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Аннотация
From the New York Times bestselling author of Viper Pilot and USAF F-16 legend Dan Hampton, The Mercenary follows the rogue American gun-for-hire known only as the Sandman. A former military officer haunted by a personal tragedy in his past, the Sandman embarks on a quest for revenge that pits him against friend and country and leads him straight to the heart of the American military establishment.


Dan Hampton
The Mercenary


Part 1


Chapter 1

Blurry curtains of rain dropped from the sky and obscured everything around the airfield. Layers of oily gray clouds tore away from the overcast and rolled heavily toward the nearby coast. Beyond the coast lay the sea. Blown flat by the wind, only the white crests of the breaker line flickered through the night.
From the shadows on the far north side of the airfield a dark shape slowly crept forward. A big twin-tailed jet fighter taxied deliberately through the rain and slid to a stop at the end of the long runway. Showing no lights, the aircraft swung around and crouched on the concrete. Vapor wafted upward from the hot tail section and rain streamed from its gray metal body. Inside the warm, dimly lit cockpit the pilot barely spared the shining wet runway and black night a thought. It was a terrible night to fly by most standards but that was one reason he was doing it. Weather and bad conditions were just variables to him. Not obstacles.
This was his business.
He yawned and glanced again at the three big multicolored displays before him. Adjusting the brightness on the fire control radar, he was pleased to see the damn thing appeared to working. A Russian design manufactured by the Chinese � could that be any worse? Finishing the built-in tests, or BITS, on the air-to-air missiles, he noticed that one had failed. Not that it mattered. Tonight wasn�t about air combat. In any event, no one was going to intercept him and force a dogfight. He rechecked the weapons and attack display, called the WAD, to verify that the six cluster bombs beneath the wings were configured correctly. They were.
Looking up, he squinted through the pelting rain at the fuzzy outline of the control tower and then glanced at the time readout on the Heads Up Display. He was early by a few minutes. Reaching around to the side console, the pilot pulled out a pair of night-vision goggles. Removing his helmet, he ignored the whining of the engines and attached the goggles to the mounting bracket. Replacing the helmet, he lowered the goggles, switched them on, and stared again at the control tower.
Much better. Not daylight exactly, but green twilight was certainly better than black sludge. He made several small adjustments to the focus, then flipped the gogs back up to see the cockpit gauges. Russian and Chinese pilots didn�t fly with NVGs so the instrument and display lighting inside the cockpit wasn�t compatible. But the pilot wasn�t about to do what he�d come for without goggles.
This jet was a big bastard, he thought, and glanced around the cockpit again. The SU-27SK was called a FLANKER by U.S. and NATO pilots, and a J11 by the Chinese. It was probably the best multi-role fighter ever produced by the old Soviet Union and more than a match for all but the latest American fighters. With weapons hardpoints for ten air-to-air missiles and more than 20,000 pounds of fuel, it was a dangerous adversary. He smiled slightly. Flown, that is, by the right man.
A flicker caught his eye and the pilot looked up to see a green light blinking dimly through the thick haze. It was the �prepare to launch� signal from the control tower. There would be no radio calls tonight. At least not to him. He flipped the small handle by his left knee to arm the ejection seat, then put his hand on the throttles. Rotating the night-vision goggles down over his eyes, the pilot stared at the other parallel runway a mile to the right. The flashing anti-collision beacons of two other FLANKERS were plainly visible. He knew they were to take off precisely at 2145 hours and that they would do just that. They would fly a two-hour practice mission inland over the Qilan mountain range here in eastern China and then return to land shortly before midnight.
He also knew that they knew nothing about him.
Suddenly a pair of huge orange flames lanced through the darkness as the lead FLANKER lit his afterburners. Starting slowly, they sped down the runway and smoothly rotated upward. Orange changed to blue and then abruptly vanished, leaving only the disembodied strobe light climbing away into the clouds. Then the second FLANKER lit off and sped down the runway after its leader.
Across the airfield, the pilot waited until the second jet began to climb and then pushed his own throttles forward. He felt his shoulders hit the back of the ejection seat as the fighter surged down the runway. Straining against the tremendously powerful Lyulka turbofan engines, the pilot leaned forward and stared at the ribbon of glistening runway before him.
The FLANKER picked up speed fast as the burners kicked in. Without lights the pilot could only use the wet gleam from the center stripe to keep himself on the runway. At 170 knots he eased the stick back and braced his right forearm against his thigh. The big fighter�s nose lifted and the wings wobbled as the jet tried to fly. Left hand locked on the throttles, the pilot pulled the stick back a bit farther and felt the wings bite into the moist, heavy air. One bounce� another� then the main wheels left the runway and the FLANKER was airborne.
Ignoring the HUD, he used the old-fashioned attitude indicator to keep the nose exactly ten degrees above the horizon. Rocketing upward into the dark drizzle, he pulled the throttles out of afterburner and slapped up the landing gear. He wished the burners hadn�t been needed but the jet was so heavy there hadn�t been a choice. The two other fighters would mask his noise and hopefully distract anyone who might be watching.
That had been the point of launching them. But fifty-foot flames from his engines would be impossible to hide. On the other hand, Luqiao Air Base was hardly a metropolis, and in China no one questioned military affairs. Except the military. He shrugged under the shoulder harness. Nothing to be done about it now. In any event, it was too late to stop him.
Two hundred feet� five hundred feet� the altimeter spun upward and he smoothly bunted the nose over to hold one thousand feet, then gently walked the throttles back to hold 400 knots. That was fast enough for the moment.
Damn the metric system. Translating it was a nuisance and all the indicators and instruments were metric. He frowned under the mask and brought the FLANKER around in a smooth, gradual left turn to avoid the mountains south of Luqiao. This was his third flight in the SU-27 and he was glad he�d taken the other two. Despite the risk of discovery, he could at least now fly the thing and use the weapons systems. A simulator was fine, and he�d spent five days flying that too, courtesy of the Chinese government. But nothing took the place of air under your ass.
He knew the other two FLANKERS had turned right and circled above him before heading off to the west. Steadying up on an easterly heading, the pilot flipped the NVGs down, nudged the fighter over, and descended back through the clouds. At 500 feet he started paying attention again. Letting his eyes flicker between the altimeter and the blackness beyond the canopy, he forced his fingers to relax around the stick. Flying tense was never good.
Three hundred feet� one hundred fifty feet�
Easing the fighter still lower, he didn�t think about the absurdity of flying an unfamiliar jet over unknown terrain at night in the rain. It was simply an obstacle that he had overcome with skill and experience. The darkness shredded apart a bit as he came down out of the clouds. Eyes out now, he instantly found the ground and flew visually.
There!
A pale ribbon of sand stretched out north and south as far as he could see. The beach. The coast.
Holding the jet rock steady at 100 feet, he switched on the autopilot and felt a slight tug as it engaged. Exhaling slowly, he relaxed his hold on the controls until only his fingertips were resting on the stick. Ignoring the sweat dripping down his cheek, the pilot focused intently upon the autopilot for a few long, skeptical moments. He then called up the navigation data and checked the route timing.
Converting kilometers in his head, he read 107 miles to the air traffic reporting point of SALMI. This was a point, called a fix, which commercial airliners crossed on their way over the East China Sea, and it was his first destination. Walking the throttles forward an inch to hold 500 knots, he again glanced at the time display for his arrival at SALMI: 2204� four minutes past ten P.M., and a little more than fifteen minutes from now. He disconnected one side of his oxygen mask and let it drop.
Perfect.
He smiled then, white teeth against his dark face, and shifted back against the ejection seat. With a roar lost in the thundering surf, the fighter streaked over the rainswept beach and disappeared out to sea.
* * *
Captain Dei Wang yawned hugely and rubbed his red-rimmed eyes. He was nearing the end of his eight-hour shift and his breath stank of old tea and his uniform smelled stale. He was trying, unsuccessfully, to not stare at the wall clock. He yawned again and wriggled in his seat a bit. The Battalion Tactical Operations Center, called a BeeTock in English, might sound impressive but very little thought had gone into comfort. Still, it could be worse. He could be manning a ground radar site on a mountaintop or commanding a leaky patrol boat. At least he was warm and dry here.
And bored.
Wang shook his head at that. Less than a hundred miles west across a narrow stretch of water lay the most fearsome military power on this side of the world. And China had publicly vowed that this small island of Taiwan was now, and would be forever, part of China. This was precisely why Taiwan had purchased two battalions of the Patriot Advanced Capability (PAC-3) from the United States.
Each battalion consisted of eight launchers with four missiles each, plus the associated radars and support equipment. This first battalion had been purchased and deployed after the recent round of threats from Beijing. American reasoning held that the PAC-3 system would act as a deterrent against Chinese aggression. No one had been sure of that, especially the Taiwanese. You could never be certain when dealing with the Chinese. Strangely though, Beijing had backed down and the entire island was now convinced they�d been saved by the American missiles.
Wang glanced around the big five-ton trailer. It was full of displays and data-processing equipment that could control the entire battalion in the event of an air battle. The system was truly amazing, he thought. Targets were tracked and engaged through a phased array radar that could scan immense areas of sky in microseconds. Targeting information was then passed to the Engagement Control Station (ECS), where operators physically launched the missiles. The BeeTock interfaced with long-range search radars and air traffic control radars to provide the overall situation to the batteries.
Supersonic within twenty feet of leaving the tube, the Patriot missile hurled its 200-pound warhead at five times the speed of sound toward the target. It could intercept enemy aircraft and missiles at any altitude and at ranges out to fifty miles. The Americans truly were technical geniuses. Once both battalions were operational the Chinese would not be able to control the sky over the Formosa Straits. Without control of the sky there could be no invasion. Taiwan would be safe.
He yawned again and was thinking about another cup of tea when theInformation CoordinationCentral hotline buzzed. Wang frowned. The ICC was essentially a clearinghouse. Other Patriot batteries, Air Defense Headquarters, air traffic control � all could communicate with the BeeTock this way.
The young sergeant hung up the phone and turned around.
�Taipei approach control, sir.� He stood up and stretched. �Delta Flight 275 has called in over the APITO reporting fix� inbound to Taipei, on time.�
Wang chuckled and nodded. �A bit nervous, are they? I suppose that�s understandable. We�ve only been operational for six days.�
Wang knew about reporting fixes. They were points in the sky lined up in a row north of Taiwan and were used by air traffic control to sequence airliners into Chiang Kai-Shek International Airport. APITO was the farthest north in the chain and well beyond radar range. More to break up the boredom than for anything else he flipped open a binder of standard operating instructions, or SOPs. Idly turning the pages he found the one that depicted the string of fixes. APITO. There it was. The next point was 75 miles closer to Taiwan.
SALMI.
Ten minutes into his flight and fifteen miles west of SALMI, the mercenary toggled the ZHUK air-to-air radar out of standby mode. He would be emitting now and visible to any frequency-monitoring equipment but it was unavoidable. The FLANKER had an infrared tracking system but it was fairly inaccurate and wouldn�t function well in any type of wet weather. Like tonight. Using the radar had been discussed with the Chinese air force officers who�d put the mission together and they�d agreed the risk was acceptable. Taiwan had no such frequency monitoring equipment and the U.S. Navy was sitting in a Japanese port at the moment.
He needed the radar. He needed it to find the airliner.
Flying 500 miles an hour at a hundred feet over a pitch-black sea would make most pilots tense but the mercenary was professionally relaxed. He�d gotten more familiar with the jet and actually liked it. The heavy frame and huge wings made it more stable at low altitude than the F-16s he had once flown. The cockpit layout wasn�t nearly as sophisticated as a western fighter but he�d adapted.
There.
A green rectangle appeared at the upper right corner of his fifty-kilometer radar display. The aircraft, or contact, was about ten miles north of SALMI and they were approaching each other at right angles. He manually adjusted the range scale to twenty-five kilometers and locked onto the contact.
Thirty-two thousand feet for the airliner� and he himself was flying at one hundred feet. Time to move.
The pilot pulled the fighter to the right to set up an intercept heading, then shoved the throttles into afterburner. Surging forward under tremendous power, he let the jet climb to 500 feet, then looked up. It was still overcast and that was good. No one above the clouds would be able to see his afterburner plumes. Of course, he�d have to come out of burner above the clouds or the airline pilots might see him.
Converting metric in his head, it was about eight miles to SALMI and twelve miles to the target. He glanced at the airspeed readout in the HUD. Just past the speed of sound� fast enough. As he pulled smoothly back on the stick, the FLANKER shot upward from the sea.
Straining forward against the harness, he watched the inky darkness give way to gray as the jet sliced into the cloud deck. It looked like soggy cotton, he thought, concentrating on the attitude indicator to avoid spatial disorientation. Flying completely from his instruments, the mercenary�s gaze flickered constantly between the radar display and the attitude indictor.
At seven miles from the target, he was passing 15,000 feet, and the airliner lay about thirty degrees left of his nose� 900 kilometers per hour� about 500 knots. Easing off the stick a bit, he shallowed out the climb. Still encased in the cloud deck, the pilot pulled right to increase the intercept heading and risked a quick glimpse outside. Nothing but muck. Greenish gray now because of the goggles but still muck.
Five point three miles� passing 22,000 feet.
He glanced at the fuel display, then the radar. Soon� it had to be soon. The pilot felt the familiar itching in his fingertips as adrenaline shot through him. Every sense was heightened, every feeling amplified. His reflexes were keyed and even his vision seemed sharper.
Suddenly the jet shot out from the weather deck. Reacting instantly, the pilot pulled the throttles out of afterburner and the jet once again vanished into the darkness.
Momentarily disoriented by the bright moon glow against the clouds, he blinked rapidly behind the goggles. Bunting the nose over slightly, he glanced at the radar to get a bearing, then stared outside. Unlike a western fighter, the FLANKER had no visual pointing cues in the HUD to help a pilot see the target. But that was what the goggles were for.
And there it was.
A blind man couldn�t miss it� especially with NVGs. About three miles away and maybe 2,000 feet above him. He was slightly behind and below the wingline of the big airliner. Almost a perfect intercept position. He wasn�t visible from the cockpit and the chances of a passenger happening to see and understand the flash from the afterburners was very small.
But he was much, much too fast. Overshooting the airliner vertically, he rolled upside down to keep it in sight and stabilized about 1,000 feet above the commercial jet. Pulling back hard on the stick, he used gravity to slow down. With his left thumb he slid the switch forward that opened the big speed brake and the FLANKER shuddered as it lost speed. Inverted, the mercenary snap-rolled the jet and pulled back down behind the other aircraft.
It was a Boeing 777 and he could see the Delta markings on the tail. Jockeying the throttles, he carefully closed to a mile and exactly matched the airliner�s airspeed. Quickly cross-checking his own engine gauges and fuel, he then switched the ZHUK radar back to standby. Bumping up slightly, he maintained a high position directly behind the airliner�s tail and toggled on the autopilot. This position would keep him out of the jet wash and completely invisible to those on board.
Relaxing then, he shifted in the seat, dropped his mask and ran a gloved finger around the inside of his helmet. Eyeing the Time over Target Display, the pilot saw they were right on schedule. Seventy-five miles to the BULAN intersection and the next reporting point. After that to PABSCO. Then straight into Taipei. He allowed himself another smile. No need to worry about Taiwan�s air defenses now.
The airliner had just opened the door.
* * *
�Sir.� The Taiwanese sergeant put his headset down and swiveled his chair around. �That Delta flight is over BULAN��he stifled a yawn��and a Lufthansa jet is reporting APITO.�
Captain Wang waved nonchalantly. He got off in less than an hour and was thinking about his current girlfriend. She was an Air Singapore flight attendant, almost twenty-three years old, and in a hurry to experience life. That made him grin. Her more exotic requests often left him exhausted. Not to mention bent. The thought of her young, naked body lying in his bed was far more pleasant than the position of commercial airliners.
The buzzing of the phone interrupted his thoughts of nipples and tight skin. The sergeant turned again. �Sir� the ICC is reporting something odd.�
�So�?�
The sergeant swallowed hard. He was clearly not happy to irritate his officer. �The ICC reports that the Early Warning site at Sungsan reported a possible midair collision incident with the Delta airliner.�
Wang frowned. �With whom?�
�The supervisor didn�t know. It was a spurious contact� only visible long enough to trip their threshold.�
�And then?�
The sergeant shrugged. �It disappeared.�
Wang suppressed a sigh. �And yet the Delta jet is alive and well over BULAN.�
Just then the other hotline buzzed and Wang picked it up himself. It was the direct link to the Engagement Control Station. Located in its own five-ton tactical truck, the ECS physically controlled the firing of each Patriot battery.
�Wang.�
�Sir, this is Lieutenant Chia. The Weapons Control computer just went into automatic mode. It�s tracking a contact bearing 020 degrees for 185 miles.�
The captain swung around and tapped his monitor to bring it out of standby. It was a 30-inch-square flat-glass display centered on Taiwan. A big blue rectangle depicted the Air Defense Identification Zone that theoretically protected Taiwan�s airspace. Fifty-mile rings emanated outward, and by touching various function buttons, he could call up a myriad of display options. He called up geographic references and all the various ATC routes and navigation points in the area appeared on the display.
Running the mouse northeast out from Taipei, he put the cursor at about 180 miles. It was directly over a faint blue triangle.
BULAN.
�Sir?� The lieutenant�s voice was a bit strained. �Sir� what should we do?�
Spurious contacts. Wang inhaled sharply. He had been trained in the United States and was well aware of the Patriot�s aggressive record. Its accuracy claims had been somewhat overstated in both Gulf wars. More damning, it had been directly responsible for shooting down several Allied aircraft. The AUTO mode was notorious for identification problems and in the absence of valid solutions, the system erred to the aggressive side. Meaning it shot first and asked questions later.
�Do, Lieutenant?� Captain Dei Wang wanted to become Major Wang. He was definitely not going to be responsible for shooting down a commercial airliner with Taiwan�s first operational PAC-3 system. �I�ll tell you exactly what to do. Exactly. Are you listening?�
�Yes, sir.�
�You�re going to override the AUTO mode and go to MANUAL control. I repeat, MANUAL control. You will continue to monitor all inbound air traffic but will not, under any circumstances, initiate an engagement without the duty officer�s direct order. There will also be no practice locks in the MANUAL mode. Do you understand?�
�Yessir.� The man sounded relieved. �I understand. I will note your instructions in the log for my replacement.�
�And Lieutenant�� Wang turned the volume up on the digital recorder that recorded all the BeeTock�s voice communications. �You will instruct your relief to run a full diagnostic scan when we bring the system down in the morning.�
�Yessir. An excellent idea, sir.�
Wang smiled and hung up the phone. Now he was covered. Just to be on the safe side.
* * *
Stately and slowly, the airliner began its gentle descent. On board, the flight attendants passed through the cabins and collected trash, raised seat backs, and answered silly questions about the weather in Taiwan. The 306 passengers stretched, wobbled to the toilet, and struggled back into their shoes.
In the cockpit the pilots reviewed their instrument approach plates, checked the landing conditions, and thought about getting some feeling back in their butts. All in all, Delta Flight 275 was a peaceful, satisfied collection of humans floating softly back to earth.
But they didn�t know about the FLANKER.
The big fighter was hanging silently and invisibly in the darkness just beyond the tail. Waiting. Waiting for this very moment. The mercenary was flying silky smooth, barely touching the controls. Matching the Triple Seven in airspeed and heading and staying just above the level of its horizontal tails to avoid the jet wash. Commercial airliners also all had traffic collision avoidance systems (TCAS) to help them avoid hitting each other. However, they only functioned when both aircraft were using the proper transponders, and although the fighter had such equipment, it was off. In any event, he was flying in the blind zone off the airliner�s tail to prevent inadvertent activation. He was also close enough to blend in with the bigger jet�s radar return. Not difficult flying � not for him � but tedious.
Walking the throttles back an inch, the mercenary let the fighter�s nose drop and slipped a bit to the right to avoid the uncomfortable position directly above the airliner. Now he could fly formation using the corners of his eyes and devote his attention to the next phase of his flight. And the reason for being here.
He turned up the rheostat lighting on the consoles and focused on the ordnance selection panel. Unlike a western fighter with glass displays, most of the FLANKER�s weapons had to be manually configured. But that was all right. Though more cumbersome, it was simpler and there were fewer chances for a mistake.
He carefully rechecked the sequence of signals, called release pulses, which would free the cluster bombs from their racks under his wings. This was vital because it dictated the pattern in which they would impact the target, and this, in turn, determined how destructive they were. Since there would be only one chance at this, it had to be right.
The Triple Seven�s big right wing suddenly dropped as the airliner turned toward Taiwan. Pulling the throttles back to idle, he fanned open the speed brake. The fighter slowed and he dropped back still farther and more aft of the airliner. No sense being seen by some curious passenger.
Ignoring the growing weight of the goggles and the burning in his eyes, the mercenary concentrated again on the weapons. Each cluster-bomb canister weighed 1,000 pounds and contained 350 softball-sized bomblets that exploded on impact. This created a shotgun-blast effect on the target. The density, or bomblets per thousand square feet, was determined by how far above the earth the canister opened. His were all set to open at 1,500 feet above the ground level. This would put about eight exploding bomblets in each thousand square feet. Enough to kill armored targets like tanks.
Certainly enough to kill his target.
* * *
The lieutenant in the ECS watched the green-coded square drift slowly down the display.
DL 275.
Delta Flight 275. If it had been identified as HOSTILE it would have been red. UNKNOWNs were yellow. The green square was just below the reporting fix of PABSCO, about seventy miles northeast of Taipei. He moved the mouse-controlled cursor over the airliner�s square and a block of English information popped up.
Delta Flight 275/ Boeing 777-ER/EL 103
PW4098
ALT-19000/350 KIAS
FRIEND

