I hear you,” Agent Hamblin said. “But as you already know, politicians are all about perception management. The President is adamant -- this is the White House. We are as safe here as anywhere else. The President of the United States does not run for cover when threatened. That’s what he’s got us for. The meeting goes as planned, in the West Wing Conference Room, at 1500. Period.”

 Hunter sighed. “Well, so much for that.”

 Hamblin grinned. “Hey, you’re welcome to stick around for the fireworks if you want. I’m always glad to have any extra help I can get from a gunfighter.”

 “Don’t mind if I do,” Hunter said. 


 “Where you want to hang?” Hamblin said. “You can stick with me or work a post.”


 “I’ll hang with you, if you don’t mind. But when the meeting gets close, I’d like to be on the roof.”


 “Think it’s going to come from above?”


 “I don’t know,” Hunter said. “I believe in intuition and hunches. This is all about airplanes and aviation…things that fall from the sky. So we’ll see.”

 Hamblin narrowed her eyes. “I don’t want to see any of that. And I hope you’re wrong. But we’re locked and loaded if that’s what it takes.”

 Hunter looked out the window at the sky. Contrails crossed high above the capital; civilian aircraft and, today, fighters.

 “I don’t want to see that either,” he said.
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 The attendees started showing up early; the urgency of the communication and the constant presence of the investigation in the news gave a prod to those that might have been moving more slowly. Special Agent in Charge Hamblin prowled her checkpoints and posts, and watched as the attendees moved through a detailed screening of their persons and effects. There were no protests; the tension in the air and the sudden meeting made it clear that there were special circumstances at hand, and the additional security measures seemed entirely appropriate. 

 “I’m going up to the roof,” Hunter said.

 “Watch out for the pigeons,” Hamblin said. “I’ll get somebody to take you up.”

 She waved to one of her agents doing double duty at a post. “Walk Special Agent James up to the roof,” she said. “See you later, Hunter.”

 On the rooftop, Hunter sat in an armored structure with several members of the Uniformed Secret Service. 

 “What do you think?” Hunter said.

 The older of the two shrugged. “We get these alerts from time to time. Believe me, we’re ready for it. I don’t think we’re going to see anything go down.”

 The other, a much younger man with the look of a Midwest farm about him, shrugged. “I dunno.”

 Hunter nodded. Then he looked up at the sky.
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 In the West Wing Conference Room, a Secret Service agent entered the room and said to the assembled attendees seated around the table, “Ladies and gentlemen, the President of the United States.”

 Everyone rose to their feet, except to the secretary taking minutes, her file recorded in real time on the secure server and as a matter of routine backed up every ten seconds automatically.

 To a server at the National Security Agency.
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 In a large van parked on the National Mall, with a direct line of sight to the West Wing, the man known as Sword of Allah looked at his Treo. A brief e-mail message said: The meeting has begun. Seconds later, another e-mail pinged into his Inbox: the sword is high. The Sword of Allah, who was known by a number of other names, nodded to himself, and then aimed his military issue laser designator through the cut out sliced out of the metal of the van wall. He splashed the West Wing Conference Room with the laser, unnoticeable to the naked eye -- unless you were looking for it.
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 High above the city, Ian Bryson felt the vibration of his Treo against his thigh in the pocket of his jump suit. Beneath his helmet face shield, his face grew grim…and sad. Taped on the control panel in front of him was a curling, aged photograph of an old man in his 60s or 70s. Ian took a deep breath, then turned his stick sharply and banked his F-16 to the right, pointing his nose towards the White House far below and to his east. He activated his firing systems, ran the automated checklist, and ignored the sudden explosion of traffic over his radio ordering him to respond. He armed his missiles, and used the computerized targeting system to lock on the laser splash that only his targeting system could see. He rested his thumb on the firing switch, and checked again that his cannon was locked and loaded as he swept out of the sky like an avenging angel down onto the White House. 
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 Lou Ann Hamblin got the message first from the electronic counter-measures facility within the White House. The detectors had picked up the laser splash and identified it as a weapons designator.

 “Evacuate the conference room, POTUS and staff to the basement shelter, now!” she shouted into her handset. 

 The conference room doors sprang open and dozens of Secret Service agents crashed and unceremoniously grabbed the President and hustled him from the room. Other agents manhandled the attendees out of their chairs and shoved them into a line, herding them out of the conference room to the shelter in the basement of the White House. 

 “Move! Move!” Hamblin shouted.
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 The anti-aircraft team scrambled. Weapons up, the latest generation of surface to air man-launched missiles…and a powered awning slid back, uncovering a rack of surface to air missiles, mini-Patriots they looked like to Hunter.

 “Counter measures!” Hunter shouted. “Counter measures!”

 In the bowels of the White House, the electronic security room activated state of the art jamming equipment to scramble guidance systems. From the rooftop, flares bloomed, and magnesium flares, incongruously bright in the daylight, shattered and provided an array of distractions for any heat seeking weapons system. 

 Hunter grabbed a launcher himself, armed it, slung it to his shoulder.

 Faint and far off, but growing fast, he saw the F-16 arrowing in.
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 Behind him, Ian Bryson knew that his fellow pilots were quickly recovering and turning on his tail, kicking in afterburners to make up the precious moments he’d gained by breaking away. Now everything was timing…

 First the missiles…

 He felt the kick as he launched a salvo of two missiles, then he tensed himself, his finger over the trigger of his cannon with its racks of explosive shells.
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 “Missiles inbound!” Hunter shouted.

 But they already knew. The counter-measures crew saw the signature of the missiles but all they could hope was that the counter-measures screen in place would do what it was designed to do. The White House system, beyond top secret, had the state of the art, absolute bleeding edge in anti-aircraft and missile electronic counter-measures as part of a covert program initiated the day after 9/11.

 While it had been rigorously tested, it had never before been put to the real world test.


 Hunter settled the missile launcher on his shoulder. 


 “It won’t work with the counter-measures up!” the older agent shouted to Hunter. 


 Hunter sighted in on the growing dot that was the F-16.


 He clenched his teeth when the first air launched missile exploded in a brilliant array over the city; the second one plowed down to an explosion only a few blocks away.

 And the fighter grew in his sights.


 He got lock on; a steady tone instead of a beep, the amber aiming reticule turned red; he pressed the trigger.


 Launch.


 And even as the missile climbed into the sky, it was followed by two others launched by the other members of the roof crew, and then a volley of rockets from the computer guided launcher behind them. The fighter was ringed with explosions and smoke -- but still it came on, and now the nose cannon launched shells as it made a gun run….

 But Hunter had mounted another launcher tube, and he took a breath to steady himself, and he locked on again, and pressed the trigger carefully between breaths, controlling his breath and his heart beat, and the missile rose…

 …and exploded it seemed directly in front of the F-16 coming on so fast, so impossibly fast…

 …and Hunter couldn’t help himself, he turned away and raised his arms to protect his head…

 …as the F-16 plowed into White House lawn in a massive fiery explosion that scattered flaming debris all across the once immaculate front of the White House…

 …and in the basement shelter, President George Taylor looked at the carnage through a video monitor, and behind him Natalie Sonnen said, “Holy fuck.”