The lieutenant was fluent in English but he pulled out his laminated quick-reference checklist to be certain. So it was at 19,000 feet and descending. Its airspeed was 350 knots and it was identified as a positive friendly. It had also been loaded in the electronic global database as Number 103. This would also assign all known electronic characteristics of this particular Triple Seven into the common database so it could be recalled in situations such as this.
But�
He frowned. Something wasn�t quite right. There was a slight shadow of another square behind the DL 275 mnemonic.
Another square, and this one was yellow. That meant something was unresolved electronically. An ambiguity. The lieutenant right-clicked the mouse to expand the display.
AI
PWXXXX
APG 68/AR600/ZHUK
UNKNOWN

He frowned and rummaged through the top desk drawer of his console for the ambiguity tables. Many radars operated in the same frequency range and were ambiguous, or overlapping, with the same basic characteristics. This made identification based on electronic means somewhat perilous. Still, if you knew what each similar signal could be electronically and then discounted what it could not be, based on geography or the situation, you could arrive at a reasonable solution.
He flipped open the plastic-coated checklist and ran down the signals that were ambiguous in the AI, or airborne intercept, radar frequency range.
APG-68.
Fire control radar for an F-16 fighter. Not likely. The closest F-16s were in Korea. They were never this far south.
AR600. This was the weather radar on a KC-135 Tanker. He shook his head. Used for aerial refueling, this jet would really only be near fighters or U.S. military bases. Certainly not on final approach for Chiang Kai-shek International Airport in Taiwan.
That left the ZHUK. He frowned again at the entry. Airborne intercept (AI) radar for the SU-27 FLANKER.
He knew very well what that was. A Russian-made fighter sold to and manufactured by the People�s Republic of China.
China.
Like most Taiwanese, he manifested an inherent fear of China.
They�d vowed that Taiwan was an inseparable part of their country. That no amount of international pressure, no amount of global economic or social sanction would change Beijing�s stance on the status of the island. A FLANKER. Here.
But it was clearly impossible.
The lieutenant yawned and scratched himself. It had to be some unresolved ambiguity with the airliner�s electronics. Had to be. Maybe the triple seven�s weather radar was emitting strangely and it tripped up the Patriot. Those things had happened before. Stretching slowly, he thought about calling the BTOK then shook his head. He wasn�t about to risk another ass chewing by Captain Wang.
Maybe he would just brew another cup of tea.
Besides, how could a FLANKER have gotten within seventy miles of Taiwan under the nose of this new PAC� 3 system?
He shook his head again and smiled. That was the whole reason behind the much-publicized purchase of the Patriot.
It just couldn�t happen.
* * *
Taiwan was lit up like Las Vegas.
The pilot smiled a little as he thought of that. Vegas, with all those exercises and war games he�d been part of over the years. Red Flags and Green Flags and Purple flags.
It was ironic that he, who had led so many of those silly missions, should be here to attack one of America�s staunchest allies. But he�d led many missions that hadn�t been silly at all. Baghdad, Sarajevo. Others.
The mercenary�s eyes narrowed. The triple seven was slowing down considerably and he was back in idle power, fanning the speed brake to stay in formation. Taiwan lay directly in front of him and Taipei lit up the entire northern end of the island.
Chiang Kai-shek International�s three parallel runways were clearly visible, even from thirty miles out, along the northwest shoreline. The Delta jet had dropped to 10,000 feet and was slowing to less than 300 knots.
Through the HUD the pilot saw the small green rectangle superimposed over his target on the extreme northern end of the island. From the extensive photographs and digital images he�d used for planning, the mercenary knew the PAC-3 sat on the coastal plain near Anpu. There was an entire battalion spread out over the area but the target the Chinese wanted destroyed was the BTOK. Destroying the individual batteries was secondary. The BTOK was the brain. Kill the brain and you kill the Patriot system.
And send an unequivocal message to Taiwan.
Taiwan belongs to China and China cannot be stopped. Not by Taipei, not even by the latest and most technologically advanced missile system. China cannot be stopped by the United States and Taipei can�t trust the United States to protect it.
And there it was: 21.7 miles away.
The mercenary fastened his mask with one hand and smiled. The Chinese had initially balked at his price, until he�d pointed out that they expected to get Taiwan in return. A 30-million-dollar target. He�d taken the customary 50 percent up front with the balance due upon successful completion.
The airliner and its lethal shadow were now passing 5,000 feet and his eyes flickered around the cockpit. He flipped the toggle switch upward to arm his chaff dispensing system.
It was time.
Taking a deep breath, he pulled the throttles back to idle. As the door-sized speed brake extended, the FLANKER seemed to stop in space. Rolling the jet onto its back, the pilot pulled straight down at the water. With his left hand he punched the cracker-sized button on the left bulkhead. Three bundles of metal-coated chaff were expelled into the slipstream and rapidly expanded, or blossomed. This happened twice more as he clenched his stomach muscles against the G forces and brought the fighter all the way back to level flight at 1,000 feet.
The entire maneuver lasted a dozen seconds. Above him thousands of chaff strips floated in the air, generating a metallic cloud that would hopefully decoy any watching radar. Flying entirely by goggles now, the pilot eased the jet still lower and leveled off 100 feet above the sea and raced toward the coast.
Glancing at the HUD, he banked slightly right to line up the steering cues to the target. As he pushed the throttles up to full non-afterburning power, the FLANKER surged forward and began to shake slightly.
His fingers danced over the wartlike control buttons on the stick and throttles, but his eyes never left the HUD. Flying only by feel and his peripheral vision, the mercenary felt his heartbeat quicken.
16.1 miles at 520 knots� less than two minutes to go.
* * *
The lieutenant saw it clearly this time.
ZHUK-PH

But this time it was colored red. The system had decided it was hostile and upgraded the track. He expanded around the mnemonic and right-clicked the mouse.
CON 1

it was still a low-power return. CON was the abbreviation for �confidence level,� and there were five. Each one met conditions involving electronic emissions and radar parametrics, etc. CON 0 was the worst and CON 5 was the best.
CON 1 generally meant an extremely low power return. Maybe from the side lobes or a radar in a standby mode. Or it could be nothing more than confusion with all the electronic emissions leaking from the airliner. This was precisely why Captain Wang had ordered the PAC-3 out of AUTO mode to prevent the inadvertent firing of a missile.
The red symbology box was overlapping with the Delta airliner. He frowned and expanded again around the DL 275 contact. That was odd. The contacts were drifting apart now� They weren�t coupled to each other like they had been. Like an ambiguity would be.
He expanded again. The airliner was at an altitude of 5,000 feet heading southwest for the landing runway at Chiang Kai-shek. There was no altitude return on the ambiguity.
The officer sat back. He�d never seen two contacts diverge like this. They usually resolved or just stayed coupled together. He made up his mind and reached for the phone.
* * *
�So what is making you nervous, Chia?� Captain Wang was standing by his console. He had his coat on and had been ready to leave when the ICC hotline buzzed. �We�d already decided this was an ambiguity within the weapons computer.�
�I know that, sir.� The lieutenant spoke hurriedly. �But one of the ambiguities has separated from the primary contact. I�ve never seen it happen before.�
Visions of his naked girlfriend still filled Wang�s head and he rolled his eyes at his replacement, another senior captain.
�Well, run an expanded plot and see what it says.�
�I did sir� at 64-to-1 resolution.�
�And��
�Well� it was a Confidence Level One.�
Wang snorted derisively. �Level One, Lieutenant? That could be anything. That could be someone�s cell phone!�
The other captain chuckled.
But Lieutenant Chia persisted. �Sir, at least look at it yourself. The ambiguity had split from the main contact and the 64-to-1 expansion showed it almost a mile away. There�s no altitude readout, but the range is decreasing. It wasn�t just hanging in space. If it was ambiguous with the commercial flight, then��
�Then the altitudes would be the same.� Wang sat down and tapped his console to life. �I know the system too.�
Rapidly manipulating the display, he got down to the twenty-mile range scale and stared at the DL 275 tag. It was on an eight-mile final to Runway 23 at 190 knots and 1,200 feet. Right where it should be.
The other captain got up and stood behind Wang but he didn�t notice. He expanded to the maximum around the airliner and saw nothing. No ambiguity. No second contact.
He ran the mouse up to the toolbar and scanned the drop-down menu.
RF EMISSION/LPI

Radar Frequency (RF) emissions and Low Probability of Intercept (LPI) contacts. This permitted the PAC-3 to locate targets based upon side lobes, like a radar that was on but in standby mode. It was seldom used because fighter and bomber aircraft normally had enough things emitting from them to allow an easy track.
He called it up and the screen was flooded with returns. This was one reason why it was rarely used. Weather radars, air traffic radars and even microwave cell phone towers. The PAC-3 was so sensitive that virtually anything emitting RF energy out there would register.
Reflected RF energy would register as well. Chaff would do that. But airliners don�t carry chaff.
He disregarded anything yellow or green. There were four red-coded contacts within 20 miles.
BG700� he ignored that. It was the search radar at Anpu and was parametrically similar to the Russian-built SA-5 missile system. As was TS2. That could mean a TIGERSONG tracking radar anywhere else. But there were none on Taiwan and he knew from its location that it was ambiguous with a navigation beacon at Chilung.
The other captain leaned over his shoulder and pointed.
ZHUK-PH.
Wang saw it and swallowed hard. He stared at the range rings. It was at four miles and coming straight at him � fast. Eyes wide, he expanded on it. It could be nothing. It could be any number of ambiguities.
CON 1 and no altitude� shit.
It could be� His heart sank in his chest and a shot of pure fear lanced through his bowels.
The other officer cleared his throat nervously.
�Sir�� Lieutenant Chia�s voice came over the speaker. �Sir, what do we do?�
Shit!
Wang spun the chair around and knocked the other captain backward. He leaped across the console and hit the alarm button.
But he knew it was far too late.
* * *
The mercenary pulled the fighter hard to the right, rolled out, and began to count.
One.
The jet was bouncing badly in the rough low-altitude air and he felt its raw power vibrating up through his spine.
Two.
The pilot�s eyes flickered to the weapons display. Six GAT-7 cluster bombs. All set to function at 1,500 feet. The MASTER ARM switch was toggled on. The bombs would now function and detonate as programmed.
Three.
Reefing back hard on the stick, he pulled the big fighter up about twenty degrees above the horizon and immediately looked off the nose to the right. He�d committed the details to memory but went through it anyway.
Big to small.
Taipei and its suburbs were to the far right and the big highway lay northeast from the city.
Swiveling back to the HUD, he eyeballed the altitude. 800 feet.
Back outside. There was a smaller road halfway to Taipei running north toward the coast.
1200 feet.
The road ended at an irregular but highly illuminated area next to the sea. A huge military compound lit up at regular intervals.
1700 feet. He checked the steering line. Dead center. Airspeed was 480 knots and decreasing, but there was nothing to do about that without using the afterburners.
Which wouldn�t be smart at all right now.
Top right section of the compound. A big white building that showed up gray in the goggles. He looked and focused.
There!
2200 feet.
Everything was slightly washed out under the goggles but it couldn�t be helped. He could see the big van to the left of the building and smiled grimly. They parked there because it was close to the toilets in the main administration building.
2800 feet. He rolled the fighter hard left and pulled. It was all airspeed and altitude now, but he kept his eyes locked on the van.
Nearly inverted, the pilot glanced between the altitude information in the HUD and the target outside. As the altitude hit 3,200 feet he snapped the FLANKER upright and leveled the wings. He was in a thirteen-degree dive with the van in the center of his HUD.
Steep� but too late now and he yanked the throttles back to idle. Diving would help keep the airspeed up and by pulling the power he�d have more time to refine his aim. It was all about aim now.
2700 feet. A little right� a little right. He took his feet off the rudder pedals to prevent yawing the jet. The aiming circle, or pipper, was rising from the bottom of the HUD toward the target and his right thumb was poised over the weapons release button on the stick.
Almost� almost�
Now.
2500 feet, and the pipper touched the base of the van. The pilot mashed down hard with his thumb and, incredibly, there was a flash of light from the van as a door opened and several figures tumbled out.
The wings rocked as the heavy cluster bombs kicked off. He grunted and instantly pulled the jet straight up away from the ground. The trick now was to get clear before his own bombs killed him.
As the nose rose heavily toward the horizon, the mercenary rolled, pulled left, and jammed the throttles into full power. Straining hard against the Gs, he kept pulling the jet around to ninety degrees off the attack heading. Bunting over violently, his butt came off the seat and his helmet hit the top of the canopy but he didn�t care.
Have to get low� low.
As the FLANKER dropped past 500 feet the darkness suddenly peeled away and the inside of his canopy glowed orange. Risking a glance backward, the mercenary saw the entire compound disappear under rolling waves of fire. He grinned savagely and shoved the throttles full forward.
Suddenly two missiles shot up through the fireball. The pilot tensed and reacted instantly from deeply ingrained habit patterns. He cranked the fighter over, pulled sideways and thumped out a few more chaff bundles. Twisting around to watch the missiles, he saw them arc strangely over toward the earth, not toward him. One went north out to sea and the other simply nosed over into the ground. Ballistically launched with no guidance. It was the death throes of a dying system.
Smiling coldly, the mercenary brought the fighter around to the south and quickly scanned the cockpit. Calmly adjusting his goggles, he shifted in the seat and stared out at the wall of mountains ahead of him.
Now all he had to do was get away.
* * *
Wang slid away from the table and wheeled toward the technicians operating the bank of displays.
�Low-light cameras� on!� he jabbed a finger at another man. �You call the command post� Alarm Alpha.�
The man nodded dumbly but reached for the phone. Alpha alarms were only for imminent attacks. Still� his captain had told him to do it.
�ICC� go to AUTO now!� Wang screamed at the speakerphone where Lieutenant Chia was still waiting.
�No!� The other captain spoke for the first time. �The airliner is on short final. We can�t!�
�Captain!� The technician on the low-light camera spun around and shouted. �Captain�� he pointed at the 42-inch high-definition flat screen.
Against the greenish-black background a huge gray shape was dimly visible. The automatic tracking lagged a frame or two behind the image but the aircraft was turning. The drooping wasp nose and twin tails were unmistakable to an air-defense expert. It was an SU-27.
A FLANKER.
And it was turning directly toward them. Turning� and growing bigger.
Wang stopped giving orders. He stopped planning. Movement seemed to stop in the BTOK and he could hear a buzzing begin to rise in his ears. Must move! Must move NOW!
�Out!� he finally rasped. Recovering his voice, he sprang to his feet and began shoving people toward the door. �OUT!�
Wang grabbed the last technician and they both tumbled outside and down the steps. The coolness of the night hit him harder than the packed earth of the compound. He lay for a moment and gasped, staring openmouthed at the night sky and trying to catch his breath. Great holes had been torn in the cloud deck and glinting pinpricks of stars shone through. Wang was conscious of the shouting around him and the wet of the ground soaking though his tunic. His ears were still buzzing.
Then he heard it. A powerful throbbing roar. It was growing by the second like a train rushing toward him. Rolling over on an elbow, Wang looked up to the northeast. He dragged an arm across his face and blinked.
Then he saw it.
A winged shadow silhouetted beneath the gray underbelly of the clouds. It was fast. Unbelievably fast. And it was pulling down to point� directly at them. All around him people were scrambling to their feet and running away.
But he knew it wouldn�t matter. The BTOK. It was attacking the BTOK.
The roaring thunder of the jet rolled over him like a warm wave and then it was gone. For a split second Wang thought it had overflown the compound. Maybe it was going to attack another target. Maybe it missed. Maybe�
Then the earth erupted around him with shaking explosions of fire and whistling metal. As his eardrums exploded, Wang staggered to his feet and tried to clap his hands over his head. But he had no hands. Staring dumbly at the mangled stumps where his arms should have been, he collapsed to his knees, tears streaming down his bloody face. Wang looked up to see hundreds of columns of flame leap from the earth directly in front of him. Tearing the ground, tearing the night� tearing into him. He felt himself lifted up and pierced through by hot metal in a moment of excruciating pain as his body came apart�

Chapter 2

Soaked with sweat, the mercenary pulled the FLANKER over one last ridgeline. The goggles were heavy and his neck ached. His fingers were like claws from gripping the stick and throttles. The pilot was exhilarated but tired after bouncing through eighty miles of dark canyons and narrow mountain valleys at 500 knots. Rolling upright, he bunted the jet over the hill and breathed a little easier as the mountains tumbled away into foothills. Off to the right was the glow from Taichung and up ahead the inky blackness of the sea. Leveling off at 200 feet, he dropped his mask, shoved the throttles forward again, and the fighter streaked across fifteen miles of flats to the water and safety.
The mercenary exhaled, wiped his sweaty face, and rapidly scanned the night sky for lights. A good set of goggles could pick out a contact at a hundred miles or so under the right conditions. There were lots of flashing lights way up high that had to be airliners and since the Taipei to Hong Kong route was one of the busiest in the world, he expected the traffic. But nothing was moving fast enough to worry him. Why would they? No one even knew he was here.
Seconds later, the bone-colored beach vanished beneath his tails and he was �feet wet� again. Over water. Angling a little north to avoid Penghu Island, he bumped up to 500 feet, glanced at the fuel gauges and pulled both throttles back to hold 400 knots. He called up his final destination steer point on the NAV display and whistled softly. Gas would be tight. The SU-27 carried a huge amount of fuel for a fighter but he�d flown an extra eighty miles very fast at low altitude. The Chinese mission planners hadn�t built that into the plan because he hadn�t told them.
And that was his ace in the hole. He always had an edge, even if he made it for himself. It was obvious that the Chinese would consider him a liability after the mission was finished. What was he to them other than a means to an end? And the best way to deal with liabilities was to dispose of them. Others had felt that way before.
Holding the jet steady, he checked the HUD. Level at 510 feet. Clicking on the autopilot he let go of the stick. His eyes wandered around the cockpit and stopped on the radar. He was now eleven miles off the coast and toyed with the notion of turning it on. Even a radar in standby mode emits small amounts of energy that can be detected, so he left it in standby. What would be the point? No one would be looking for him.
Except the Chinese.
He glanced at the time display. The original plan had been to head immediately out to sea after the attack. Dash across the Formosa Straits and back into China before anyone could react. He was to lose himself in the cluster of islands near Longtian and then head north up the coast, back to Luqiao, and land.
The mercenary smiled humorlessly. He was certain the Chinese had planned a short ride into the forest for him and a bullet in the head. And he had no intention of spending eternity in a shallow grave under the trees on Luqiao Air Base.
So instead he did what no one would expect and flew due south from Taipei through the mountains. The Chinese didn�t train to fly low altitude at night and wouldn�t expect that. Only a western-trained fighter pilot could do that. So he�d popped out where no one would think to look and was now flying like a striped ape across the wide part of the straits. From the midpoint he planned to angle southwest and parallel China for thirty minutes, then head inland over the barren coast near Shantou. South of there lay a highway airstrip called Huifeng that the Chinese Air Force maintained for alert aircraft.
It was long. It was clean. And it was completely deserted unless international tensions were high and at the moment they weren�t. It also had one other important attribute. It was only ninety three miles by water to Hong Kong.
That was his back door. Land the FLANKER at the deserted strip and take the sea route into Hong Kong. He had a Tiger 42 fast cigarette boat in a cove barely a mile from the Huifeng airstrip. From there he could make Victoria Harbor in under four hours.
Of course, the Chinese could withhold final payment for his contract but he had accounted for that. The FLANKER had a data transfer cartridge that recorded every switch action, every flight-control movement, and everything on the multifunction displays. This information would show the jet�s point of origin from a Chinese airfield and its route of flight to the target in Taiwan. Even if Beijing claimed the jet had been stolen, the international repercussions would be politically unrecoverable. No one would believe it. He would take the cartridge when he landed the jet and bargain with it for his payment.
Off to his left a few jagged islands rose out of the green NVG gloom. Looking ahead, the pilot could see a ragged cloud deck hanging over the water. Probably 700 feet or so, and he gently bunted over to stay below it. At 300 feet the clouds still swirled over the canopy so he dropped even lower.
Banking the fighter around to the southwest, he was now paralleling China fifty miles off the coast. Another fifteen minutes and he could head for land. Shrugging his shoulders to ease the tension, the pilot realized he was hungry. Clicking on the autopilot, he reached into the G-suit ankle pocket and pulled out a hard-boiled egg.
Fifty-two hundred pounds of fuel and 178 miles to go. Not critical, but it would bear watching. If he wasn�t landing at night in a foreign country on an unlit, unfamiliar airfield, there�d be no worries. He wolfed down another bite and smiled. There was no such thing as easy money. Leaning down again, he reached for the water bottle in the other leg pocket and glanced outside.
Holy Mother of God!
The hair on his neck went straight up and his eyes flew open wide. Flashing lights and a tower of gray steel sprang from the sea directly in front of him.
A ship!
Reacting instantly, he dropped the egg, hauled back on the stick, and shoved the throttles into full afterburner.
Up! UP!
He willed the big fighter to climb as the gray-painted warship loomed out of the sea mist. It was so close the twin stacks and rotating antennas were plainly visible as the FLANKER roared upward, missing the superstructure by a wingspan.
Suddenly the outside references vanished in the oatmeal mess of the cloud deck. He stared inside the cockpit at the instruments and yanked the throttles out of afterburner. Ignoring the tumbling sensation in his head, he swiftly recovered the jet to level flight using the attitude indicator.
Rolling out, he stared at the altimeter: 1175 feet and steady. Swallowing hard, he shook his head and ignored his thumping heartbeat. Where the fuck did that thing come from?
Then the radios exploded into life.
* * *
Screening thirty miles ahead of Carrier Group Seven, the guided missile destroyer U.S.S. Howard was dead center in the Formosa Straits. Centered around the aircraft carrier John C. Stennis was the Curtis Wilbur, another destroyer, the U.S.S. Chancellorsville, a guided missile cruiser, and the fast frigate Gary. Lurking somewhere under the murky water off the Chinese coast was the attack submarine Salt Lake City.
But the Howard was out in front, plowing through heavy seas and mist when the fighter jet roared overhead. The officer of the deck happened to be the ship�s executive officer, or XO, a senior lieutenant commander. He�d just come on duty and was unsuccessfully trying to wake all the way up.
Suddenly an orange flash caught his eye and he looked up in time to see a dark shape leap from the wave tops. Submarine! His shocked mind woke up. A missile launch!
Then he saw the wings and realized it was an aircraft. A big twin-tailed jet that seemed to be heading straight at the bridge. Too startled to speak, he slapped the collision alarm anyway. As the �WHOOP-WHOOP� reverberated throughout the ship, the XO also sounded General Quarters.
The bridge shook as the jet roared overhead, both afterburners belching flame, and he instinctively ducked. Then it was gone, swallowed up in the clouds.
�Come left heading two hundred forty degrees,� he barked at the helmsman. �All ahead Flank.� He picked up the hotline. �Combat� run a plot on that damn thing! I want to know who the hell he is and where he�s going.�
Another line buzzed and he picked it up.
�What the hell is going on up there, Brad?� It was the captain, wide awake and thoroughly pissed. �What the fuck�s gonna hit us out here?�
The XO shook his head and sat down on the edge of the big swivel chair. �Skipper, you�re not going to believe it��
* * *
�Unidentified aircraft, 2315 north, 12020 west� Repeat� unidentified aircraft 2315 north and 12020 west� this is the United States warship Howard. Acknowledge and identify!�
Damn. The mercenary swore into his mask. So much for Chinese Intelligence and their position estimate of the U.S. Seventh Fleet.
�Unidentified aircraft tracking southwest� this is the U.S.S. Howard. Acknowledge and identify.� The voice was dispassionate and very firm. Like a machine. Typical military.
He considered ignoring them and just continuing. There wasn�t much that they could do as these were international waters. But providing no explanation would make the Americans suspicious and probably lead to an official inquiry. It would certainly lead to an investigation after tonight�s events became public. And that was something his employers definitely did not want. If that happened he�d lose the balance of his contract.
Better to give them an answer. He cleared his throat and took a deep breath.
�Howard, this is Wolf 71,� he drawled in his best southern American accent. �Sorry �bout that� ya�ll aren�t supposed to be here.�
There was a long pause and a new voice answered. More authoritative and demanding. Also a bit tense, and the mercenary chuckled. Undoubtedly an officer.
�Wolf 71, this is Howard. Squawk 4413. Repeat squawk 4413. Then explain what you�re doing on the waves fifty miles from the Chinese coast.�
�Ah� roger that. Squawkin� 4413.�
On a western jet this code would be a critical piece of the Identification, Friend or Foe (IFF) matrix used to determine who to shoot and who to talk to. It would also register him on the ship�s tracking radar, and the mercenary had no intention of complying. He pushed the throttles back up, quickly dropped back down to 100 feet and immediately turned due west, toward China.
�Howard, this is Wolf 71.� He needed to buy some time. Nosing over slightly, the pilot dropped still lower, to a bare forty to fifty feet above the waves, his eyes on the water.
�I�m a single F-16 on a night low-level training mission. Sorry about the close call, but there were no posted NOTAMs �bout naval activity.�
Nine miles away now. He glanced behind him but couldn�t see anything through the goggles.
�Wolf, this is the Howard,� the voice was breaking up. �Not registering your squawk. Squawk 4413. Say your home plate.�
The mercenary smiled. The voice sounded a little less peeved. Twelve miles away now.
�Roger that, Howard� I�ll reset to 4413. Been havin� IFF problems all night. Home station is Kunsan Air Base and I�m northbound now� Headin� back. See ya.�
The Howard�s XO keyed the transmitter again but got no response. The captain, who�d joined him almost immediately, was staring at the SPY-ID display. This was the multifunction phased array radar that directed the ship�s AEGIS weapons system and it was blank.
�Goddamn Air Force,� the skipper swore. �The only way he could not show up is if he was a receding target flying at wave-top level.�
�Why would he do that?� The XO frowned. �Besides, the Air Force doesn�t have balls that big.� Something was nagging at him. Something he just couldn�t place.
The captain shrugged. �Note it in the log.� He tapped the electronic chart. �USAF F-16 encountered eighty-eight miles west southwest of Taiwan at 0718 hours ZULU.� He yawned. �Secure from General Quarters, Brad� I�m going back to bed.�
Then it clicked. F-16. That was it. The exec hesitated and the captain noticed.
�What?�
The XO straightened and stared at his skipper. �F-16s only have one tail and one engine.�
The captain, who hadn�t seen the jet, shrugged. �Yeah� so what?�
�Skipper, that thing had two engines� and two tails.�
* * *
Forty-two miles to go and 2,800 pounds of fuel. Practically on fumes for this beast, he thought. He�d reduced his speed after getting clear of the destroyer but had added an extra fifty miles to his last leg by heading directly to the coast, then flying south. There hadn�t been much of a choice. Destroyers didn�t typically run around alone and he suspected the Howard was a screening vessel for something a lot bigger. Something that had fighter jets of its own, and an aircraft carrier was the last thing he wanted to run across tonight.
The mercenary blinked his dry eyes. It felt like his lids were scraping his eyeballs. He was tired. After nearly two hours of exhausting flying under goggles his neck hurt and his head weighed fifty pounds. But ahead and to the right was his destination. A deserted bay on the Chinese coast. The clouds had finally pulled apart and silver moonlight glowed along the ragged beach.
There were no man-made lights showing in the goggles, so he gently climbed up to 1,000 feet and tugged the throttles back to hold 350 knots. The FLANKER�s global positioning system was dead accurate and he centered the steering in the HUD. The highway strip lay on the western shore of the empty bay below him.
He pulled back on the stick again and zoomed the fighter up to 3,000 feet. There were no coastal surveillance radars this far south and no air bases. Besides, he needed to see.
Slowing to 250 knots, he put the big jet into an easy left bank. The west end of the bay split into two arms, and following the southern arm, he picked up the black ribbon of highway that paralleled it.
There. Just at the extreme southern end he could see the telltale widening of the highway to accommodate the landing surface. There were also taxiways on either side of the road.
Good. Problem One solved.
He kept the turn coming and methodically searched the bay shore just beyond the north end of the highway strip. All the while, the mercenary watched for any other types of lights. Headlights � even cigarettes � could be seen under the right conditions. Anything that might indicate a trap. Or, more likely, an unscheduled use of the alert strip.
But there was nothing.
He made another slow circle, this time descending to 1,500 feet. A yellow glow from the CAUTION panel caught his eye. He checked it against the plastic-coated translation on his kneeboard. LOW FUEL�1,900 pounds of gas. Minimum fuel by any standards, in this twin-engined monster. Time to land.
But not without his escape. Straining his eyes, he concentrated on the fuzzy shoreline. If the boat wasn�t there he would fly toward Hong Kong and eject as close to the coast as he could get.
But there it was.
The cigarette boat was just where he�d been told it would be. Quietly purchased at twice the asking price from a Hong Kong smuggler, the boat had been the weak link in his chain. The smuggler might have delivered it to the wrong cove or he might have decided to keep the initial payment and contact the Chinese Ministry of Public Security. But first things first. At least the boat was here.
He quietly exhaled, pulled the throttles back and glided down to 1,000 feet. About three miles out he dropped the landing gear and the jet shuddered as it rapidly slowed down.
Seventeen hundred pounds. He did the math in his head and figured about 168 knots for a final approach speed.
Two and a half miles. Nosing over, he banked the fighter up in a hard left descending turn. The highway strip momentarily disappeared in the trees but as he rolled out on final it was barely visible again.
There obviously were no runway lights but the pilot wasn�t worried. The goggles picked up enough ambient light to see and it wouldn�t be the first time he�d landed on an unfamiliar darkened strip. At least no one was shooting this time.
Yet.
At a mile out he was about 300 feet in the air and much too fast. Leaving the throttles set he opened the speed brake wider and the SU-27 slowed to 170 knots. There was no question of doing any kind of instrument approach so, eyes flickering between the HUD and the highway, he simply flew by the seat of his pants. For an aim point he�d picked an intersection on the highway where a smaller dirt road ran off into the trees.
Power� speed brake� he constantly nudged the stick to correct the flight path. At 200 feet his peripheral vision began picking up details; speckled wave tops in the bay. Trees� a ditch beside the road. The sensation of speed increased with the ground rushing up but he ignored it and concentrated on the intersection.
Passing fifty feet, he pulled the throttles back and dumped the nose. Landing long and fast wouldn�t be a great idea since there was nothing beyond the strip but trees and the bay. Out of long habit his eyes flickered one more time to the three lights indicating his landing gear was down and locked. The road was rushing up now and he could see the white painted center stripe. Steadying the jet, he nudged the stick gently forward and tugged the throttles back to idle.
For a long few seconds, the big jet floated. Then gravity overcame thrust and the main mounts slammed onto the highway. The pilot winced but pulled the stick back in his lap and kept the nose up. Craning his neck, he pushed on both rudder pedals to keep the fighter roughly centered on the faint white stripe. At 120 knots the nose dropped and he immediately fanned open the big speed brake. At 100 knots he smoothly applied the wheel brakes and the jet slowed quickly.
Glancing ahead now, he could see wide turnout aprons on both sides of the road. Fingerlike taxiways branched out from these and vanished into the trees. Slowing the jet down to walking speed, the pilot dropped his mask and exhaled again.
What a fucking night.
He swallowed and wiped his face. Retracting the speed brake, he angled over toward the left-hand group of taxiways. He knew from studying the layout that these ran off toward hardened bombproof aircraft shelters back in the trees. There were eight of these on the landward side and four by the bay, where he was now pointing. They were regularly maintained for any fighters the Chinese air force decided to employ. Taking the third taxiway. he swung the fighter left and crept forward until his eyes focused.
The wingtips barely cleared the trees on both sides of the taxiway.
Taxiway� It looked more like a cart path on a golf course. Using only the goggles and soft taps on the brakes, he inched his way through the trees.
Up ahead was the water, a shining gray surface beyond the trees. Suddenly, like tumbling backward from a funnel, the trees opened up on both sides of the taxiway. A semicircular pad about 75 feet across wound off to the left and at the far edge a mound rose out of the trees. The mound was actually an aircraft shelter and the blast doors were open. Stopping the jet, the mercenary saw nothing but empty space inside the shelter. He reached down anyway, closed one eye, and flicked on the powerful taxi light. For an instant the cavernous hangar was brilliantly illuminated. And utterly empty. Toggling the light off, he eased the fighter forward. Creeping through the opening, he knew there was no way to turn around, so he gently held the brakes and the fighter stopped.
Taking a deep breath, he sat back for a moment and looked around the cockpit. No trash or written materials. He�d kept his gloves on the whole flight so there would be no fingerprints. Couldn�t do anything about hair or skin residue, but the mercenary doubted if the Chinese would try to DNA match him. It didn�t matter anyway. He didn�t exist.
Methodically shutting off the various displays and power panels, the pilot took one more look around, then pulled the throttles backward over their stops. As the big engines spun down he switched off the aircraft battery, unlatched the canopy and pulled out his flashlight. Flipping the canopy switch up, he quickly unstrapped from the seat as the cockpit slowly opened.
A wave of fresh, cool air hit him and he pulled the helmet off. The goggles he put in his G suit pocket and the helmet went into a black helmet bag along with his kneeboard, checklists, and the data cartridge. Even before the engines stopped, the pilot hung the bag around his neck, swung out of the cockpit, and paused on the canopy rail. He looked at the hangar floor, happy to see the jet wasn�t rolling, then turned and hung from rail. Fully extended, he still dropped a good four feet and landed lightly on the concrete.
Scuttling immediately to the back wall of the hangar, he kept the fighter between himself and the entrance. Drawing the 9mm Parabellum from his vest holster, the mercenary crouched against the iron blast flue and tugged the goggles out of his pocket. Holding them to his eyes, he swiveled them left and right around the hangar, including the roof.
Nothing.
He waited. Waited until the engine whine disappeared and the sweat on his flight suit turned clammy. Waited until the only sound was the clicking made by hot metal beginning to cool.
Nothing. He was alone. But he stayed motionless for a slow five minutes and watched the entrance.
Then, slowly getting to his feet, he came back to the jet and walked down the FLANKER�s long body, pausing by the tail. Russian designed maybe, and Chinese built, but it had still faithfully carried him there and back. Reaching up, he patted the warm engine nozzles.
Moving silently along the dark hangar wall, he ducked out of the entrance and slid into the night.