 



PART V: BORROW ANOTHER’S BODY TO RETURN THE SOUL

 



Chapter One

 


 Fox News beat CNN; a Fox News truck from the Washington Bureau was on its way past the White House when the first diverted missile struck near it; the reporter, fresh back from Iraq, recognized the F-16 flying right at the White House and had his driver turn around in the middle of the street, and their cameras were the first ones rolling on the street to catch the aftermath of the plane crash. Then the feeding frenzy began -- roads were blocked where the two missiles from the F-16 had landed; television crews fought their way in, in some cases abandoning their vehicles and jogging along with their camera men loaded down with battery packs.

 President Taylor was cool and calm and collected, at least on camera. Off camera, he was cursing just as loudly and as thoroughly as Natalie Sonnen did. But while he cursed, and Congressman Sam Walters, a guest attendee at the now scuttled aviation security meeting, postured and preened for the cameras, Hunter huddled with the Secret Service team. The counter-measures team, along with footage from the classified satellites that kept the White House under constant surveillance, quickly determined along what azimuth the laser designator had been splashing; within ten minutes after the F-16 with Captain Ian Bryson had crashed into the White House lawn, a crew of Secret Service agents surrounded the battered utility van parked beside the grassy expanse of the National Mall. Inside, they found the military issue designator…and nothing else. A forensics team worked the van over; the first technician inside the van paused, looked at the exposed metal where a piece had been cut out for the designator, then picked up his mike and said, “You should send Hunter James out here. Right away.”
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 Hunter entered the back of the van cautiously, his hands and shoes swathed in plastic. 

 “Check it out,” the technician said.

 Written on the bare metal inside the van, in a curiously neat hand with indelible marker pen were the words: HEY HUNTER -- HOW ABOUT THE SHOW?

 “What’s that mean?” the technician said.


 Hunter stared at the words for a long time. Then he said, “I don’t know.”


 He got back out of the van and looked up at the sky, then at the ring of expectant faces. 


 “I don’t know.”
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 “What show is he talking about?” Lisa Coronas demanded, her voice harsh in his ear as he pressed his cellphone tight to avoid the distraction of the hiss of wind. 

 “I don’t know,” Hunter said. His voice sounded too bland, even to himself. “Maybe it’s the media circus. There hasn’t been anything like this since 9/11.”

 “What are you not saying, Hunter?”


 “Nothing.”


 “I’ve come to know you. There’s something you’re not saying. Something you know. What is it?”


 Hunter was silent. Then he said, “I don’t know, Lisa. I need to think about this. I’ll get back to you.”


 “All right. We’re working the leads on the fighter pilot. His grandfather was killed over Lockerbie. Pan Am 103.”


 “That far back?” Hunter said.


 “That far back,” Lisa said. “All the way back.”


 Hunter disconnected and put his phone in his pocket. He told the forensics technician, “If you need me, get me on the cell. I’ll be around.”

 “Got it, Agent James.”

 “Is there a newsstand around here anyplace?”

 The forensics tech looked at him curiously. “There’s a coffee shop in the Smithsonian, over there. They sell newspapers and the like in the basement.”

 “That’ll do. Thanks.”

 Hunter walked across the street, worked his way through the crowd of gawkers, some of whom turned to watch him go, the look on their faces one he was familiar with: ‘Don’t I know you….’

 No, he wanted to say. You don’t know me. You don’t know anything about me.

 But whoever had written that note in the van knew something about him.

 In the basement he bought a copy of the Washington Post. He opened it up to the classified section, ran his fingers down the columns till he found what he’d known he’d find.

 Washington Area Custom Knife Show. In Pentagon City.

 …and he was remembering now, back by the river, the Alleycat saying “All God’s critters got claws, and I gets mine at knife shows…I never miss one….and then Alec’s face as he handled his combat worn Retribution, and him murmuring about going to knife shows with Raven…going to knife shows with Raven was like going to a candy store with an indulgent daddy…

 Of course he’d be there. And he wanted Hunter to be there, too. 

 



 



Chapter Two

 


 The man known as Sword of Allah stood behind a podium and looked out at perhaps two dozen people seated on laid out carpet, a few chairs, a couple of couches dragged forward within a storage facility outside of Centreville, Virginia. 

 These were his people, those that were left. 

 There were a few others, absent on missions yet to be accomplished, but for these, the last of the faithful, this would be the last meeting. 

 The last discussion.

 The stunning brunette woman in the expensive track suit, long nails toying with her long gold chain -- her oldest sister had fallen from the sky over Lockerbie, Scotland, embedded into a lawn like a broken doll;

 The still, intense young athlete sitting cross legged like a samurai of old -- a Force Recon Marine whose beloved uncle had died on United flight 93 on 9/11;

 The tired looking Hispanic in a shabby business suit, whose daughter had been gutted on Flight 923;


 And so the roster went.


 All Americans.


 All angry Americans who had lost loved ones in the continuing series of aviation crimes over the years; all angry Americans who, when approached by the man who called himself The Sword of Allah, a fellow American passing himself off as a Muslim, had listened to his Pied Piper call for justice, for waking up the public, for whipping the media and the sheeple into a frenzy that would finally DO something, anything, to make things better, to save other families from the horror and the pain they’d suffered, and the endless replaying of that on television screens, over and over, their loved ones falling from the sky…

 The Sword of Allah had promised them the opportunity for payback, the opportunity to strike at the politicians and the bureaucrats, to make them feel the terror the innocent, their families, had felt -- to bring it home to them in the way that only terror could do. 

 And they’d done that.

 Only a few innocents, an acceptable margin, something not talked with the rank and file, had died. Pornographers, a maintenance man, some bystanders in Washington DC, and a handful of martyrs who’d chosen to die so as to join the loved ones they’d lost to prove their point.

 And prove they had.

 Every television channel blared with continual rolling coverage of the smoking wreckage outside the White House, the rubble of the cooling towers outside the Enroute Traffic Control Center, talking heads demanding action, Congressman Sam Walters denouncing the state of aviation security and domestic counter-terrorism, and endless replays of the President’s speech to the nation promising immediate resolution. A Special Task Force was convened for a top to bottom review of the system, with a mandate to provide an action plan. More of the same, but this time it would be different.

 Or so they all hoped.


 Because it was time for the final act, the final blow.


 And if that didn’t work, then these few, this band of brothers and sisters, they would be ready to take up the fight again.


 To see it through.


 “We’ve been through a lot together,” the man at the podium said. “All of us have suffered. All of us have lost. And, together, all of us have done what we set out to do.”

 His audience was silent.


 “It’s time for you all to go home. Time to get on with your lives. Go deep. Remember this. And watch for the final act.”


 Some heads nodded; others remained still, rapt on him.


 “You have the password. You can access the server, see the message if that day comes. And you can communicate securely there, on the bulletin board. But it’s time to go dark. Watch how it plays out. And then, only if what we set out to accomplish doesn’t take place, then you can act. Once again.”

 “And you?” the old Hispanic man asked, the burr of the barrio in his voice.


 The man at the podium said, “It’s time for me to see to the final act. Watch for me. My work is almost through.”


 “Is this the only way you can do this?” the woman said, a New Jersey accent.


 “Yes,” the man at the podium said. “It is.”