Chapter 3

He slid over the warm, naked body beneath him, watching her eyes as he moved. They were slightly almond shaped and the color of green seawater. As he slipped into her they widened a bit, then half closed as she savored the feeling. Her legs came further apart and gripped his ribs tightly.
Lowering his face to hers, he kissed her deeply. Her arms came up along his back and he felt her fingernails rake his shoulder blades. The girl arched her neck and threw her head back as he slid into her again. This time he stayed fully extended and felt her curved inner walls clutch at his prick.
Running a hand up along her ribs, he squeezed her left breast. Her heart was thumping heavily beneath the smooth, taut skin. The girl�s eyes were closed now and she moaned as he began to lightly pinch her nipple. Licking it lightly then, he saw her eyes crack open slightly.
�Oh yeah� that�s good. That�s so good�� She moaned again� deeper this time. He sucked the nipple all the way into his mouth and she gasped.
�Just like that� just like that.�
He ran his hand over to her right breast and kneaded it harder. Staring down at her hard, athletic body, his breathing quickened. She was wet and warm and amazingly tight. Shifting a bit, he put his hands down behind her knees and leaned forward. Her legs came up over his shoulders and he braced his legs against the footboard.
She opened herself completely then and put both arms back over her head. Her breasts stretched out and her erect nipples gleamed wetly in the faint light. The girl was staring at him now, her eyes wide, trying to gulp air between his pounding thrusts.
�It�s close� it�s close.� Her hips came up to meet his movements and she grabbed his forearms to hold him in place. �That�s it� close�� she panted.
He shifted then and rolled the girl even farther back on her shoulders. Grabbing the edge of the bed to keep from slipping he slid full length into her and felt his cock scrape her cervix.
�Oh�� Her head came back and her eyes closed. Half in pain, half in pleasure. �Oh� yesss!� The girl moaned heavily and her hands clutched frantically at the sheets as her orgasm struck. A dusky blush flowed down from her hairline through her cheeks and onto her chest. Her collarbone stood starkly out against the reddening skin and her breasts darkened. Clenching down hard with her legs she held him motionless and he felt her inner muscles twitch. Every movement he made sent spasms through her quivering body, so he paused and watched, enjoying her pleasure.
�Oh� my� God�� she gasped, opening her eyes and staring blankly at the ceiling. �Oh�� As her chest rose and fell, he reached down and gently twirled a nipple between his fingers.
�Ummm.� Her eyes slowly came into focus and shifted to meet his with that amazed look she always had after an orgasm. That look no one had seen but him. And he loved her for it.
But he couldn�t wait any longer. His cock ached and his balls felt heavy and swollen. As if on cue she reached behind him and cupped them in her little hand.
�Yeah�� she breathed. �Give it to me.�
His thrusts became quicker and he felt the familiar feeling begin deep in his groin. His own breathing quickened at the sight of her. Spread out below him, her beautiful face flushed and her perfect tits bouncing with each thrust. Bracing his forearms hard against her knees he stared down between her legs. The sight of his cock buried in her neatly trimmed pussy did it, and the rush hit him. Grunting like an animal, he grabbed a breast as his head came back, and thrusting hard one more time, he spurted hard inside of her.
Collapsing on her chest he pressed his face against her neck and tried to focus his eyes. Her arms twined around his neck and he felt her lips in his hair.
�Ummmmm�� she whispered. �More��
Lifting his head, he looked into her eyes. �Tell me,� he whispered back, and she smiled.
With a start he woke up. He reached for the girl, reached for her warm body and opened his eyes to see her beautiful face.
But she wasn�t there.
No one was there.
Then he knew. Another dream.
The girl wasn�t with him. And she never would be again. His chest got heavy and his breathing quickened. Swallowing hard, the mercenary rolled over and stared at the ceiling. Anger boiled up from his chest and knotted in his throat. They took her. They let her die. He squeezed his eyes shut. It shouldn�t have been like this. It didn�t have to be like this.
He pressed a forearm over his eyes. The girl had brought him back to life. Back from the edge. For years he�d known he was there. He�d clung to normalcy in a life that was anything but normal. Four to six months of each year in a desert somewhere, shitting water and eating slop. People trying to kill you for more than a decade took its toll. The stress of living with death every single time he flew. Snipers through the wire, trucks with explosives blowing up around the compounds.
The wars. He�d been in every American armed conflict for the last twenty years. How many widows had he made? How many orphans? They�d been trying to kill him but he was the one who�d survived. He kept coming back when others didn�t.
Despite his skill and sacrifices, he�d watched others who did much less reap the rewards. Men with shiny shoes and pressed flight suits who�d never been anywhere or done anything. He�d become cynical and hard. The only real joy came from the flying, and even that had drifted away on the wind of reality. Reality being the knowledge that promotion beyond a certain rank had nothing to do with fighting ability. It had everything to do with politics. Knowledge that those in power didn�t really give a damn as long as they could claim the credit and collect the perks.
So he�d countered by doing the things that they couldn�t do. Becoming indispensable through sheer competence and skill. So when they had a problem that couldn�t be solved through PowerPoint, they came to him. Sarajevo, Baghdad, Yemen, and a half dozen other unpublicized missions that had to be done. So he did them more from personal pride than national duty. In the end, he�d been fading inside for years by the time the girl re-entered his life.
She�d changed everything. Made him remember again that the world had more in it than enemies and surface-to-air missiles and fighter jets. A world where he too could have a family. And peace.
She�d drawn him back from the edge and filled him with a contentment he�d forgotten. The anger and contempt had slipped away like dirt under a long, hot shower. He�d been happy.
He rubbed his eyes slowly and fought back the memories that haunted him. The mental pictures he still buried every day of his life. They attacked the back wall of his mind like crashing waves. Picture after picture.
The girl. His wife. Smiling that smile a woman only gives to the man she loves. Swimming together in the ocean. Bright cheeked and grinning on a Canadian ski slope. Her voice and her laugh. The smell of her skin. Warm� like fresh-baked bread.
That last Christmas and the girl�s mischievous gifts. Her simple delight in doing something nice for him. A loving face glowing in the soft firelight as they quietly planned for the future.
And the child. His little girl.
And she was gone. And his baby. She�d died alone and afraid. He would never forgive the system and the men who had done that. Never. He wasn�t even supposed to be there, at Langley. He�d had an assignment out. A training squadron in Arizona. It wasn�t the front lines, but after three wars he�d had enough of that anyway. In a training outfit he�d be home every night. There would be no deployments. He could take care of a wife and children. But they�d canceled his assignment because their ambition meant more than his family.
Lying perfectly still for a few moments, he waited for the anger to pass. For it to slowly sink back into his chest. He waited until the hot flash of rage became the sullen, heavy hate that never left him. Opening his eyes, the mercenary stared at the pattern on the ceiling. He tried to count the revolutions of the fan, the spirals in the stucco. Anything to focus.
Eventually the emotions passed and he was empty, as always. Rolling out of bed, he pulled on a pair of baggy Arab cotton pants and walked to the window. Gazing out, he was struck, as always, by the contrast between the modern world and one much older. Satellite antennas and mosques. Suits and robes. Donkey carts and Mercedes. Leaning against the huge bay window, he yawned and let his eyes clear.
The door to the past was shut again.
Standing two inches over six feet, the mercenary had wide shoulders, long, thin legs and a deep chest. Dark skinned, he had an angular face with high cheekbones that ended at his eyes. Eyes that could shift oddly from light cloudy gray to hard gunmetal, and whatever thoughts lived behind them rarely showed. It wasn�t a handsome face but it was an interesting face. Most important, it was a face that could be Arab or European or even American.
Catlike, he stretched and yawned again. Damn, his shoulders ached. It had been a long forty-eight hours.
He�d coasted into Victoria Harbor just past 0315 hours, Hong Kong time. It was just as deserted as it had been two months earlier during his reconnaissance trip to the port. Smelling like hot oil and salt water, the cigarette boat had been well provisioned and served him well. Eating several bananas and some jerky, the mercenary had some cold water then opened the leather bag he�d left with the boat. Idling offshore, away from the ferry lane, he�d delayed long enough to change out of the stale flight suit. After slipping on a pair of blue jeans, deck shoes, and a black turtleneck, he motored quietly up to the Pacific Club and tied up. The Kowloon dock was used exclusively for pleasure craft and at this hour was completely deserted.
Depositing his flying clothes, boots, and checklists into a canvas bag, he weighted it with the boat�s extra anchor and dropped it overboard. The data cartridge had gone into the other black bag, which he hoisted onto the dock. Taking a last look around, the mercenary ducked below and opened the sea cocks. He stared a moment as the dirty dark water poured in, then stepped back up the companionway onto the deck.
Jumping lightly onto the floating dock, he untied the Tiger and shoved it backward. The big boat turned sideways and slowly drifted with the tide. Satisfied that it was settling in the water, he slung the bag over his shoulder and scanned the predawn waterfront.
There was a security gate at the club�s dock entrance, but he knew it was only manned during the day. After hours it only opened out, to accommodate club members who arrived during the night. There were no cameras. Within minutes he�d passed beyond the gate and strolled up Kowloon Park Drive until he came to the park itself.
Entering on the western edge from Haiphong Road, he walked past the Lily Pond until he came to the circular Water Garden. The tinkling sound of the various fountains was muted by the surrounding woodland park. It would�ve been charming under other circumstances but the mercenary couldn�t have cared less.
Just beyond the garden was a rectangle cut in the trees that contained a men�s lavatory. These toilets contained showers and private stalls due to their proximity to the mosque at the southwestern corner of the park.
No one was moving about to notice him enter the park toilet a few minutes after four A.M. Taking a corner shower stall away from the door he hung his two bags on a wall hook and stripped, showered, and shaved. Toweling off with the turtleneck, he opened the larger bag. Slipping on a pair of black lizard-skin Mezlan moccasins, he then quickly dressed in a dark, beautifully tailored Caraceni double-breasted suit.
The black leather bag was now folded into a compact satchel holding the data cartridge and his shaving kit. His primary and backup travel documents were carried in both inside pockets of his suit. Concealing them in baggage was too risky these days as they would show up on airport scanners. The only way they could be discovered on his person was from a physical search. This rarely happened to well-dressed, polite businessmen, which was exactly how he appeared. In any event, he�d only fly commercial as a last resort.
Emerging from the toilet, the mercenary walked briskly past Bird Lake and exited the park to the north via the footbridge. Turning left, back toward the harbor, he entered the Kowloon Airport Express metro station ten minutes later. The Hong Kong Metro was clean, efficient, and fast. There was only one stop and no train changes, so he�d strolled into the Chep Lap Kok Airport station at eight minutes past five in the morning.
Buying a newspaper and hot tea, the mercenary spent the next thirty minutes unobtrusively studying the morning crowd. Convinced that nothing was out of the ordinary, he folded the paper and quietly walked outside to hail a cab. Twenty minutes later he walked through the doors of the Business Aviation Center on the south side of the airport.
Greeted obsequiously by the agent for JAC Jet Executive Charters, he�d been shown into a plush lounge. The agent politely requested his passport and apologized profusely for the tiresome customs requirements to screen outgoing passengers. Especially those who paid substantial sums in advance for the luxurious and efficient services JAC offered. In the old days, the agent said, such things did not happen. But it was a result of 9/11. The Global War on Terrorism, of course. The mercenary quite understood, and gave the man his passport.
Switching on CNN International, he noted that the �apparent gas pipeline explosion� outside Taipei the previous evening was being thoroughly investigated. That had produced the merest glimmer of a smile. Taipei knew. And China knew. And the Americans knew. And everyone knew that they knew.
It was a knowledgeable world.
By 0620 hours, two pilots dressed in black blazers, white shirts, and black ties had appeared to show him to the jet. A six-passenger Hawker with a 3,000-mile range. The agent fawned his good-byes and returned the passport. Priority departures were commonplace for exclusive private jets and the wheels came up precisely� at fifty minutes past six. As Hong Kong disappeared in the clouds beneath the Hawker�s tail, the mercenary slowly breathed out a quiet sigh and settled down to sleep.
Two hours later, the jet dropped smoothly into the tiny sultanate of Brunei, on Malaysia�s north coast. He�d awoken with the change in altitude and casually strolled up to the cockpit. Professing an interest in aviation, he�d managed to stand behind the pilots during most of the descent. Listening to the radio transmissions to air traffic and watching the instrument approach, he was satisfied that everything was normal. There would be no unwelcome reception waiting for him.
JAC provided a limousine to the main terminal, and by 10:15 A.M. the mercenary was through security and waiting in the Royal Brunei Airlines business-class lounge. From there he�d made two communications. First to one of his Lichtenstein clearing banks, which informed him that no wire transfer had occurred within the past twenty-four hours. This bank was a conduit to other offshore accounts where his considerable fortune was hidden beneath various corporate fronts.
The second communication was made just before boarding. A simple message in plain English to an email forwarding service in Bangkok. It would automatically resend the message directly to an unclassified computer belonging to the Chinese staff intelligence officer in Luqiao. It read:
HUIFENG. CARTRIDGE TO YOU WHEN XFER CONFIRMED. SANDMAN.