 “Goodbye,” he said.
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 Later, the man who called himself, on occasion, The Sword of Allah sat in front of a mirrored make up table in the back bedroom of an anonymous apartment in a massive complex in Fairfax. He was just one more face, an Arab face, in a complex packed with immigrants and ethnics. 

 It was time to take off that face.

 First came the wig, exposing the close cut shock of blond hair. Then carefully lifting the custom configured face mask that altered the shape of his face so thoroughly that even state of the art face imaging software couldn’t identify the true topography of his face. Designed and manufactured by one of the amazing artists of the CIA’s Disguise Section in the Technical Services Division, this particular mask had been made in support of a black operation long ago put to bed -- a penetration operation. But the operator retained the mask…

 …and the kit that came with it for applying it. 

 After it had all come off, the blond man removed the base chemicals that held the mask in place, removed the dye from his eyebrows, brushed out the eye liner…

 …and finally, the clean cut, blue eyed blond aging surfer face of Alec Frovarp stared back out of the mirror at the man who sometimes called himself The Sword of Allah.

 Alec had a moment where it seemed as though he truly saw his face, his real face, or at least the face he was born with, for the first time. His eyes had changed, he thought. There was a depth to their seeing that hadn’t been there before, a sadness, an anger…different than what had driven him before. His face was leaner; it looked as though it were falling in on a hollow.

 The hollow was inside him.


 What had eaten him up had hollowed him.


 Hate.


 Vengeance.


 There was a long laundry list of things he could cite, but those were the two. After he had gotten the call, after Flight 923, something had hollowed out in him. A piece of his soul had taken flight. And what came into him then was hate, focused on vengeance.

 Hunter James.

 He was at the heart of it for Alec, though he wasn’t the only target.

 And James had turned out to have more lives than The Alleycat, that was for sure. Alec had watched the video footage of the failed sniper attack, one of his own hand picked operators on the long gun; had read the classified briefing and after action report from the captured Filipino Sparrow; had seen video footage of Hunter again and again.

 He just kept dodging the bullet.

 But not today.

 He dressed carefully. A lightweight UnderArmor shirt, to keep cool, and polypropylene briefs. Loose fitting 5.11 pants, a Maxpedition Liger belt. Behind his right hip his favorite Browning High Power, as done by Karl Sokol; two mags on the opposite hip. Forward of the pistol his favorite Retribution in a Sastre concealment sheath; on the left hip a Hideaway. 

 Then he put on the slim bomb vest he had built himself. Flat sheets of plastic explosive with a few carved blocks of C4; over all that another plastic sheet in which were embedded roofing nails. It made him a bit bulky, but he could still move and access his weapons. He put on a baggy Patagonia flannel shirt over the bomb vest, and looked in the mirror.

 Good.

 He unbuttoned the front and rigged the firing mechanism, ran the cable down the sleeve of his left arm, and mounted the firing switch in a wrist brace, where it could drop into his left hand with just a motion. He tried it several times, then activated the mechanism.

 He was a walking bomb, but then, he’d been told that all his life.

 He allowed himself a grim smile at the thought of the Alleycat, old Paul Raven, telling him that he was a walking time bomb, and Raven, as had so often been true, had been proven to be exactly right.

 He’d be proud of him today.


 He shrugged on an old Carhartt jacket, worn and wrinkled, and put on a baseball cap to complete the look.


 He was ready for the knife show.




 



Chapter Three

 


Hunter sat alone in his government issue Taurus and watched the line of knife nuts file into the Washington Area Custom Knife Show. Knife nuts was a good acronym for the eclectic collection of enthusiasts you saw at a knife show. There were always a significant assemblage of serious collectors; they were generally first in line, well dressed in expensive casual clothing, a large concentration of Asian, mostly Japanese, diplomats and engineers in this locale, and then the other collectors, all with the slightly anxious look of an obsessive worrying about whether someone else would get to his favorite knife maker first; the martial artists were pretty easy to spot -- clad in sweats or sporting jackets/polo shirts with the logos and names of martial arts schools, or crossed daggers, or seminars…there was one wearing a River of Steel t-shirt, but Hunter didn’t recognize him, so that was good; and then there were the real nuts; unhealthy looking overweight guys dressed like urban ninjas, constantly fingering the array of expensive designer knives they festooned themselves with, like merit badges in a strange fraternity; who stared into space and didn’t meet anyone’s eyes.

 There were the others, though; and those were the ones that Hunter watched most closely. Quiet men, athletic or reasonably fit appearing, in casual non descript clothing. Something military about some of them, maybe it was the haircut or the way they stood. But some didn’t have the military sense about them; it was something else.

 Those were the ones he watched.

At every knife show, there’s a handful, a real minority in the crowd, of knife users, men who used knives on other men, on humans. And while even within in that tiny minority there were some who were loud and bombastic, most were quiet, often intense. Some of them carried a dark aura around them, something that a multiple killer with a knife acquires…some of them just had the set fixity of purpose that settled on a warrior after he’s been blooded. And maybe some of them had not yet taken a life with a knife, but in their heart and souls they were prepared to do so, and that also conveyed a certain aura to a man.

 Hunter had that aura. As the Alleycat had, as Joe Hartlaub had, as did James Keating and Ray Dionaldo and Kelly Worden and Micheal Janich and Steve Tarani all the dozens of top knifers that Hunter had trained with.

 Alec Frovarp had it, too.

 He would know how to hide it, to cloak it, to conceal that capability in the same way that Hunter did. But Hunter counted on that fine tuned intuition, that other than conscious processing that built upon his innate gifts enhanced by the very best training and seasoning and experience over the years to tell him, to feel the intention radiating from the man who was most likely The Sword of Allah.

 That was why he had to be here by himself, with no back up, no connection. In a way, this was another milestone, a graduation exercise bequeathed on him in a strange way by his long dead mentor, Paul Raven. He had to see this through.


Who will do the hard things?


Those who can.

 Today he had a hard thing to do.

 The line thinned out, and there was only a trickle of patrons in and out. Hunter got out and went to the ticket window, bought a general admission ticket, and gave it to the pleasant older woman at the door.

 “Enjoy yourself, dear,” she said.


 “Thanks,” Hunter said. 


 The knot in his stomach was anything but enjoyable.


 Hunter walked through the big set of double doors onto the main floor of the conference center. Tables and booths were set up along all four walls, and long neat rows through the middle of the space. Lots of familiar names and faces here: Spyderco, Hossom, Emerson, Strider, Hibben, Brock, Krein, Hideaway, Sastre, Bagwell, Nealy, Crawford, Hogstrom, Terzuola, Tighe…the list went on and on. As he walked through the crowd, he kept his eyes in soft focus, looking, looking, but also feeling for anything out of the ordinary…

 “Hey Hunter!” 


 Hunter looked and saw Jerry Hossom waving at him.


 “Get over here, kid!” the knife maker called.


 Hunter held up one finger, waved, pointed vaguely ahead.


 “Come back by!” Hossom bellowed after him. His booth was set up next to Mick Strider’s and the rest of the Badlands crew. 


 Hunter kept walking past people he knew them, and he saw the puzzled looks, but this wasn’t the time to think about that. He had to do a walk through and see for himself, get a sense of the place, and then find a point of vantage, somewhere he could watch the crowd, calibrate the passer by, get a feel for how things were…


Something…

Hunter slowed, began to turn as though something on the table (Nealy’s, his wife starting to smile in recognition…) and did a slow scan behind him, and then across the aisles.

 Nothing.

 The image of Alec Frovarp rose up in his mind as he’d known him, as he’d seen him last in the hospital bed in Baghdad, the look in his eyes when he said:

Mark my words, Hunter. Mark my words. People better never fucking forget those of us who die for this shit. Never ever, man. “

 “Or I swear by all the blood I’ve spilled, I’ll fucking remind them. Remember that, man. Remember that.”

 But what had set Alec off? What about Flight 923 had so enraged him, set him far off the reservation, turned him into a terrorist against his own people? He was an only child, both of his parents long gone to old age, and no one connected with him had died in any aviation terrorism incident. Hunter could sympathize with the rage of those who lost loved ones; he could only imagine what it would be like to lose a child or a parent to terrorism; he’d lost his own friends, his team mates, on Flight 923, but he saved his rage for those who had killed them, and those who had sent them. And he’d dealt with them in the way they needed to be dealt with. 

But what about Alec? The only family he had left was the family of brothers in arms he had from operating…the only thing close to a relative he’d had was Paul Raven, his (and Hunter’s…) surrogate father, and he was long gone…

 …but something nagged at Hunter about that thought…

“He was a great man. A great man. The greatest man I’ve ever know, will ever know. And these fucks killed him. I’m going to have to tell his people, man…”

 “I didn’t know he had people.”

 “There’s a lot you never knew about him, Hunter.”

 What was it that was nagging Hunter now about Alec’s words so long ago? He caught himself getting fixated, raised his head to look around.

 Ten yards in front of him, Alec Frovarp stood with his hands in his Carhart jacket pockets.


 “Hey, Hunter,” Alec said. 


 Hunter stopped. 


 The two men regarded each other across the interval between them. A few passer by gave them both a curious look. The intense glare between the two and the palpable hostility grew, and several men stopped to look. Conversation at the surrounding tables ceased.

 “Alec,” Hunter said.


 “Figured to take the hint. Bring any cover today?”


 “Let’s not do this, Alec. Enough’s been done already.”


 “Didn’t see any when I made the rounds. All I saw was you walking along, lost in a funk. You lost in a funk, Hunter? I thought you were the king of situational awareness. Or the crown prince.”

 There was something about Alec’s posture…the bulkiness of his shirt and jacket suggested something underneath. Armor?


 “Shall we go someplace else and talk, Alec? What do you want to do? You called me, I’m here. Let’s talk about this.”


 “Remember what Alleycat used to say? Well, you got the talking part done. Remember how he used to say that?”


 “Yes, Alec. I remember.”


 “Me too. He’s a good man.”


 “He was a good man, Alec. But he’s gone. And nothing that you do is going to change that. Let’s walk out of here together.”


 A burly man with the look of an off-duty cop stopped. “What’s going on here? Is there a problem?”


 “Move along,” Alec said.


 “Hey, asshole, I’m a cop…” the man said.


 Alec stepped back and then to the cops front. Without breaking stride his right hand flashed out of his pocket and slashed across the police officer’s throat, opening a wide wound that gaped white and red before the blood began to pump. Some of the spray spattered across Alec’s face, but he didn’t blink.

 “First blood, Hunter. Remember that night?”


 “Alec!” Hunter shouted, too late. 


 The cop fell to his knees, both hands trying to hold his throat together. 


 “Christ!” someone yelled, and there was a panicked rush away from the two men facing off. 


 Alec took his left hand out of his pocket and showed Hunter the switch in his hand. “Recognize this?”


 “Bomb!” Hunter shouted. “Everybody out!”


 The words scattered the crowd as though the explosives had already gone off. People screamed, men swore, vendors vaulted tables and customers ran for the fire exits. One of the security guards, an Arlington police officer working in uniform, ran up on the two men, his hand gun out, shouting into his lapel mounted microphone.

 “Stay back!” Hunter warned. “I’m a federal officer…this man is armed and has an explosive vest on.”

 Alec yanked the front of his shirt open, scattering buttons on the floor. The Arlington cop skidded to a halt when he saw the vest.

 “What do I do?” he said to Hunter.

 “Get everybody out,” Hunter said. “Call for back up, the bomb squad…and an ambulance.”

 “Make that the coroner’s wagon,” Alec said, coolly. “Neither one of us is walking away from this today, Hunter. This is how it ends. With a whimper. Or a bang. What’s it going to be?”

 “What do you want, Alec?” Hunter said, as the cop hurried away.


 “Your blood on my knife.”


 “What’s the bomb for?”


 “To make sure it’s just you and me, Hunter.”


 “It’s just you and me.”


 “Got a knife, Hunter?”


 “Always.”


 “Let’s see your steel.”


 Hunter held his hands open wide. “Take it easy with that trigger.”


 Alec laughed, a chilling sound. “Let’s see your steel, Hunter.”


 Hunter reached across on his offside and slowly pulled out a full length Retribution from the Sastre Southern Comfort.


 “I recognize that blade,” Alec said. “I gave it to you.”


 “You did.”


 “I’ll be taking it with me today. You don’t deserve it. You should have died on Flight 923, Hunter. Along with all the people you didn’t save.”

 The words cut Hunter as deeply as any knife could have. But he recognized the ploy for what it was, and took a deep breath and controlled himself, modulated his response. He weighed the blade in his hand.

 “What about you, Alec?”


 “I’ll stick with this one. It’s served me well.”


 “You going to put the detonator away or is that what you expect to help you win the last fight of your life?”


 Hunter saw the flush rise in Alec’s neck, the insane and insecure pride that drove the man to perform at the levels he did. Alec safed the detonator and slid it into his sleeve, flipped his knife to his left hand and drew his pistol with the speed of a striking snake. He pointed the High Power past Hunter and fired two quick shots.

 Hunter looked over his shoulder and saw the cop duck back out of an exit door.


 “Stay out!” Hunter shouted. “Don’t come back in! Don’t let anyone else in!”


 He turned back to Alec. “Good enough?”


 Alec grinned fiercely. “Good enough.” He holstered his pistol and flipped the knife back to his right hand, then eased forward in the blade forward stance of a Keating trained long knifer. “I’m finally going to get to see what your heart really looks like.”

 Hunter twirled his big Retribution in the grip change favored by the Sayoc clan and Ray Dionaldo in particular, then eased his right foot forward and circled to his right. He twirled the knife again as he moved.

 “That’s not going to work,” Alec said, a tone of mock pity in his voice. “Is this when I’m supposed to be distracted by the steel, not see you shifting your weight, getting ready for a fleche? Let me know when I’m supposed to be scared…”

Alec lunged forward, but at the last second the fleche became a back cut, then another and another, five or six of them in a flowing series of cuts that came so fast the eye can’t process fast enough to discriminate them, but Hunter sensed the intention and shifted back and to the outside of the whirling blade, angling for the punta mandrata entry, matching Alec’s style…for now…

 …but the younger man had cat-like reflexes and he snapped back into a tight guard, his blade closer, the tip whirling around and around, inviting Hunter in…

 …Hunter feinted high, extending…till at the last second the flat of Alec’s blade twitched up to intercept, but Hunter had already disengaged from the line, dropping in a risky shot for the leg and as Alec snapped his leg back, bringing his blade down Hunter snapped his blade up and the sharpened back edge of his Retribution cut into Alec’s knife hand…

 “Fuck!” Alec leaped back, creating distance, and Hunter closed, but cautiously, because if he’d been stung, he’d do the same and count on the aggressive entry to finish him off; but Hunter had learned at point from the best of the masters of the blade that the art of the knife is deception, and between two masters -- and no mistaking, these two were masters -- all other things being equal, the one with the most tricks and the greatest control of deception would be the one to walk away.