Royal Brunei Flight 873 lifted off precisely on time, at 12:30, and the Sandman relaxed with a hot gourmet lunch. Rewarding himself slightly with a half carafe of wine, he�d tried to get interested in the private movie selection, but Tom Cruise�s latest hyperactive short-man antics put him fast asleep instead. Ten hours and twelve minutes later, the mercenary stepped off the jetway in Amman, Jordan, more than twenty hours since he�d landed the FLANKER in China.
Standing now at the window of his suite at the InterContinental Hotel, the Sandman felt reasonably well rested. He�d arrived at the hotel at six P.M., showered, and ordered room service. Sending his suit down to the valet for a press, he�d eaten hummus and spiced lamb, then gone straight to bed.
Glancing at his watch, he saw it was just after ten A.M. Quickly dressing in his dark suit and a clean burgundy shirt, the Sandman took the mirrored elevator to the ground floor. Strolling through the lobby, he walked onto the stone-tiled forecourt. Three sides were enclosed by an arcade with various shops. A double row of enormous date palms stood like sentries amid rectangular reflecting pools and fountains. It was a clear, hot morning and he paused a moment beyond the big doors. Unmistakable, he thought, sniffing the air. A faint, slightly sweet odor of burning trash, dust, and roses. Middle Eastern cities were always an assault on the nose. Each one was different and, in its own way, exotic.
He nodded to the two security guards in their dark suits and ties and stepped out into the arched walkway. Lining the promenade, before the security checkpoint, were several upper-end clothing stores, and he spent the next hour buying what he needed from Benetton, Pal Zileri, and Ralph Lauren.
Afterward, in the suite, he dressed in his new athletic clothes, draped a towel over his shoulder, and then returned to the lobby. There was a separate elevator to the health club and within minutes he was walking through the tunnel that connected the spa to the hotel. The InterContinental had a state-of-the-art health club. Real free weights. Man weights. And the place was almost always empty since Arabs rarely worked out.
For an hour he worked out the kinks and then enjoyed a massage. By three P.M. he was showered and casually dressed in baggy tan linen pants, sandals, and an oversized white cotton shirt.
Taking a small table by a pillar in the enormous lobby, he ordered an orange juice and ostensibly scanned the two papers in front of him. No one noticed the casually dressed gentleman reading his papers. But he noticed everyone. After thirty minutes he slipped out and took the stairs down to the pool.
It was moderately sized and not over-landscaped like most pools in luxury Middle Eastern hotels. Surrounded on three sides by the hotel and spa, the courtyard was a pleasant place. There was sun if you wanted it, shade if you preferred, and a full bar against one stone wall. The pool itself was kidney shaped and very deep so the water was always cool. There was an irregular stone fountain near the shady end with little alcoves for leaning or dozing. The hot tub was a huge teardrop near the bar with four wide steps leading up to it.
Admiring the female scenery from behind his dark glasses, the mercenary walked to the bar for a plate of appetizers and a drink. He paused there, enjoying the warm sun on his face and faint music wafting through the foliage. There were three blond women, all about six feet tall, with Penthouse Pet bodies and thong bikinis sitting at the hot tub. They looked Swedish or Danish. Scandinavian definitely, and almost certainly flight-attendant types. Or were they cabin managers? Whatever.
A brunette woman with hip-length straight hair and flawless, mahogany skin strolled past on her way to the chaise longues. A very nice package with small, tight breasts and superb legs, she glanced demurely at him but kept walking. Probably Indian, he thought, watching her receding figure with interest. Two perfect little spheres in a blue, one-piece suit slit up past her thighs.
I never did like blondes.
There were several couples swimming together or talking in the shallow end. One European or American pair who managed to do a complete circuit of the pool without letting go of each other. He eyed them bleakly. The Happy Family and Loving Couple act meant nothing to him. A faint memory better forgotten.
Then there were the wolves. Mostly Middle Eastern men in their standard uniform of tiny Speedos and dark Ray-Bans. Swaggering around the pool in twos and threes, bellies wobbling over their banana hammocks, they all seemed to have a cigarette and at least two gold chains around their necks. Most of the attention was focused on the blondes and the mercenary was amused to see that the girls were responding.
Ah well, he thought, money talks. He dipped the pita wedge into a saucer of hummus and ate it. Sitting down in the shade he leaned back in the wicker chair, took a sip of ice-cold mineral water and considered his evening.
There would be no written response to his email message. If the balance of his $7.5M payment was credited to his bank, he would know they�d accepted. If not, well, he knew of several defense contractors who would pay handsomely for the data cartridge. Not seven millions� worth, but enough. He was also just as certain that the Chinese would not accept the fact that he was roaming about with their property. So they would pay him off. Or try to kill him.
That brought a cold smile to his lips. Killing was not the most profitable of options because they would know that he�d never keep it with him. So they�d have to trap him somehow and try to make him talk. Also a bad bet. Not that they could trap him anyway. But one never knew. He never planned on the most favorable outcome in any situation, which was why he was still alive in a business that did not forgive carelessness or overconfidence.
The mercenary yawned again and stretched languidly. He wriggled his toes around in the new sandals and unbuttoned another button on the big white shirt. The workout and massage had gone a long way to erase the tension from his back and shoulders. But he needed something more. The Sandman rarely drank in the field but there were other diversions. He�d caught several more glances from the Indian girl across the pool and risked an open smile. She flashed her teeth in return, then looked away.
Good enough.
Sliding to his feet in an easy, fluid movement, the mercenary strolled to the bar. In the reflection from the big picture window fronting the pool, he saw the girl turn and watch him. Taking two Grey Goose martinis, he turned and met her gaze. Smiling disarmingly the Sandman wound his way through the tables toward the girl. He�d found what he needed.

Chapter 4

Lieutenant Colonel Doug Truax hated his life.
Well, not generally, he admitted to himself. Generally he was okay. Excellent health, nice toys to play with, and a relatively distinguished military career. His divorce was final, he had a beautiful home on the James River and, within a year, would get the hell out of this place and back into a cockpit where he belonged. But this specific part of his life sucked. This groundhog day that he�d lived every day for the past twenty months.
His butt hurt. His eyes hurt. Any semblance of a suntan had long since faded. He was in the worse place a fighter pilot could be. Beyond purgatory. Beyond the gates of hell.
He was a staff officer.
The staff was an immense, bloated bureaucratic collection of generally nonessential people trying desperately to appear essential. It was a place on the far side of the River Styx that all career officers eventually served some time in. But any tactical pilot worth a damn hated every minute. Staffs existed, theoretically, to serve the needs of the warfighter � combat pilot. Warfighter was another word Truax despised.
A word created in the purple, politically correct world of the 1990s because warrior was no longer in vogue. Warrior implied a person capable of actually fighting, killing people, and doing damage. This notion sent the computerized, globally linked military into a panty tangle because they were obviously excluded. A Warfighter, on the other hand, could conceivably be anyone who contributed in any way, real or imagined, to the people who pulled the triggers. It made the REMFs, rear echelon motherfuckers, feel better. And the modern Air Force was all about feeling good with no hurt feelings.
Truax snorted and sipped his lukewarm coffee. The word caught on in the Air Force because with unmanned aerial vehicles, computerized smart weapons, and, of course, the Space Command, you didn�t need to be a warrior to be a �warfighter.� This suited the geeks with thick glasses who ironed their flight suits and had never been in a cokcpit. The same geeks who feared and hated pilots because they could never be pilots. The same geeks that were taking over the Air Force because their Xbox type of warfare had been sold to the Joint Chiefs as a viable alternative to jets and guns.
He sighed. It was going to be a long day.
In reality, staffs existed to perpetuate the need for a staff. A giant self-licking ice-cream cone.
Swell.
He yawned at the bad coffee and stared distastefully at his computer screen. He had four sitting positions to cycle through and switched to the second one. Right Buttcheek Down.
Mondays were the worst, here at the second biggest pile of poo in the U.S. Air Force. Air Combat Command Headquarters, where one was required to wear �Blues� every Monday. A stunning ensemble of polyester matched with polyester, Blues were the Air Force�s answer to corporate America. To project a �professional� image. Right, maybe in 1975.
Known as Axe, inevitably, Doug Truax was part of a dying breed in the Air Force. A fighter pilot who was content to be so. One of the few who did not view operational flying assignments as an inconvenience between staff tours. Risking life and limb to help the Polyester Princes of ACC and the Pentagon rise a bit higher on the ladder. He snorted again.
ACC Headquarters.
It was what was called a �MAJCOM�, or major command. As opposed to what, he�d always wondered? A minor command? MAJCOMs dealt with flying wings and other associated pieces and parts under its responsibility. Because these organizations were operational, they were called combatant commands.
Euphemistically. The distinction was made because most of the Air Force dealt with logistics, research, and weight-loss programs. Although � Axe grimaced � it could be uglier and fatter. It could be the Army. Sighing again, he glanced at the row of his former fighter squadron patches stuck to the wall and mentally saluted happier days.
ACC included, but was not limited to, most of the flying wings inside the Continental United States, or CONUS.
Or Comfortable Officers Never Under Stress. Bulging generals who never deployed themselves but had no problem sending others in harm�s way. They had shiny shoes.
Unlike the hard core of professionals who never left the Middle East after the first Gulf War. Who missed Christmas and birthdays, didn�t know their kids and all got divorced in the name of duty. That made him think of the ex-Mrs. Truax and he smiled. Ding, Dong the Bitch was Dead.
Ah well. He shook his head. You sign on the line and take your chances.
Still, it could be worse, he mused, and sipped the bad coffee. Rotting away at the Pentagon would be infinitely more terrible. The Five-Sided Puzzle Palace, as it was known, was the really big shitpile in the Air Force. Actually in the entire Department of Defense.
So with the prospect of an exhausting day of emails and staff summary sheets ahead of him, Truax settled back and tried not to think about flying.
Shift. Left Buttcheek Down.
�Looks thrilling, Axe. You certainly do good staff work.�
Doug jumped and half turned. Lieutenant Colonel John Lee, better known as Jolly, was standing behind him with a bemused expression on his face. His immaculate blue uniform looked liked it had been spray painted on.
His shoes were shiny.
Axe dry-cleaned his blues once a month and never shined his shoes. He smelled like the gym because that�s where he spent most of his time.
�Fuck off, Jolly.� He swiveled all the way around to face him. �Who untied you from under the general�s desk?
The other officer smiled and casually leaned against the wall. The two pilots had known each other for more than a decade. While not exactly friends, they�d flown together in the same fighter wing and deployed several times to the Gulf.
�I�m allowed out to see the sun twice a day so I�ll keep growing. As long as I pick up more creamer and sugar for the coffee bar.�
�Good to see you�ve got career prospects.�
Truax pointed at the mug in Lee�s fist. It sported a fanned-out hand of cards, all sevens, with an F-16 flying out of the middle. The patch was from the 77th Fighter Squadron. �Great outfit. Wish I was back there right now.�
�Makes two of us.� He nodded his head toward the headquarters building. �You think it sucks here� try that fuckin� place.�
Jolly worked for the CAT. The Commander�s Action Team. Also inevitably and somewhat less charitably known as the �Pussies.�
CAT. Pussy.
Their job was to be annoying. To basically run around and meddle in everyone�s chili. They got to discover answers to questions only a general would be out of date enough to ask. They all had capped teeth and the right hair.
And shiny shoes.
�Hey, you wanted it.� He pointed at Lee�s epaulettes. �Chance to turn that oak leaf into an eagle.�
That much was true. The CAT guys all worked for generals and got lots of face time. They also typically got promoted fast out of the job. It was another way to get ahead when you couldn�t cut it as a pilot. Jolly actually flew okay, he was just into politics. And he wanted to be a general someday.
Lee shrugged and grinned. He knew Axe was right and there was no sense denying it. He also knew that the only way to change things was to get placed high enough to have an impact. He was willing to sacrifice certain things to do that and be in that position someday. He also knew Axe never would and he was glad of it. The Air Force needed them both. But even Jolly would admit that the warrior types were becoming increasingly rare.
�So what are you really doing over here?�
Jolly sipped his coffee and smiled toward the door. �Let�s go for a walk.�
�Why not?� Axe yawned and got up. He winced as the kinks in his back unkinked. Damn, I hate this job.
The two officers walked out of the secure area of Building 200 into a hallway that hadn�t been painted since Hitler surrendered. Plaques lined the wall. �Warrior of the Week� was always one of Doug Truax�s favorites. Usually some sergeant from Administration whose hobbies included attending church and reading general officer biographies.
Waves of coffee-scented air wafted from various doorways. As it mixed with the pine-scented cleaner beloved by government housekeepers, Axe felt his stomach turn. Or maybe it was the never-ending stream of polyester and wide-bodied secretaries waddling down the hall.
He and Jolly stepped out the back and naturally walked toward the marina. It was unavoidable unless one wanted to go across the street and hang out in the main headquarters building. Axe would personally prefer an arrow through the neck.
�You see the news last night� or this morning?� Jolly asked.
�Nope. Just bad news now. Gas at three fifty a gallon and Tom Cruise is getting even smaller.�
�You�re truly a modern man, Axe. So it�s safe to assume you know nothing about Taiwan?�
�Au contraire, mon frere. It was originally called Formosa and settled by the Dutch East India Company, who ruled it ever so gently. They were kicked out in sixteen-something by a Ming rebel named Jing.�
�A Jing named Ming?�
�Nope. A Ming named Jheng actually.�
�That�s not what I meant, Axe. How �bout recent history?�
�Probably started in about 1949, when Chiang Kai-shek managed to move China to Taiwan.�
�Axe��
�Yeah. He had to. The big China now belonged to the Communists and was colored red on everyone�s maps. He fit that whole big country into that little island. Neat trick, huh?�
�Axe��
Truax was on a roll. �Okay, it was really just the name. But it was called the Republic of China. The �Rock.� But then a few years later, in the seventies, the United States breaks ties with the ROC and instead pals up with the People�s Republic of China. Communists. The same people we fought all those years in Vietnam. Go figure.�
�That�s confusing.�
�No. Confucius. He�s pretty important there. Wanna hear about him too?�
�I want you to shut the fuck up and listen to me.� They�d gotten down to the marina and walked out on the dock. �There was an explosion outside Taipei yesterday night, their time. Right on the coast.�
Axe nodded. �CNN said it was a natural gas line from a pumping station.�
�Bullshit. There is no pumping station there.�
�So what blew up?�
Jolly gazed out at the water a moment. �A PAC-3 site.�
Doug Truax stopped chewing his gum and stared at the other officer. PATRIOT Advanced Capability 3. The latest and supposedly greatest. Taiwan�s defense against China. America�s answer to China.
�Patriot sites don�t just blow up, Jolly. Even you know that.�
Lee ignored the jibe. �That�s right, they don�t. This one had some help.�
�I�m all ears.�
�Apparently someone attacked it,� he turned toward the other pilot. �From the air.�
Axe was surprised and his face showed it. He thought about that a moment. To attack Taiwan. Only one country would want to do that. And to engage a Patriot site and win, well, that took some man-sized stones to pull off. He hadn�t thought the Chinese were capable of it, actually.
�What would the Chinese hope to gain from that?�
�Well, for one thing, it would shake up things considerably in Taipei. Undermine confidence in the government and give the People�s Republic loyalists something to bite down on. It would also cut our credibility off at the knees at a time when we can least afford it. And all of that has happened,� he added.
Axe rubbed his chin thoughtfully. �Might also drive Taipei back to the bargaining table with Beijing.�
�And we wouldn�t want that.�
No, the White House definitely did not want that. Taiwan was to China what England was to Occupied Europe during the Second World War. A big, unsinkable aircraft carrier within striking distance of their coastline. A constant thorn in the side. And, most important, a national justification for the U.S. military to be in the East China Sea. Not that the world�s only remaining superpower needed to explain its actions, but justification meant security and defense requirements that permitted enormous military budgets. Appropriations and defense contracts that spelled Big Bucks.
No. We wouldn�t want that.
�Okay,� Axe nodded. �But to attack a Patriot site at night. And get away with it.� He shook his head. �Guess I better reconsider our Chinese adversaries. We never did rate their pilots very highly.�
�We still don�t.�
Axe looked up.
�He wasn�t Chinese.�
Truax stared at the other officer a moment, then gazed out over the water. A nice forty-foot sailboat was slowly heading downriver toward the Chesapeake and Axe wished he was on it. Sipping iced vodka and eating shrimp. He sighed.
�So what kind of madman would the Chinese find to do this?�
Lee shrugged. �A mercenary� who else?
�Some renegade Russian?�
�Russians don�t fly like that.� Jolly looked at him. �Even you know that.�
Ouch.
�Touch�. So he�s a westerner.�
�There�s no shortage of western-trained pilots for hire. Even a few Americans.�
�That�s our government�s fault,� Axe replied bitterly. �Could be a European.�
�True,� Jolly agreed. �But academic. Still, we�re not talking about some former grunt with more muscles than brains.�
�No. Just a fighter pilot with more balls than brains.�
�You don�t believe that any more than I do. Someone who could pull this off is no ordinary fighter pilot.� Lee shook his head. �And that narrows the field considerably.�
True enough. Axe rubbed his chin. But there was still something else going on here. �Yeah. So what does all this mean to you and me? And why are you telling me about it?�
Colonel Lee didn�t reply for a long moment. He just stared out at the river and Axe fidgeted impatiently. Jolly finally turned and looked directly at him.
�Because we think you might know him.�

Chapter 5

It rained for the funeral. And that was fitting. Funerals shouldn�t happen on bright, sunny days that make you glad you�re alive. They should happen on miserable days. Wet, cold, and dank. Funerals should reflect sorrow and loss. And for that you need rain dripping from black umbrellas. You need huddled groups of mourners wiping their eyes and a priest mouthing platitudes about dust, about redemption, about giving and taking away.
The funeral had all that. The soggy, green Virginia countryside was wrapped in wispy gray wreaths. Low clouds clung wetly to the treetops and the rain fell. A light, steady, cold rain that dripped down necks, got under hats and soaked into shoes.
A priest was, in fact, praying. He looked the way a priest should. Gray beard and hair, now wet, with a black tunic with a clerical collar showing beneath his unbuttoned raincoat. But his homily was muted by the clinging leaves and the thick, saturated grass.
No one was listening. They were staring at the graves. Staring with the disbelief and shock common at funerals. Staring at the ground, trying not to cry. Staring at the two coffins shining in the rain.
One adult-sized coffin that an old woman had her hand on. She was clutching it as sobs racked her frail body. A old man stood impassively behind her, one hand on her shoulder. He must have been huge in his youth because even now, bent and old, he was a big man. The man looked straight ahead and cried silently as some men do. As his tears mixed with the rain on his face, he remembered the little girl who had once run to greet him. The child he�d bounced on his knees who�d become the beautiful young woman now lying in the coffin.
Another man sat beside the old woman. A dark, silent man with no expression at all on his face. Rain glistened in his hair and ran down over the long black leather overcoat. The pants of his expensive charcoal-colored suit were soaked but he didn�t care. He didn�t feel it. He didn�t feel anything. He just stared at the other coffin. The small coffin of a child.
He was thinking about coffins. How inadequate they were. Brass and wood and screws and glue and satin. Just materials put together to hold a body. How could they possibly hold the people who lay inside now? People who had brightened his life and given him hope. A reason to try to live well. To live peacefully. The woman who�d given him a reason to try a gentler life. Who�d made him feel human by loving him. Someone to plan with, to hope with. To grow old with.
And the child. The gift. With her tiny hands and feet. The truly beautiful smile that only an innocent child possesses. Her happy gurgling laugh. The future for them all.
Gone. Just gone.
He felt it then. The rage. Sour, hard and utterly unquenchable. It started deep in his gut and rose up slowly through his chest. His breath shortened and his mouth went dry. For a few moments his eyes became unfocused and he saw what he wanted to see. The torn broken bodies of those responsible. Their shocked, dead faces leaking blood. The surprise in eyes that glaze over and die before you.
Swallowing hard, the man blinked and slowly came back to the funeral. He counted his slow, thumping heartbeats and forced his thoughts back to the present. Now was not the time. He looked at the coffins again and fought back the images of their faces as they were now. Gray. Lifeless. Dead. Eyes that would never see the sun again or laugh or light up when they saw him. He forced himself to see their faces as they should be. Happy and full of life. As they should be right now. Today. This minute.
The rage burned again and he gripped his knees hard to fight it back. Not now.
Not now.
The man brought a hand up to his face and was surprised it wasn�t shaking. Wiping the rain from his cheeks, he stared at his fingers. Those who watched him imagined his grief and thanked their gods that their loved ones still lived. That they were still safe.
The priest droned on and the rain still fell. The old woman lowered her head and the old man stared at nothing. Finally, with muted words, the dismal service ended. The younger man got up and gently helped the old woman to her feet. She held out her arms and hugged him. The old man gazed into his eyes and gripped his forearms hard. Man style, they stared at each other a long moment and then the old couple slowly moved off.
He stayed and shook everyone�s hand. Men patted him on the shoulder and teary-faced women embraced him. Later they would remember that he never hugged back. The priest was the last to go. A kindly old man who�d seen enough of life to know he could say nothing to this man that would matter. There were no words of comfort that would work. This man wasn�t the type. So with a gentle squeeze on the arm, the priest also left.
The man stayed.
Taking a deep breath, he stood in the rain and looked at the coffins. In his own way, with his own thoughts and memories, he said good-bye. He knew he�d never come back. Knew he could never kneel by their graves and feel any peace.
The man stood there a long time. Finally he lifted his eyes and the rain cascaded down his coat. He was alone again. Turning, he walked away slowly through the trees and didn�t look back.
* * *
The Sandman opened his eyes and stared up into the darkness. His heart was thumping heavily against his chest and he swallowed hard. Raising a hand he touched his face. It was dry. No wet skin from the Virginia rain. No priest.
Just pain.
The fan on the ceiling slowly came into focus and he tried to remember where he was.
He swallowed again and exhaled slowly. Rubbing his eyes the mercenary concentrated on the details of the ceiling fan. Four blades, two chains, one light. His breathing slowly returned to normal as he realized where he was.
Hotel room� not a funeral Not that day. His hands unclenched and he sank back onto the pillow.
Suddenly someone yawned in the dark, and as the bed moved, he instantly rolled sideways out onto the floor. Sliding backward against the wall, he crouched, heart thudding again now.
�What�s wrong, cudush?� A beautifully silky female voice asked. �Have you had a bad dream?� Anytime else the British accent would�ve been delightful, but right now it was disorienting. He tensed as a dark form emerged from the sheets. Who was it?
�Come back to bed� it�s much too early.� She sat up on her knees and looked around. �Where are you?� He saw her flip her long hair the way only a woman can do.
Of course. Cudush. The Hindi word for �darling.� Sidra� the Indian girl by the pool. The Sandman swallowed again and slowly stood up.
�Cudush� where are you?� She repeated.
He stepped back to the bed and paused, looking down. His eyes were fully adapted now and he could see her plainly against the white sheets. She was completely naked. His gaze traveled from her ankles upward along her long legs. She had muscled calves and skinny, almost boyish thighs that flared into a flat stomach. Like many women from hot, sticky climates, she�d shaved her pubic hair except for a thin line that ran a few inches up her belly. As she turned, the line of her ribs showed below her breasts. Which, he reminded himself, were perfect. Just big enough to fit in a man�s hand and each topped with a tiny, pert nipple. Merlot colored, he recalled.
She looked up then, and he saw her eyes widen. Inhaling sharply, she shrank back from the big dark figure beside the bed.
�Volush neer kidma marquelis,� she hissed and pulled the sheet up around her chest.
He didn�t move but softly said, �Sidra� it�s me. Relax.�
At the sound of his voice the girl visibly wilted a bit. Her shoulders fell and she laughed nervously. �I thought� well� you know what I thought.� She reverted to English but stayed up against the headboard.
Smiling, he sat on the edge of the bed and looked at her. The pillows behind her were very white against her dark skin. A long strand of thick hair hung across her face and, with an utterly female gesture, she tucked it behind one ear. She was still breathing hard, he saw, as her breasts rose and fell beneath the sheet.
�Tell me what you thought,� he said calmly and slowly reached for her. �Tell me.�
She obviously didn�t see well in the dark but felt his hand on her leg. Dropping the sheet, Sidra slid across the bed and pressed her naked body against his.
�I thought they had come back.� She twined her arms around his neck.
�Not a chance,� the Sandman pressed a hand onto her back. �They had enough.�
�Ummmm,� the girl moaned and nuzzled her small face against his neck. She stroked the hard muscles of his shoulders and thought about that. They�d eaten dinner at the InterContinental, a jazz club called Up on the Tenth. She�d wanted to dance, so after dinner they�d gone to the Dilbar. It was an Indian nightclub Sidra had visited on her one other visit to Dubai. The music was a weird blend of traditional Indian and Euro trash but the clientele didn�t seem to mind. They were mostly Indian expatriates or some part of an Air India flight crew like Sidra herself.
But there were others. Sometimes solitary men who sat in corners and watched. Sometimes young Emirati males eager to see for themselves if the rumors about non-Arab women were true. In this case it had been three young Americans. Who else but Americans would go out for the evening in polo shirts and tennis shoes? They were big, beefy boys who probably worked for one of the many private security companies in Jordan. Or maybe they were attached to the U.S. embassy. In either case, they were determined to show everyone who they were.
Most of the patrons had ignored them, including the women, with the casual disinterest reserved for public embarrassment. This, and repeated rounds of drinks, had only made the sailors more belligerent. When her companion had excused himself to the lavatory, Sidra had quietly sipped her martini and watched the dancers. She hadn�t seen the three men watching her and was caught by surprise when they suddenly sat at her table.
�Well now,� the biggest one had drawled, �lookit this pretty one.�
As a flight attendant she was very accustomed to the attention of men. Prowlers mostly, looking for a quick one-night stand. However, there was a big difference between the security of an airline cabin and the uncertainty of a public bar.
�What�s your name, sweetheart?� The man had blond hair and was staring at her hungrily. �You habla English?� He reached across and laid a big paw on her arm.
Sidra pulled her arm back and looked hopefully toward the lavatories but the crowd was too thick to see her new friend. �I am not alone gentlemen. I am here with a man.�
They just laughed.
�Talks real pretty, don�t she?� The blond sat back and crossed his arms. He had a big tattoo on his forearm that read U.S.M.C. in black gothic letters. �Ain�t muchova man who�d leave ya here alone.�
One of the others, a redhead with a protruding belly, turned a chair around and sat down. He leaned a shoulder against her and beerily breathed into her face. �You lookin� for help, darlin�?� He chuckled arrogantly and the others joined in. �Who in here�s gonna say �boo� to us?� He waved a hand around. �These little shitbirds? They keep provin� they can�t fight for thesselves, so why would they fight for you?�
Sidra got to her feet, heart pounding. �Excuse me please, but I need to go.�
A thick fist fastened onto her arm and pulled her down onto the chair.
�That ain�t nice, baby�� The blond�s face was hard. �We come all the way from the good ol� U. S. of A. to protect ya�ll and ain�t getting much of a welcome.�
She tried to move but he held her fast. �You�re stayin� right here and you�re gonna give us a little entertainment till we say you can go.�
The third man, another blond with a buzz haircut and body art covering his arms, leaned over the table. He had the biggest buckle she�d ever seen and his belly hung over his belt. �And that might last all night.� He smiled like a man who enjoyed throwing his weight around. �So get used to��
Suddenly his eyes widened as a hand snaked over his shoulder and fastened around his left bicep. He tried to straighten, but his legs were kicked out from beneath him and another hand shoved him hard between his shoulder blades. The man�s chin struck the table and he was pushed, stunned, to one side and toppled heavily to the floor.
The other two Americans looked shocked and for a long moment didn�t move. Sidra smiled with relief as a tall figure moved into the light.
�T�es d�ac?� he asked quietly in French, pulling her upright.
�J�ai bien,� she replied as he firmly but gently pushed her behind him, all the time watching the two other men. They were staring at their friend, who was still lying senseless on the floor. The dancers had moved away from the table.
�These animals would not let me leave,� she continued in French.
�I know. We�ll leave now, I think.�
But the big blond finally realized that the girl was leaving.
�You fuckin� bastard!� He growled, and jumped to his feet. �You��
The Sandman�s arm shot across the table and stiffened fingers jabbed into the American�s eyes. Staggering, the blond bellowed in pain, grabbed at his eyes and collided with a waiter carrying a tray of drinks. Pivoting on a heel, the mercenary simultaneously shoved the girl further back and backhanded the redhead across the face. The powerful slap knocked the redhead off his chair but he rolled quickly to his feet.
�Now you shit,� he wiped his face. �Now you get yours!� he sidestepped right, faked a punch and swung a huge left haymaker. The mercenary smiled a little and slid easily under the man�s arm. Amateurs.
He jabbed two short punches into the exposed rib cage and felt the redhead flinch in pain. As the man stumbled forward, the Sandman simply rolled around the American�s back and drove his elbow hard into the man�s kidney. He gave a queer little froglike leap and crumpled to the floor.
Spinning around, the mercenary saw the blond lunge to his feet, wiping frozen daiquiri from his face. The Sandman�s foot flicked out and caught the big man in the kneecap.
�Ahhh�� he moaned and toppled sideways against another table before crashing to the floor.
Backing toward the girl, the mercenary kept his eye on all three men and watched the crowd for any others. He picked up his scotch from the table with his left hand and took Sidra�s elbow with his right.
The redhead was sitting up but holding himself oddly. The blond with the popped kneecap was swearing profusely and not moving at all from the floor. The third man was out cold.
�You fuckin� bastard,� the blond spat at him, his eyes bright with pain and hate. �Our buds�ll find you and put your French ass in the ground.�
The mercenary calmly took a sip of scotch and kicked him in the face.
�Oh, I don�t think so. Trailer trash like you is easy to see coming.� He smiled. �And easy to smell.� The American-accented English was unmistakable.
Eyes wide with pain, the man was shocked. �You�re� you�re American!�
�You owe the lady an apology.� The Sandman regarded him with indifference. �Give it, and I won�t stomp you like the cockroach you are.�
�But we�re fightin� for you!�
�The most dangerous thing you do is go to the shitter every day. And if you three are the best America has to offer, then al Qaida has nothing to worry about.� He took a step closer and both men shrank away from him.
�Now apologize.�
The two men looked at each other then back at the mercenary. He hadn�t exerted himself in the least and all three of them were down. Even now he just stood there, no swearing or blustering. Dark and quiet.
The redhead swallowed and lowered his eyes. �I�m� I apologize.� He looked away in shame.
�To the lady, you ignorant sack of douche. Not to me.�
The man raised his face, eyes swimming with pain. �I�m sorry� miss. I� we didn�t mean anything by it,� he mumbled.
The blond tried to sit up again. �You go fuck yourself.� His face was flushed and there was a deep gash on his cheekbone. �You��
The mercenary�s left leg flicked out again and caught the man on the end of his chin. The sailor�s head snapped back and thudded against the floor. Wide-eyed, the redhead watched the stranger step toward him. �Please� mister� don�t do anything else. I��
But then the bouncers arrived. Five of them. All big men dressed in black who pushed their way through the crowd. Two of them pulled the redhead to his feet and muscled him toward the door. The other three picked up the other two Americans and dragged them toward the exit as well.
All around the dancers clapped and the music started up again. One man, who looked to be the manager, surveyed the scene and approached the table.
�Sir��his English was badly accented but understandable��I apologize for this. Those men should never have been permitted in the club.� He righted the fallen chair. �I hope you will allow me to cover your bill.�
�Ma feesh miskallah,� the mercenary replied in colloquial, educated Arabic. �Not a problem. Thank you.� He was backing into the crowd. The last thing he wanted was a public event.
�Ah� but sir!� The manager looked horrified. It was one thing to have a wealthy foreigner involved in a problem but quite another for an Arab.
�It�s all right,� the Sandman waved a hand deprecatingly. �Simply imprison them and call the Yankee embassy. I��he took Sidra�s hand and gently moved toward the door,�� �do not wish to be involved with such as this.�
�But of course, sidi.� The manager looked around. �But� but��
�I do not wish to be involved.� he repeated firmly and pressed a hundred-dollar bill into the man�s hand. �You understand?�
The manager�s face cleared instantly. �But of course. I will take care of everything, sidi. And I hope you will return when��
But the Sandman was already leaving away. In a daze, Sidra had been guided toward the exit as the people around them backed away from her escort. The cool night air had cleared her head and as they waited for a cab she�d turned and stared at her companion. He was watching her, a faint smile on his calm, hard face and she knew she didn�t want to be alone that night.
Now, looking across the bed at him, he seemed perfectly composed. He certainly hadn�t been upset at the nightclub. And, although he�d brought her off three times during their two-hour sex session, it had been almost mechanical. He�d been forceful, urgent� but not passionate.
Sidra hadn�t been asleep when he�d bolted from the bed. He�d startled her but she�d been too upset to notice. Something had frightened him. And what could do that? she wondered.
�Please, cudush, come back to bed.� Sidra patted the bed and rolled provocatively toward the edge. Like a splash of milk in coffee, her dark skin caught the faint shine of light through a crack in the heavy draperies. He should leave. But, he reminded himself, it would likely be a while until his next woman. She sat up again and stared at his dark outline.
�Please.�
The mercenary stared at her naked body, then reached down and twisted a nipple between his fingers.
�Ummm,� she moaned with pleasure. �More.�
He smiled in the darkness. He had time.