 Alec laughed. “Good one! First blood to you, Hunter!”

 Alec smeared his own blood, running from the gash on the bottom of his right hand, all across his face, making a crazy blood mask that matted his eyebrows. He tasted the blood, flashed his red stained teeth at Hunter in an insane grin.

 “I love the taste of blood,” Alec said. “I’ll taste yours soon.”

 He shifted to a high guard, circling right, left hand up, a steady drop drop drop of blood on the floor from his wounded hand, but he showed no sign of weakening, and his grip was just as steady on the blood stained handle of his knife. He moved quickly, in then back, in a footwork feint. Hunter circled in the Circle of Steel the two of them had both walked, kept his knife at eye level, just slightly higher…

 …and then he changed the rhythm by feinting long, then dropping his knife hand close to him and he brought his trailing foot up behind him to close the gap….and with his off hand he looped his fingers through the capsule of his Hideaway Knife and accessed the knife as Alec rose to the bait of Hunter’s knife hand…

…and again Hunter circled to the left, but this time his left hand whipped forward and slashed down at Alec’s right arm, cutting at the deltoid as he slammed his body into the other man (the body of the rock, as Musashi would have said) crashing him off balance…

 …and Hunter flinched as he felt a sudden pain in his right leg….

 …and recognized the Gryphon M-10 boot knife embedded in his thigh…

 …and ducked beneath the wild cut Alec threw while Hunter slammed his left fist, Hideaway pointing out, into Alec’s armpit, cut out, and then when he felt the man fading back, recoiled to regain his balance, his wounded leg shaky beneath him…

 Blood on his left hand, not his own, but a steady pulse of his running down his right leg, and he wouldn’t look down, he had to be careful of his footing now, there was a steady stream there he had to avoid, be careful…

“Oh, you cunning beautiful son of a bitch,” Alec said. “You are good, you motherfucker, you. But I’m better…”

 He coughed, twice, hard.

 “Nice shot,” he said. “But you’re going to die before I am.”

 And he had another knife in his hand, and the Keating style changed into the fluid two hand double knife attack of the Sayoc fighters, just as Hunter had done, but Hunter was ready, because he knew that Alec’s lung was punctured, he was losing air and the lung was filling with blood, he had only moments left of consciousness, minutes left of life…

 …so he parried to the outside again, but this time it seemed that Alec was ready and he whirled, bringing one knife around in a pikal insertion at eye level…

 …but Hunter ducked under it, and as the other man turned Hunter lunged forward and thrust his long knife deep into Alec’s kidney…

 “Aaaahhh,” the other man screamed and flinched away from the long knife, stumbling forward, his back still to Hunter, but Hunter approached cautiously, kicking at the back of Alec’s knee, which dropped him forward…

 …but not out of the fight, as he spun around, his Retribution held pikal style, the point down and edge in, as he thrust out at Hunter…

 …and Hunter slammed the edge of his long knife against Alec’s hand, then followed again across his eyes with the Hideaway, cutting up then with the Retribution first the right then the left of Alec’s face with a lightning fast back cut…

 …Hunter stepped back, as Alec struggled to get to his feet, his brilliant blue eyes dimming, a dark blot of blood in the white of one eye…

 “You pathetic fool,” Alec hissed, his breath raspy as his lung filled with fluid and his life ebbed. “You’ll never, ever get it, will you? You never, ever saw it…”

 The dying man fumbled with his left hand.

 Hunter lunged forward, the straight fleche, and the unwavering point of his Retribution entered the hollow of Alec’s throat and exited the back, and the blade stopped only when the handle rested against the open wound.

 As the last moment of life slipped out of Alec Frovarp, he looked up at Hunter, his eyes glazing…

 …and smiled as he mouthed the word, “Pathetic…”



 



Chapter Four

 


 “How badly is he hurt?” Lisa Coronas demanded. “He’s not answering his cell phone.”

 “Deep puncture in his leg is the worst of it, but it didn’t hit a main vessel,” the FBI agent on the other end of her line said. “I’ll have him call you ASAP once they get done sealing him up.”

 “Do that,” Lisa said. She snapped her phone shut and stood still, radiating intensity in such a way that the other agents in the ad hoc Command Center tip toed around her. The Special Agent in Charge of the CIDG stalked to her designated work station and sat down in front of her computer terminal. Her face was harsh and drawn stark.

 Her e-mail prompt pinged.

 At the top of her INBOX was a message with an attached file marked URGENT. She clicked on it. The body of the message said, CLEAN UP. Her brow furrowed, and she clicked on the attachment, a Word document. It was a short list, of two addresses in the Chicago area. There was one name beside the first, and three names beside the second. In a separate column beside the names, there was a list of armaments: the first name had only the notation “handgun, minimal training.” The second notation was “small arms, significant training. High risk entry.”

 “Hackers?” Lisa said in a loud, clear voice.


 “Yeah, boss?” Technical Assistant Kathy Barch answered from her corner.


 “Get on this right now. HRT?”


 Ole Bjornstadt looked up from his copy of TACTICAL KNIVES. “Yes, boss?”


 “I’ve got some addresses for you to look at. Right now.”



1

 It didn’t take long. The hackers came to a screeching halt when their backtrack found that the e-mail originated in a server protected by the best counter-measures in the world -- an NSA server on a clandestine military facility in West Virginia. And when Ole Bjornstadt’s HRT crews rolled on the two addresses, they caught, flat footed and unaware, four real middle eastern terrorists: two Saudi nationals, a Yemeni and a Somali, with weapons, paperwork, and computers loaded with incriminating evidence.

 Linking them to Sword of Allah as action cell members.

 And somehow, news of that, and of the death of a major player in Sword of Allah’s organization in Washington DC, hit the national media.


2

 President Taylor sat in the Oval Office with his National Security Advisor, White House Counsel, CIA, FBI, DHS, and his Press Secretary.

 “What kind of lid do we have on this?” the President said.

 “Not much, Mr. President,” the Press Secretary said. “There’s somebody in the know who’s leaking this stuff even as it happens. We can put a spin on it, you do a press conference with FBI and the FAMs, put James and Coronas out front, commend them for taking down the Sword of Allah. Non-disclosure agreements from all the investigators….don’t know how that will fly.”

 “We’ll classify all the investigative materials, those can go away,” the FBI Director said.

 President Taylor looked pointedly at CIA. “Well?”

 The Director squirmed in his seat. “We’re doing our back tracking, sir. That last e-mail, that server has been disconnected, taken out of service. There was a program in there, auto-execute, that sent that message and the pre-written press release. Then it went about overwriting itself. By the time we got a team of technicians there, much of the server had wiped itself of data. We’ll be able to get a lot of it back, according to NSA. Frovarp apparently had hacked that machine years ago, used it in support of off the shelf operations in Iraq. With that kind of access to our databases, he was able to mount a mining operation and identify those people who had lost family members. Many of them were in a watch program already…”

 “We were watching them?” Natalie Sonnen burst out.

 “Yes,” the CIA Director said. The FBI Director nodded. “We wanted to make sure they weren’t targeted by any groups…”

“Like for media exploitation of the weaknesses in the aviation security system?” Sonnen said. “Who the fuck knows about that!”

 “Burying it doesn’t solve the main problem,” the Press Secretary said. “The public…the voters…their confidence is completely shattered. Look at the fall in airline revenues. We’re going to have even more airline bankruptcies. We need to restore confidence.”

 The President nodded. “We have the Special Commission. But that’s not enough. We need a visual statement.”

 The Press Secretary nodded. 

 “I want all the Administrators: FAA, TSA, DHS, all of them, on a civilian flight. Put them on a plane with a television pool, and have them transmit from in flight.”

 “Mr. President, it’s not a good idea to put everybody on a plane like that…” the FBI Director said.

 “It will serve the purpose,” the President said, overriding him. “Put them on a plane. With a TV crew. After all, it’s safe now. Isn’t it?”

 The attendees stirred. No one said a word.

 “Put Hunter James on that plane, with his choice of air marshals. And you can put a discreet escort out on it, can’t you?” Natalie Sonnen said. “You all will be safe as pie. Invite some of the families, of the Flight 923, of 9/11, whoever. Put them on, too. Free flight, paid for by the TSA. From DC to NYC. That will be a great joy ride and show piece.”

 She grinned a nasty grin. “You’ll all be safe. Won’t you?”



 



Chapter Five

 


 Alexander Fields, the head of the Federal Air Marshal Service, gave the briefing himself. 

 “We all know it’s a dog and pony show,” Fields said. “But we’re going to treat this like a real mission. Hunter runs the show on board; you five are his hand picks.”

 The five air marshals, two women and three men, not counting Hunter, nodded.

 “Standard deployment, but whatever Hunter wants to do he’ll do. In addition to you all, TSA has additional screeners working the checkpoints…”

 “First time most of these fat cats ever been through security,” Lindy Halser, one of the women marshals, muttered. 


 Fields looked at her and she made a point of staring right back at him.


 Hunter hid his grin.


 “As I was saying, additional screeners on the checkpoints. This is a brand new MD-80, two pilots. The co-pilot is a Federal Flight Deck Officer, he will also be armed. The other passengers have all been backgrounded. So for all intents and purposes this is a routine flight from DC to NYC.”

 The marshals all laughed, to Fields’s discomfiture. 

 “What about the press?” one of the marshals, a big ex-cop from Atlanta named Darron Jump said. 

 “They’ll be there with all their bells and whistles,” Fields said. “A pool from the networks, also we’ve got print journalists from most of the major papers.”

 “They’ll all be sniveling for free drinks,” Jump said.

 “That’s enough,” Fields said.

 Pat Haydon, one of the other air marshals, a former Marine fighter pilot who retired out and took up a gun with the Marshals after 9/11, laughed out loud. “Lawdy, lawdy, as my momma would say. What a goat rope this is.”

 More general laughter as Field flushed.


 “I’ll turn this over to Hunter,” Fields said. “Thank you, and I’ll be in the Command Center following this in real time.”


 Fields hurried out of the room as Hunter stood and took his place.


 “Okay, kiddies, let’s behave,” Hunter said.


 “Do we have to?” Lindy said, grinning.


 “Yep.”


 “Okay, boss. You, you I’ll listen to. How’s your leg?”


 “Not great, Lindy. That’s why you’re going to do all the heavy lifting.”



1

 “Goat rope,” Pay Haydon said. He loitered in the boarding area, where news crews prowled with their cameras at the ready as they stopped and talked with the passengers, the regular ones, the family members and a handful of true travelers, and then paused for their sound bites with the politicos and the administrators.

 “You got that right, sweet cheeks,” Lindy said. “I’d of bumped off this if it weren’t for Hunter.”

 “Got that right.”

 “Make him take it easy, Pat. He’ll listen to you. He needs to take it easy on that leg; the Flight Surgeon was having a fit when he heard that he had to certify him fit to fly for this mission.”

 “Listen to me? Hell, he don’t listen to nobody but God, far as I know. Just step up and do the work, won’t be much on this. It’s a short flight, thank Jesus, and we’ll be off quick enough.” 


2

 In the cockpit, the pilots went through the pre-flight checklist. The co-pilot checked and stowed his handgun.

 “That’s overkill today,” the pilot said.

 “You never know,” the co-pilot said. He was a quiet, trim, somber man in his fifties. His name was Bob Guillette, and he’d never flown with this particular pilot before. “That’s what it’s there for. Cause you never know.”


3

 The flight attendants gave their briefing, and got a round of vigorous applause from the passengers. In First Class, Hunter gave the lead flight attendant a wink as she went through her spiel, and was rewarded with a warm smile. She walked back through into the Coach section, about 2/3 full, not a bad load considering they were mostly strap hangers comped by the airline. She paused by one of the cameramen, an older man with bad skin, a baseball hat and thick coke bottle bottom glasses.

 “How you doing, honey?” she said.


 He smiled up at her, exposing teeth yellowed with nicotine.


 “Not bad for an old guy.”


 “Why are they making you carry the camera?” she said.


 “I’m out to pasture, but they brought me back for this. The young guy who is supposed to be here is off catting around. I taught him everything he knew.”

 “Well, if I can get you anything, let me know.”

 His eyes were huge behind the big glasses. “Oh, I think I have everything I need, darling. Thanks for asking, though.”


4

 The aircraft taxied down the runway, turned, and accelerated into flight. Hunter liked the MD-80s; they took off and flew like a corporate jet…or a fighter in the hands of a skilled pilot. And the two up front were skilled, the airline made sure of that. With all their precious cargo on board, they wanted only the best for their passengers and the television audience out there watching their every move. 

 Two seats behind Hunter, the young blond anchorwoman from CBS asked her seat mate, “Are we going to be able to go live? I thought we couldn’t transmit while in flight because of the FAA or FCC or something regulations.”

 “Ask your camera man,” her seat mate, a crusty old timer from the Washington Post said. “Something about high speed wireless, they can use the wireless channels for it. I’m of the pencil and notepad generation.” He raised his hand to the flight attendant. “As soon as you can, a bourbon, hon. Whatever you got.”


5

 The old cameraman in the back squirmed in his seat. He spent far too much time sitting these days, but then, he had to make some accommodations to his age. He’d spent his life being athletic, and the demands of old injuries and wear and tear were hard to accept. He took a deep breath, and looked around at his fellow passengers. Bureaucrats, political hacks, media. And a smattering of regular folks. No kids, though. This was most definitely not a kid friendly flight.


6

 The flight got to it’s approved cruising altitude, and the pilot announced that he was turning off the FASTEN SEAT BELT signs and that the passengers were free to move around the cabin. He added that the press were free to work now, and that they had been approved to use their cellular equipment including the wireless feeds for the camera transmission. After his announcement, he stretched, and said to the co-pilot, “Easy run.”