Chapter 6

Doug Truax stepped over to the edge of the dock and thought about the mercenary. He wasn�t convinced the man actually existed, or if he did, that he wasn�t a Russian or Chinese pilot. They weren�t supposed to be able to fly like that but it was possible that there was one ringer amongst all the other clueless bastards.
However, assuming it was a westerner, then who could it be? Each year alone, enough pilots retired or separated from the U.S. military to start an air force. Of course, it wouldn�t be just a pilot. To do what this guy had done meant he had to be a fighter pilot, and not just any fighter pilot. This one obviously had a low-altitude night background, among other things.
�So who could do something like this?� John Lee prompted.
Axe rubbed his chin. �Fighter pilot obviously. LANTIRN qualified.�
Low Altitude Navigation Targeting InfraRed Night. A special training program for specially equipped F-16s and F-15Es. The idea had been to penetrate enemy air-defense systems, called IADS, and strike high-value targets with precision weapons. It was hair-raising, to say the least. It had also gone out in the mid-nineties, when the Air Force decided they�d never have to fly at low altitudes again. After all, Iraq had been conquered without going low, and in keeping with the tradition of always fighting the last war, LANTIRN had been discontinued. Besides, UAVs couldn�t do it.
�Something unnatural about flying through mountains at one hundred feet at night,� Jolly said. �Never did it myself.�
�I did.�
�I know. And since that mission went away at the end of the cold war, anyone LANTIRN qualified would have to be our age, at least.�
�Not necessarily.� Axe leaned against the railing and folded his arms. �We got our NVGs in the late nineties� you can fly low off of those.�
�But the punks these days never fly low like we grew up doing,� Jolly persisted. �The Air Force went to the medium-altitude mind-set way back during the first Gulf War.�
�And wasn�t that a great idea�� Axe snorted. �They said there�d never be a reason to go low again.�
�You avoid Triple-A.�
�Anti-aircraft artillery is the least of my worries.� Truax was a Wild Weasel by trade. He was supposed to get shot at. �You force me to medium altitude and now every swinging dick surface-to-air missile can see me. Never say never.�
�Still makes sense� as long as we�ve got precision munitions.� Jolly was a party line kind of guy. And that was Air Force Party Line Number Two.
Axe was disgusted and it showed. �And after the fourth day? When we run out of precision bombs? What then?�
�Anyway� LANTIRN.�
�Yeah. But it would take more than that.�
John Lee looked at the gray patch on Axe�s left shoulder. It was shield shaped with a yellow bull�s-eye in the middle and black lettering. GRADUATE � USAF FIGHTER WEAPONS SCHOOL.
An elite school for the best fighter pilots in the USAF. At least it had been when Axe went through. Maybe two instructor pilots per year from each fighter wing were selected to attend. Jolly was well aware that the course had been cheapened when it opened up to the bomber community and to nonflyers. Why does an intelligence officer need a patch? What are bomber �tactics�? This was a typical Air Force initiative to force equality. After all, who needed fighter pilots anymore? There was always the Space Command to win future wars.
Even John Lee, party line kind of guy, had trouble with that one. So the end result was the creation of the USAF Weapons School. Everyone is happy. Right. Bottom line was that it definitely did not produce the same caliber of person it once had. Slowly but surely, the Air Force was breeding out the aggressive ones and killing the warrior spirit.
He pointed at Axe�s shoulder. �You mean a Patchwearer.�
Doug Truax nodded. �I�m thinking that way. And not one of the SNAPs.�
Jolly chuckled in spite of himself. Sensitive New Age Pilot. Gen Xers. Punks.
�So again� someone from our age group or thereabouts. Patchwearer, LANTIRN guy� probably combat veteran.�
�Most definitely,� Axe agreed. �Why would they hire a guy that hadn�t seen the Elephant?�
�They probably wouldn�t. So we�re not talking about a big gene pool here.�
�In theory. But who�s to say this guy is even an American? The Canadians and Aussies have guys technically capable of this. Dutch, Norwegians� lots of others fly F-16s too. Could be any of them.�
�No combat time though.�
Axe sat back down and exhaled. �Okay. But just because he�s American doesn�t mean he�s Air Force. Enough guys get out from the Navy and Marines who could fit the bill.�
Jolly opened up his satchel and removed a single piece of paper. �Defense Intelligence in D.C. was given the hot potato of tracking this down. They had help from the Office of Naval Intelligence, Security Assistance, and the CIA. The profile was a former fighter or attack pilot from any of the fast jet services.�
�Navy, Air Force, or Marines.�
�Right. We obviously discounted Army Aviation. We also threw out anyone who retired prior to 1990� he�d probably be too old. We didn�t limit the search to TopGun or Fighter Weapons Grads but most came back that way. We also threw out the guys who were strictly air to air. F-15 Eagles and Tomcat drivers. They wouldn�t know a bomb if they tripped over it. And this guy put his cluster bombs through the PAC-3 door from a nighttime low-altitude pop-up attack.�
Axe shook his head. �That still leaves Strike Eagles, Harriers, all the F-18s, and even the BombCat version of the F-14.�
�So?�
�So?� Axe stood up again and walked to the railing. �So we haven�t even discussed the F-16s. Do you have any idea how many Viper drivers are out there? Just in our Air Force? How about the foreigners? How about the Guard and Reserve? Every silly state militia has its own air force and most of �em are F-16s.�
�Hardly up to a job like this though,� Jolly replied. �National Guard and Reserve pilots are second string at best.�
�Not all of them.� Axe snorted. �Where do you think the really good dudes you and I have known over the years are?�
�Delta, American, United��
Axe sighed. �Yeah� you know what I mean. We can�t discount them. And they�re a lot harder to keep track of than a regular air force type.� He eyed the other officer speculatively. �You have some reason for thinking this guy, if he exists, is a Viper pilot?�
Lee was staring at his shiny toes. �Yeah.�
�Well?� Axe was beginning to perspire in the sun. And few things smelled worse to him than sweaty polyester.
Jolly looked out at the river. �No one saw anything at the Patriot site. Or if they did, they didn�t live to tell about it.�
�How much was actually destroyed?� Axe interrupted.
�The BTOK was obliterated. Everyone was killed. The ICC van, the Engagement Control Station, missile storage facility� two of the three batteries were also wiped out. A fucking mess.�
Truax whistled.
Jolly nodded. �Yeah� the fact that someone zapped this place, from the air, and got away has all sorts of nastiness associated with it. But that�s another story. Bottom line is that he got away. Air Traffic and Early Warning had nothing leaving the target area. Zippo. Nothing showed up over the water at all except airliners.�
�And they saw nothing?�
�Closest guy was a Delta flight on final to Chiang Kai-shek� he was pissed off about the fireworks but landed anyway.� Lee sighed. �The only possible clue we have is from our Navy.�
He pulled a copy of a map from the satchel. �A little before midnight the U.S.S. Howard nearly got run over by a fighter jet� about here.� He pointed to an empty blue area southwest of Taiwan in the Formosa Straits.
�What�s the Howard?�
�Some kind of destroyer. She was screening for Carrier Group Seven out of Yokasuka, Japan. The Stennis and all her friends. Anyway, apparently this guy was below mast height and damn near took their rotating antenna off when he jinked over them.�
Axe chuckled. �And the U.S. Navy poops its pants again.� He stuck a piece of gum in his mouth and waited for Jolly to continue.
�So they start screaming at him, and get this� he acknowledges them.�
Truax shrugged. �If he hadn�t they would�ve really shit a brick.�
�Right,� Lee agreed. �So he knows this. Which probably means he�s American. So as cool as a fucking cucumber this guy chimes up in a deep southern accent, apologizes and gives them a song and dance about being a Viper outa Kunsan on a low-level night mission.�
�Kunsan Vipers fly low-level night missions on the Korean Peninsula.� Axe stopped chewing. �Why would one be over water, hundreds of miles to the southeast?�
�I know. But the point is he said all the right words. Only someone like you or I would know the difference. He even used a �Wolf� call sign.�
�Did they track him?� Axe was interested now. �Don�t those boats have all kinds of cool AEGIS things on board?�
�Ship, not �boat.� � Jolly shook his head. �Nope. He came in on the deck and was gone the same way. Guess they had the gear secured for heavy weather and by the time they went to General Quarters he was gone. Besides, they bought his story.�
�So who smelled the rat?�
�The exec. He was on the bridge and saw the thing as it about took his head off. He remembered enough about fighter jets to know an F-16 only has one tail and one motor. Our mysterious friend here had two tails and two engines.�
Now that was interesting, Axe thought. The only twin-tailed twin-engined fighters in the U.S. inventory were the F-22 Raptor, the F-35 Lightning, the F-15 Eagle and the F/A-18 Hornet. The first two were Air Force jets, the last was flown by the Navy and Marine Corps. There were no air-to-ground Strike Eagles in the Pacific. And an air-to-air Eagle driver would shit his pants at that altitude.
�Could�ve been a gray Eagle from Kadena,� Axe said lamely. It was the only other alternative.
�Could be. Except that all their jets were accounted for that night. And why would an Eagle guy give himself a Kunsan call sign?�
�Latent heterosexuality?�
It was an old joke. Back in the 1980s an F-15 pilot was caught red-handed, so to speak, getting a little nookie from his crew chief. The only problem with that was that they were both guys. And it didn�t help that the name of the fighter squadron was the Fighting Cocks. Much to the delight of every other fighter type in the Air Force, this escapade was revisited whenever possible to just thoroughly piss off Eagle drivers.
Jolly laughed a bit in spite of himself. �No� this guy is probably an American and almost certainly a Viper guy.�
Axe reluctantly agreed with him. It was an extremely specialized profession with training from only one place. So they weren�t talking about a big field here.
�That means we might be able to find him.�
The other pilot pulled out three dark blue folders and held them up. �We�ve got some possibilities here.�
Axe reached for them but Jolly shook his head.
�Hang on. Before you read these you should know how we got them.� He pointed to one of the covered picnic tables next to the dock. �Let�s go sit down.�
�We came up with twenty-one possibilities,� Jolly continued as they walked. �Eight Air Force, four Navy, and three Marines.� He handed Truax the three folders. �These guys made the final cut. One of each.�
They crossed into the shade and Axe sighed. Better.
�One each, huh? How �Joint� of you. How did you arrive at these three?�
The armed forces did everything together, or �Jointly,� these days, even if it didn�t make sense. It perpetuated the illusion that the American military was all one big happy family. In reality, it rarely, if ever, worked at the operational level. It sounded good at D.C. cocktail parties though.
�Of the four Navy guys,� Lee continued, �You�ve got one there. One is a United pilot, so he�s out, and the other is a defense contractor� Northrop Grumman, I think.�
�That�s only three. Didn�t they teach you to count at National War College?�
�They didn�t teach me anything there. The other Navy guy is dead, so he�s probably not a player.�
�Probably not.�
Jolly glanced at his list. �You�ve got a Marine and the other two work on the Beltway� verified. So they�re out.�
�This leaves the good ol� U.S. Air Force.�
�Right. Three of these guys are airline pilots, one works for Lockheed Martin, one is dead, and two are in the Air National Guard.� Lee pointed at the folder. �You�ve got Number eight right there.�
Swell.
�And you really believe that this guy everyone wants is one of these three?� Axe waved the folders. �Or is this just a Cover Your Ass knee jerk to get the Air Force off the hook?�
Axe�s cynicism was beginning to wear thin.
�I realize you don�t always see eye to eye with the powers that be, Doug,� Jolly snapped, �but if this maniac did come from our corner of the world, then it�s our duty to find him.�
�Why?� Axe dropped the folders on the table. �He didn�t attack us. He didn�t hurt any Americans or blow up any of our toys. If he wants rage around for the highest bidder, then how is that our fuckin� business?�
�It�s our fucking business because this directly harms our national interests in the Pacific. All over the world too, if we look like dipshits!� Lee was mad now.
�C�mon, Jolly get a grip.� Axe shook his head disgustedly. �Our �national interests� a few years ago included selling guns and plutonium to Saddam. Before that we were buddy buddy with Tehran. Before that we propped up whatever banana republic South American piece of shit suited us at the moment� regardless of how many drugged-out kids it cost us. Before that��
�Okay, okay,� Lee held up his hands. �Let�s stick to the original thought.�
�You�ve never had one.�
�C�mon Axe��
�Your thoughts come from the Joint Policy Manual� or from some general�s ass.�
�Fuck you.� Lee stood up and leaned on the table. One vein on the side of his forehead was pulsing.
Truax jumped up too. �No fuck YOU, Jolly. You guys sit up there and dream up wild-assed stuff like this and, once again, expect someone like me to make it reality. �
�Damn it, Axe,� John Lee slammed the satchel down on the picnic table. �You�re a fucking Neanderthal. There�s more to being an officer than this black-and-white tactical utopia you live in. Unfortunately we don�t spend our careers in combat. If we did, you�d be a general by now.�
�War is the only time this toy company of ours makes any real sense,� Axe interrupted. �It�s the only time I�ve ever been completely sure of what I�m doing.� Both men stared angrily at each other for a few moments.
�Maybe,� Jolly nodded and sighed heavily. He�d never admit it, but Truax was pretty close to the mark. �But this is America we�re talking about� and at the moment, right or wrong, this is important. It needs to be done and you�re the one to do it.�
Doug Truax exhaled and stared out at the river. He could feel the angry, impotent thumping of his heart. More than anything right now he wished he was out there on a sailboat. A nice forty- or fifty-footer. Heading out beyond Hampton Roads into the Chesapeake Bay under full sail. Two more years, he told himself. Two more years and I�m finished.
�Okay.� He gathered up the folders. �I�ll go through it.�
Lee was relieved and managed a weak smile. �The idea is to do it quick. General Williams needs an answer for the Pentagon by close of business today.�
�If General Sturgis knew anything about fighter pilots he could answer this himself.� He waved the folders. �Tell me something, Jolly. Doesn�t it bother you that the Air Force is so far gone that a bomber toad is the acting commander of Air Combat Command?�
Actually it did. John Lee agreed with him on that point. The USAF had lost a great deal when it became the unified collection of �equals� everyone pretended it was. How could a bomber guy know anything about the fighter world? And vice versa. Everyone was so transparently well-rounded these days that very few people knew anything in depth. It was mostly about looking good on paper.
�We�ll argue the fine points of that some other time. After you review it, call me. We�ll go across the street and see the general together.�
�Super. Remind me to floss first.�
* * *
Doug Truax sat with his chin in his hands and stared from the conference room window. He�d first read the reports on the eighteen pilots that had been discounted and he had to agree. Except for one dead air force pilot, the three Jolly had shown him were, on paper, the most likely.
He still thought this was a CYA affair. The likelihood that this mercenary was a former American fighter pilot was still an unresolved issue in his mind at least. There were foreigners, the Dutch specifically, who could easily pass for an American on the radio. He yawned and stood up. No sense delaying the inevitable meeting with the general.
Five minutes later, he was standing outside the headquarters building waiting for John Lee. There were four young enlisted troops practicing their color-guard routine by the flagpole and they looked like a poster for Affirmative Action. The smell of newly cut grass filled the air, and every few seconds or so, he caught a whiff of jet fuel drifting down from the flight line.
The doors opened behind him and Axe turned, expecting to salute someone. But it was only Jolly.
�Great.� He waved him in irritably. �General Sturgis is waiting. He�s been ducking questions from D.C. all day.�
Axe stepped into the big entryway and pulled out his ID card for the Security Police behind the glass. �I guess that�s tough on his tee times today, huh?�
�I suppose you�ve formed an opinion?� Jolly ignored the jibe. Most people were either intimidated by generals or couldn�t stand the sight of them. He�d never known Axe to be intimidated by anything.
�Yep.� The two officers walked into the atrium and started up the stairs. A huge photo mural depicting operational scenes from around the Air Force covered the wall. �Did you ever notice that there�s not one picture of a fighter jet on that damn thing?�
�Yeah, I noticed. I�ve got to look at it all day.� He stopped on the landing halfway up and gripped Axe by the forearm. �Now listen to me. I know you don�t like stars� and this one in particular, but don�t fuck this away. Just answer his questions and let�s get the hell outa there.�
�Right. Respect and honesty. That�s me. Now let go of me.�
Lee gave up. At the top of the stairs they turned left and approached another set of double doors with COMMAND SECTION etched into glass. The doors swung open and another Bite stepped out. A major. Axe grinned in spite of himself. The officer was a spitting image of his general. Even down to the queer little spectacles. Bomber puke� had to be.
Go figure.
�The general�s expecting you, Colonel Lee.� He ran his eyes over Axe, noting the not-so-shiny black shoes and slightly rumpled shirt. �Both of you. Please go right in.�
Jolly propelled Axe forward before he could say anything nasty. Walking past several desks occupied by Eisenhower-era secretaries, they came to The Door. The big fake wood door leading in to see The Man. He ran his fingers through his hair.
�You wanna breath mint?� Axe whispered.
�Eat shit,� he whispered back and knocked twice.
�Come in.�
The voice was deep, well � modulated, and inflected from somewhere in the south.
Like a TV evangelist.
Swell.
They stepped into the room, strode to the center, and saluted smartly. The officer behind the big mahogany-colored desk raised a hand in return.
�Please� sit� sit.� He got up then and walked around. They all sat around a low coffee table surrounded on three sides by bookshelves. It was supposed to project the library type of atmosphere a large, successful corporate office would have.
Axe thought the leather-bound books were probably fake too.
Lieutenant General Kenneth Allen Sturgis. Manicured, pedicured, and trimmed. Proud graduate of every non-combat school the Air Force could dream up. The Executive Development Program, the National Security Management Course, etc. Proof personified that an officer no longer needed to be a warrior to become a general in the New Air Force. Probably never did � not in peacetime anyway.
�Well, Axe,� Sturgis pivoted and gazed at him intently. He possessed that false charm that most generals and all politicians had. The knack for making you think they knew you personally and really cared about what you had to say. Must all go to the same school, Axe thought. He must also possess a good tailor, because Axe could swear the shoulders of the man�s Class-A jacket were padded.