 Bob Guillette nodded. “So far, anyway.”


7

 The Fox news crew won the chance to work the cabin first, and they began to move down the aisle, framing their shots, as the reporter asked passengers what they thought of today’s flight, and of the security for the traveling public today.

 Everyone else had to wait their turn, while the plane flew steadily towards New York City. 

 They were already fifteen minutes into a 70 minute flight, though the pilot had been asked (discreetly) to delay landing if the press didn’t have all their footage.

 The old cameraman got out of his seat and went forward to the First Class section, slipped by the Fox News crew and went to the forward lavatory.

 “You don’t mind if I drain my aging kidneys up here in Gucci Class, do you, honey?” the cameraman asked the lead flight attendant.

 “Normally, yes, but for you, okay. It is a special occasion today,” she said, mock sternly.

 “Yes, ma’am.”

 The older man brushed Hunter’s arm as he went by. Hunter looked up and automatically clocked the small shoulder bag the man carried. Not the usual thing you’d see on an old grandpa, but he was a cameraman and festooned with gear in his battered photographer’s vest anyway. The cameraman slipped into the lavatory and latched the door. Hunter heard a thump, twice, from inside the lav, as the man probably was edging around finding enough room to take down his pants and sit.
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 The pilot heard the thump too.

 “Somebody locked in the lav?” he said lightly.

 “Doubt it,” Guillete said. “Hey, you know what? You should step back there and get some face time with the press while we’re at cruising. Press the flesh, make the bosses happy.”

 “We’re not supposed to leave the flight deck…”

 “Ah, c’mon, on this flight of all flights, who you think is going to care? Step out in First Class and get your picture taken. Then you can come back and I can get my mug shot, too. It’ll look good on the cover of the ALPA Magazine.”

 The pilot grinned. “I’ll be right back.”

 He unbuckled, then went to the door and peered through the peephole to make sure it was clear, then undid the hardened latches and opened the door. He stepped out and pulled the door shut behind him, locking it.

 It could only be opened from the inside.

 Ray Guillette looked out at the sky. He stood and secured the double locking bars on the inside of the cockpit door. Then he took his pistol out of his storage box and slipped it into his waistband and sat down in the pilot’s chair, and flipped the auto pilot off.
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 Something was nagging at Hunter; something he couldn’t articulate, just a vague feeling of unease. He looked around at his marshals, at the passengers, at the press blocking the aisles so that the flight attendants had to walk the drink orders around. The cockpit door opened and the pilot came out, nodded to Hunter, and smiled at the Fox news crew.

 “Just wanted to say hey, and to let you all know we’re happy to have you flying with us today,” the pilot said. 

 Hunter hid his displeasure at the pilot’s appearance, though technically as long as the flight was at cruising altitude and the co-pilot remained at the stick, the pilot could step out to use the lavatory or get a drink or -- in this instance, smile for the cameras to make his bosses happy.

 A thought rose in him, from long ago, Paul Raven on the shores of the river, talking about Musashi’s nine rules of strategy:


Rule Seven: Perceive those things which cannot be seen.


Rule Eight: Pay attention even to trifles.

 What was bothering him?

 He ran the movie reel of his memory back a few moments. The news crew working, the old cameraman brushing by on his way to the bathroom, the pilot coming out…what was it?

 He looked back over his shoulder down the aisle.

 Nothing.

 He heard the latch of the lavatory undoing, and he turned to see the old man come out of the lavatory. He looked first at the man’s hands, by force of training, and saw that there was something in the man’s hands, something he lobbed gently towards Hunter, whose hands flew up to snatch it out of the air…

 A stained and worn Felix The Cat doll.


Want to see my Felix?


And Hunter saw the boy’s face as though in a slow motion close up, saw the raw fear and his eyes widen as the terrorist sawed the jagged edge of the plastic knife across the thin white throat…

 And he looked past the doll at the old man standing there, traces of make up and the special adhesive that had held his mask in place still streaking that familiar face.

 “Hello, Hunter,” said Paul Raven.

 



 



Chapter Six

 


 It was as though all time had stopped for Hunter, and if there was an open conduit between his mind and that of Raven’s. The old man nodded as though he could hear every thought in Hunter’s mind.

 Hunter fumbled at his seat belt, moved it out of the way. Behind him, Lindy had already stood and was checking to the rear. She didn’t know what was going on, but it didn’t feel right. 

 “Paul…” Hunter said.

 The plane banked, just slightly. Enough for the pilot to say, “Hey…”

 The pilot tried to step past Raven, who pushed him back. Lindy broke out her weapon and said, “Hunter! What’s going on? Who is this…”

 “Tell her to put the weapon down, Hunter. Nothing to shoot here.”


 “What have you done, Paul?”


 “What should have been done a long time ago…”


 And now the cameraman active in the aisle turned his lens on the scene, and every other media whore on the plane scrambled forward. In First Class, the TSA Administrator and the Secretary of Homeland Security sat frozen in their seats, drinks untouched.

 “Sir! What’s happening here?” the young anchorwoman from CBS tried to scramble into the picture. Lindy gave her a shove and said, “Back in your seat, bimbo. Now.”

 “Did you get that? Are you getting this?” the anchor woman hissed at her cameraman.


 “Yep,” he said. “But I’m not liking this…”


 “Get out of the way,” another cameraman said from behind. He stood on a seat to shoot over the other.


 “Just like chumming for sharks, isn’t it?” Raven said. “Not to insult the sharks.”


 “What’s going on?” the Secretary for Homeland Security said.


 “Shut up,” Raven said. “This is a private discussion.”


 The air marshals were up; two of them had weapons trained forward on Raven; the others were up and activated, scanning the rest of the cabin, trying to get the press out of the aisle and everyone in their seats.

 “Paul,” Hunter said. “No…”

 “Yes,” Raven said. “Yes. Final chapter. You’ve done well, Hunter. Better than I ever expected. Or maybe not. Maybe it was always supposed to be like this. You and me, full circle. From the river to the sky. And it ends here.”

 The plane picked up speed; the vibration of the engines increased, and Hunter felt in the pit of his stomach, as did everyone else, the gradual descent of the jetliner.

 “Since we’re live, I’ll just tell the networks that they should turn their New York crews out and focus on the Statue of Liberty,” Raven said in a conversational tone. “That’s where we’re going. Not back to Ground Zero, no, I wouldn’t want to desecrate that hallowed ground with bodies of these bureaucrats and press whores. We’ll all go there, right up against Lady Liberty, with the whole world watching.”

 “That’s not going to happen,” Hunter said. “It’s not going to happen.”

“The co-pilot? The one in front with the gun? Lost his best friend on 9/11. And then his only son, a Marine, in Fallujah. Wife left him, he got sick, he got well. Left with nothing like memories. Like me, Hunter. All I had was taken away from me. I told you about that…take the work away and what do you have left? Those who’ve loved you, and those who you’ve loved. You let my grandson die, Hunter. You. And then my daughter, my Amy…she couldn’t live with it. And that left me. Who can do the hard things? Those who can. Remember that, Hunter?”

 “Move out of the way, Paul,” Hunter said.

 “Hunter! Shoot this guy!” Lindy said.

 Hunter moved into the aisle. Only a few feet separated him from Raven, but it was as though they stood facing each other across a vast and deep abyss. The old man’s face was sunken, hollowed; the fire in the eyes was still the same, though, the same fierce intelligence, the eyes of the great deceiver…

 Raven dropped his eyes, raised one hand as though to say STOP, and then suddenly he exploded forward, the Hossom Hunter-Killer Knife he’d worn upside down beneath his vest suddenly in his hand, lunging in a pikal style thrust right for Hunter’s face…

 …but Hunter had already been reacting to the shift in the old master’s energy and got his hand up in front of his face and saw the blade pierce his palm as he stepped back.

 “Hunter! Clear the line…” Lindy shouted.

 Raven was everywhere; the whirling fast pekiti style attack thrust through Hunter’s hand and now circling his face; Hunter’s hands moving faster than thought, not even with a blade himself yet, parry, turn, tie up and push…

 Raven flew back, thumped his back against the cockpit door.
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 Ray Guillette increased the air speed to maximum. Far off in the distance, he saw the tiny dot that would become the Statue of Liberty.
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 Hunter drew his Retribution and lunged forward; Raven dropped under the knife and cut up and then exploded forward again; Hunter anticipated the cut and raised his hand up out of the line, then brought it down on Paul’s head as the older man bulled forward…

 …they clinched then, and Hunter felt the thinness, the weakness in the older man’s body, but there was still strength there…

 …Hunter gripped Raven’s knife hand at the wrist, but Raven turned the blade back, pecking sharply at Hunter’s hand, while his own held Hunter’s fist…

 …Raven bulled forward, and Hunter brought him out…


 …then twisted the older and lighter man to one side…


 “Clear off, Hunter!” Lindy shouted.


 “No!” Hunter screamed.


 …images…the river purling in the sun…Mathilde in Frankfurt: You are both artists…Alec’s face as he died…Pathetic…and little Zachary Prescott…Want to see my Felix?...

 “Damn you to hell, Paul Raven,” Hunter hissed.

 He dropped his weight and drove his Retribution deep into the older man’s belly, twisted the knife in the wound till the edge was up, and drove up with his legs, opening the man like a grocery sack. Hunter pulled Raven to him so he could look into the other man’s eyes.

 “It wasn’t me, Paul,” Hunter hissed. “It was you. I’ll see you in hell.”

 Even now, the older man’s training overrode his pain and shock. He grinned fiercely, and shouted, “Hah! Body of a rock, Hunter. Remember that…”

 Lindy pulled Hunter back. “Is he dead? Get the fuck out of the way, Hunter! Are you hurt?”


 Blood gushed from his hand but he ignored it. “Pat!”


 “Right here, boss,” said the ex-Marine.


 “Can you fly this?”


 “Yep. We best be getting in there, though. I reckon we’re only a couple of minutes out.”


 “Cockpit breacher up,” Hunter said.


 The new guy on the team reached down and pulled out a canvas duffel that fit neatly beneath the seat in front of him. He ran to the front, opening the bag as he went, shoving cameramen out of the way. He crouched in front of the door, and pulled out a specially designed and hardened titanium tool, that looked like a giant spike with a collar on it. 

 “Remember where to hit it,” Hunter said.

 “Roger that, boss,” the marshal said. He took a deep breath to calm himself, then swung the heavy tool back and then forward, hard, punching a hole in the door above the lock and extra retaining bars inside.
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 Ray Guillette looked over his shoulder as the spike came through the door. He looked at the flight speed indicator and kept his hands steady on the yoke. This was his last mission, and he meant to do it well.
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 The young air marshal was strong and fit, but deforming the hardened door enough so that it could be breached was hard work.


 “Get it open,” Pat Haydon said softly.


 The door buckled, and then flew open.
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 Ray Guillette lifted the pistol from his waistband and fired over his shoulder in the direction of the door.


6

 “Motherfucker!” Lindy swore. She took the shot, carefully, and put a .357 Sig round at the base of Ray Guillette’s skull, and his brains on the windshield canopy.

 “Move!” Hunter shouted, shoving Pat forward.


 “Easy, boss,” the Marine said. He reached past the limp form of Guillette and put his hand on the yoke. “Cut him out.”


 The Statue of Liberty grew even more quickly. Beneath them the waters of the Atlantic churned.


 Hunter slashed the pilot’s harness off and dragged him free while Pat slipped into the seat.


 Then, his hands on the yoke and feet on the pedals, the Marine pilot banked the MD-80 over New York Harbor, well away from the Statue of Liberty, and passed over the construction taking place where the World Trade Center had stood -- and fallen.



 



EPILOGUE

 


 As the news broke world wide, one of Paul Raven’s sleepers, the same redheaded computer expert who had orchestrated their electronic operations, punched a button on his keyboard. With that, a blanket e-mail went to every major news organization in the United States and overseas, with a massive video file attached.

 When the file was opened, those huddled around the video monitors all over the world saw the face of Paul Raven, and heard his words…”My name is Paul Raven, and I was a state sponsored assassin for the United States of America. I’m here to tell you my story…”


1

 The Eastern Shore of Maryland is a peaceful place. Chesterton, a small historic town on the Chester River, is well known for the beauty of its old Colonial homes and the Chesterton ship festival. It wasn’t the kind of place that Hunter would have thought that Basalisa Coronas would like; he’d imagined that she’d like the urban life in DC. 

 But this gunfighter preferred the quiet pace, and put up with the long commute into DC and down to Quantico.

 “We get lodging if we need it down at Quantico,” she said, as they strolled along the street down to the historic harbor. “Sometimes, if I’m too tired, I’ll stay down there. But it’s worth it to come here, to be out here. The peace makes it worthwhile.”

 “Yes,” Hunter said. “It does.”


 They paused and looked out at the flow of the river.


 “I like looking at water,” Lisa said.


Hunter was lost in a memory…by the purling waters of the river…

 “He loved you, you know,” Lisa said. “He staged his death in Iraq so that Alec wouldn’t kill you.”


 “Yes,” Hunter said. “I know that.”


 “He got what he wanted. There’s never been a shake up like this before. The system…well, it’s a whole new world.”


 “Yeah.”


 She studied his face. “Let’s go back to my place.”


 They walked up the street to her house. As she let Hunter through the gate, he saw a child’s bicycle propped up against the stairs. Lisa saw him looking at it.

 “You like kids?”


 “Yeah. I do.”


 She led him up the stairs and opened the door. “Hello?”


 “Hi mom!” came a young voice. A boy, maybe eight years old, ran into the room and stopped short at the sight of Hunter. An older Hispanic woman bustled in behind him.

 “Hello, Miz Coronas,” the Hispanic woman said.


 “Hi Maria,” Lisa said. “Hunter, this is my son. Alex. Alex, this my friend, Hunter.”


 Alex came forward and extended his hand like a miniature adult. “I’m pleased to meet you, Mr. Hunter.”


 Hunter knelt and shook Alex’s hand. “Hey Alex. I’m glad to meet you, too.”


 “Do you want to play?” Alex said.


 “Sure,” Hunter said. “I’d love to.”



THE END
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