�Whaddya got?�
Truax held up the three folders. �Of these three my money�s on the Marine, Dan Morgan.�
�I�d be interested to know why.�
Axe shrugged. �If I were picking a man for this mission he�s the one I�d choose.�
�The one you would choose.� Sturgis said it slowly. He didn�t like fighter pilots and never would. Too cocky and too smart. �As an authority on fighter pilots and combat.� Sarcasm had started early.
�That�s right.�
He felt Jolly kick him under the table. The general didn�t notice or didn�t care. He leaned back and placed his fingertips together so Axe could see his big gold ring. Had to be either the Citadel or Texas A&M.
�What about the Navy Hornet driver?�
�Commander Len Fisher.� Axe didn�t need notes after his research. �Flew Hornets off the U.S.S. Ranger during the first Gulf War. TopGun grad, did an exchange tour with the Kuwaitis and speaks Arabic.�
�Why not him?�
�Well, for one thing, he retired in 1994. He�d be almost fifty-five so probably too old for any real flying.�
The veiled insult did not go unnoticed. Sturgis stiffened a bit and glanced up sharply with his beady, close-set eyes. But Doug Truax was a study in innocence.
�Commander Fisher also has a known residence in Florida and it seems he owns a string of dive shops along Navarre Beach. His whereabouts are easy enough to confirm.�
�Go on then.�
�Dash Morgan separated from the Marines in the fall of 2003. He flew F/A-18s during Desert Storm in the Bengals� uh, VMFA 224, I think. He was back again for Gulf War Two with the Hawks from VMFA 533. �His second war��Axe looked up��though like most of us he�d spent the majority of the last decade in the desert.�
Lee kicked him again.
�TopGun graduate. Went back to Fallon as an instructor at their Strike School in 1997. After leaving the Marines, he went to work as a private contractor. Last known location was flying OA-37s in South America.�
�And from the Air Force?�
�Dean Conway.�
General Sturgis frowned. �But I know about him. He played football at the academy. Wasn�t he an aid to General Forrest?�
�That�s right. Everyone called him GQ because he was an aid. I think he got his teeth capped.�
Sturgis didn�t like that and frowned. John Lee shook his head slightly.
�He was also a squadron commander in Korea and a Weapons School grad.�
�Doesn�t sound like someone who�d go bad.� The general plainly didn�t like the idea of an Air Force officer becoming a mercenary.
Surprisingly, Axe agreed. �I think you may be right there, General.�
The general looked pleased, and smiled � which made his lips disappear.
�Why?� Jolly looked suspicious. Conway was his first pick and he actually knew the man. He�d said as much to the general, so Lee�s own credibility was on the line.
�Because he�s a pussy.�
Sturgis looked shocked. Bomber guys apparently didn�t talk that way.
�Colonel Truax, that kind of comment is hardly constructive.� He looked at the pilot like he was a bug. �I seriously doubt if a man who graduates from the Weapons School and manages to become an aid to a senior general is some sort of weak sister.�
Truax shrugged. �No system is perfect, General. I know this guy. We flew together at Shaw. He�s the only guy I know that busted so many rides at Nellis that he got a second course. All because General Forrest thought he looked good.�
John Lee frowned. That was unheard of. There were forty flights in that program plus three hundred hours of academics. The competition and stress were unbelievable. No one got a second chance.
�So what happened to him?� Jolly asked.
�Got caught dipping his wick in the wax � some nineteen-year-old female maintenance chick. Like so many of those guys, he began believing his own press� thought he was bulletproof and that his general officer sponsor would get him out of anything.�
�Not true I guess.� Jolly shook his head.
�Not in this case. They tried to hush it up but the press got ahold of it. He was relieved of command and sent back to Nellis to the support squadron.�
�And what happened then?� The general asked. �Do we know where he went from there?�
�His wife divorced him and he retired at twenty years.� Doug Truax flipped the page over. �Says here he went to work as a consultant for some PMC.�
Private military corporations, or PMCs, had sprung up in the aftermath of the huge defense cuts of the late nineties. A clever move by Washington that left thousands of highly trained, highly lethal specialists looking for work. The Pentagon, ever a study in contradiction, then publicly denounced the use of professional mercenaries. Privately they used them in huge numbers in Iraq and Afghanistan.
Just then a side door opened and another young major walked in. Axe normally didn�t scope out brother officers but this in case it was no brother. She was tall for a woman, maybe five feet eight, with copper-colored hair and dark skin. Not tan from a can either, but the real thing. Like a girl who spent most of her time outdoors. She had a hard, compact body and even managed to make the horrible Air Force blue uniform look sensuous. The major paused a moment, aware of the instant attention, then walked across the room.
�Ah� Karen.� The general was at last aware that the two pilots weren�t utterly fascinated with him at the moment. �Gentlemen, one of my deputy execs, Major Karen Shipman. Please go on.�
Go on? Go on with what? Axe was thinking some extremely piggy thoughts. He glanced at the general and saw a quick flash of power lust in the man�s eyes. So that�s how it is.
�Which PMC?� Jolly wanted to know, careful to not stare at the major�s legs as she sat down.
�Global Resources International, based out of Roslyn, Virginia. They specialize mainly in creating and maintaining training programs for their clients. Very little operational fieldwork.�
�Very little?� The general leaned back and looked thoughtful. Axe glanced at his seven rows of ribbons and tried to keep his face neutral. His highest decoration was a Distinguished Service Medal. The �I am a General� medal given to all who are promoted past full colonel. The man was a Lieutenant General in the Air Force, had served for more than thirty years, and hadn�t done anything more dangerous than landing a B-52. Perfect type of officer to lead the Air Combat Command.
�They do have a select number of former Special Forces officers and fighter pilots that can form small field teams, if required, for��he paused and looked up��direct intervention contracts.�
�Meaning wet work.� Sturgis tapped his fingers together knowingly and glancing sidelong at Major Shipman, pleased he could contribute an operational phrase.
Axe looked away. Sturgis must have picked that one up during one of his numerous school tours like the Joint Flag Officer Warfighting Course. This was a room full of impeccably tailored generals and admirals, all with shiny shoes, sitting in a lecture hall at Maxwell AFB, theorizing about combat. Warfighting course. In a classroom.
�Direct intervention contracts are operational missions. You know.� He looked at the general. �Combat.�
�That happens to be illegal,� the general said tersely. �Our government has never advocated the �loaning� of American military personnel to foreign nations for actual fighting. Unlike some of our so-called allies,� he added primly.
�Well, at least not since the RAF Eagle Squadron and Air America, � Axe replied.
Jolly rolled his eyes.
�So��the general got up and walked to his window��assuming this madman is an American and received his training in our military, we�ve come up with these three possibilities.�
The two younger officers said nothing. Sturgis was obviously making a case of some sort. Probably practicing for the Congressional hearing.
�And that�s it?� He turned and stared at the lieutenant colonels. �We bet the farm on this?�
Meaning my ass is at stake and therefore so are yours.
�Actually, the two best candidates aren�t on your short list,� Axe replied quietly.
�Why is that?� Major Shipman could speak too. Actually, it was a nice voice. Low and serious. Deep for a chick but not masculine.
�Mostly because they�re dead.�
Axe caught what might have been a smile flit across Shipman�s lips and cleared his throat. �General, these are the most likely pilots from our military who fit the bill. Additionally,� he glanced at Jolly, �I took it upon myself to research another possibility.�
�For instance?�
�Foreign pilots that have done fast-jet U.S. exchanges with the Air Force or naval aviation.�
�Anyone turn up?� Jolly asked.
�A Dutch pilot. Major Timo van Oste.�
�Why him?� The general looked interested. A way to get the USAF off the hook.
�He spent seven years in the States. Pilot training at Sheppard, and he later came back for an exchange tour at Hill AFB in Utah.� Axe looked up. �LANTIRN and goggle qualified.�
Sturgis sat down again and poured himself a cup of coffee. �That�s the low-altitude night stuff right?� He clucked disapprovingly. �What a waste of training. Going low was always a bad idea.�
Axe looked away again. This from a bomber guy who bravely attacked things from 40,000 feet. Or would have if he�d ever been to war.
�Well, General� it seemed to work out okay in Taiwan the other night.�
The coffee cup froze in mid lift. �And you�re one half-assed remark away from a year in Korea with the Army.� The general stabbed a finger at Truax. There was entirely too much testosterone in the room.
K. Allen Sturgis fixed Axe with a beady stare. His short hair seemed to bristle and his jaw hardened. It was meant to be menacing but Axe struggled mightily not to laugh. That would get him sent to Korea. From the corners of his eyes he saw Major Shipman look away.
�Sir,� Jolly sounded like he was being strangled, �I think Colonel Truax meant that the man we�re looking for would almost certainly have had that type of specialized training. It narrows the field a bit.�
�All right, all right.� Sturgis held up his hand. �But why would any of these guys turn� mercenary?� The word obviously tasted bad to him.
�Two reasons. First is the money. Being a mercenary pays more than being a professional military officer.�
�A slimy way to earn a few dollars,� the general interjected disdainfully. �Not really the American way.� The general was trying not to stare at the major�s legs but wasn�t hiding it well. Wonder if he�s fucking her, Axe thought and stole a look at Shipman�s face. Intelligence, determination� that was to be expected. But something else too. Something hard around the eyes. She didn�t look like the overambitious type that slept her way to the top, but you just never knew.
�It�s more than a few dollars, General. The ones that survive are all millionaires.�
Lee stepped in again. �And the second reason?�
Doug Truax looked up. �Revenge.�
�Meaning what?� Karen Shipman crossed her legs and three sets of eyes were pulled downward to her calves. Muscled. Must be a runner. He noticed the buttons on her blouse seemed to be having a hard time keeping her breasts contained. The General noticed too. Bastard.
�Many of these guys might have some sort of personal grudge against the service they came from,� Axe replied. �Maybe even against our country.�
�Traitors.� Sturgis spat the word. �They�re breaking the law and deserve life behind bars.�
�Actually, General, treason still carries the death penalty. I have to point out,� he added, �that none of these pilots have been involved in direct action against the United States. They�ve taken contracts against our allies in several cases� but not directly against us.�
�Harming U.S. interests is the same as attacking America.� He sounds like a paid political ad, Axe thought wearily. Too much time learning slogans at the JFK School of Government and no time on the front line. Axe would never condone treason of course, but he knew that the disillusionment among the officer corps was widespread and endemic. He also knew why. Part of it was sitting across from him now.
�So as I see it, sir��Jolly also stood��Dan Morgan and this Dutch pilot, Van Oste, are our most likely choices.�
�What have we done to locate them so far?� He turned and leaned against the window.
�Nothing yet, sir,� Jolly replied. �I wasn�t sure of the authorization or to what level you wished this elevated.�
�Elevated?� Sturgis snorted. �This came down to us from the Pentagon. �The Chief of Staff wants this resolved and damn fast, especially if the pilot responsible is one of ours. Once the full report leaks out, and it will leak out, there will be seven kinds of hell to pay from Congress.� He rubbed his chin. �Imagine a rogue American pilot responsible for the biggest diplomatic setback and threat to Asian security in thirty years. There are certain Congressmen who�d just love that.�
Axe could imagine that. The upper levels of the military were still smarting from a series of nasty scandals. Then there was the quagmire in Iraq and the embarrassment of several high-profile weapons systems failures. The F/A-22 fiasco alone had cost the Air Force most of its credibility.
So Congress retaliated by closing bases and raping funding during their Quadrennial Defense Reviews. Another nail in the military coffin would suit some of them just fine.
�So I want you to find him. Now.�
Axe was getting a bad feeling about this. �Which one, general?�
Sturgis walked to his desk and picked up a blue folder. �Whichever one did this.� He took a single page from the folder and held it up. �This is a blanket authorization to utilize virtually any Air Force resources required to close this event.�
Close this event? Now what the hell did that mean? Do what has to be done as long as the problem goes away and the general is kept out of it?
Swell.
�You want me to hunt these guys down?� He sat back and stared at the general, not going down without a fight. �I thought that�s what the spooks were for.�
�Well, they�ll assist of course. And they have already. Just as you need their expertise to find these individuals they need yours to know where to look and whom to look for.�
Good God. Talk about needles and haystacks. Doug Truax shook his head slightly. Sturgis wanted a scapegoat, that�s what this meant. Someone�s head other than his own that he could dangle to the Air Staff when this mercenary disappeared into the mist. Axe could hear it now: �Well, I put Truax on it. Fighter pilot, Patchwearer, and the best I had. If he screwed it away, that�s not my fault.�
The general stood and so did Shipman and Lee. Axe looked up and saw they were all watching him expectantly. He belatedly got to his feet.
�You will report to Colonel Lee, and he will report to me.� Sturgis stretched himself up to his full, substandard height and was annoyed that he still had to look up at Axe.
�Questions?� he barked in a tone that didn�t require a reply. Nodding curtly, he then pivoted and stalked shortly out of the office.
Jolly blew out a long sigh and sunk back onto the couch. Major Shipman poured herself a cup of coffee and Axe tried to keep his head from spinning.
�Whaddya think?� Lee was wary. He knew Axe.
�What do I think? I think I�m the fall guy. I think I just got put on the cross so the Air Force doesn�t take the rap. I also think if you ever kick me again I�ll be mailing your foot back to you.�
Major Shipman leaned against the bookcase and said absolutely nothing.
Jolly smiled. �Just trying to keep you off the Rock,� he said, meaning Korea. �So get off your tail and find this guy.�
�Oh� okay.� Axe strode to the window and looked out. The color guard was gone. The greenskeepers had moved elsewhere and a momentary calm had settled over the brick buildings clustered around headquarters. It was called depression.
�I�ll just run right out and do that, Jolly.� He shook his head disgustedly. �This is a job for a cop or a spook, not a fighter pilot.�
�As it so happens, we�ve got someone just like that to help you out.�
�Great. Some slippery, hairy Neanderthal with six different passports to lead me on a global goose chase.�
�Actually��Karen Shipman smiled for the first time and lifted her perfect ass off the shelf��I only have two passports. And I shave my legs.�
He stared at her a moment and she met his gaze calmly. Lee waved and left.
* * *
�Okay,� Axe popped the top on a Coke and sat down on the stone picnic table. They�d walked down to the marina and he and the major were facing each other across the table. �So what do we have here, and why you?�
Major Karen Shipman was used to male hostility. Despite slogans, Equal Opportunity, and all the other silly military programs designed to change centuries of attitudes overnight, it hadn�t really happened. And the funny thing was that she agreed with most of the old notions. The military was, by its nature, a man�s world. Combat was a nasty physical event, and males were better designed for it in most cases.
Things began to unravel when technical leaps allowed machines to do what used to be done with muscle. Then it became brains that were important, not physical strength, bravery, or the athleticism that marked past generations of warriors. This was the twenty-first century in a nutshell. Face it, if Bill Gates had been born in the middle ages, he wouldn�t have survived past adolescence. Wrong set of talents and skills. As it was, he was the richest man in the world.
�I guess someone thinks I can help,� she sipped her Coke noncommittally. Doug Truax wasn�t hostile but he wasn�t exactly friendly either. �Maybe I can even learn something from you, sir.�
�Cut the crap, Major.� He looked at her and she could see he wasn�t buying it. A man not interested in flattery. Interesting. �Answer the question.�
�It was the general�s call. I suppose he thinks I�m useful.�
�No doubt of that.�
Karen�s head came up. That was one thing that did get to her. The implication that all successful women screwed their way to the top.
�I resent that, Colonel,� she snapped. �My brain matches my tits.�
�Gray and soft?�
�You know damn well that�s not what I mean.�
�You�ve got two brains?�
This man was infuriating. �If your dick was as big as your mouth I�d be looking forward to this assignment.�
Ouch.
Hit a guy where he lives. Dickie Gozenya didn�t care for that remark. Now, normally majors did not speak to lieutenant colonels that way. But Karen Shipman was a field-grade officer too, a woman, and she�d been specially appointed by the three-star prick in charge. Axe couldn�t decide whether to put her in her place or ask her out to dinner. So instead he grinned.
�Okay� pax. Means peace.� Try some charm instead.
�Sane lingua Latina dico.�
Whoops. Axe grinned again. Latin too. She wasn�t kidding about the brain.
�Look, Colonel� I didn�t ask for the job.� Axe wasn�t sure about that. �But I�ve never failed yet and I don�t intend to start now.� That was certainly true. Shipman was gathering steam. �Now if you�d stop staring at my ass maybe we could get to work.�
Caught. Perception and brains. A truly evil woman.
But enough was enough. �Sit down and shut up.� He straightened up and stabbed a finger at her. She bristled but Axe rolled on. �You ever talk to me that way again, we�ve got a problem not even your three-star sponsor can bail you out of.�
Several other patrons turned curiously and he lowered his voice. �I�ve no doubt you�re a competent officer in your own field but this is not making PowerPoint slides or ordering invitations for a general�s party.�
She sat and opened her mouth but Axe waved her off. �If I�ve got to roam around the damn planet tracking this guy down I can do it. I�ve done it before,� he added surprisingly. �But I can�t do it with an amateur trailing around behind me.�
�I am not an amateur.� Ms. Major Karen Shipman turned a nifty shade of red right at the cheekbones when she got angry. �I was DIA for three and a half years.�
Hmm. Defense Intelligence Agency. The military equivalent of the CIA. Usually not as subtle though, the bad haircuts gave them away. Still�
�What field?�
�Economics and��
�Shit.� Axe threw up his hands. �This is not cocktails at the Officer�s Club, Major. Nor is it a classroom at Bolling Air Force Base.� Bolling was the DIA Analysis Center outside Washington. �You�re an amateur in this game.�
�What game is that, sir?� She leaned over the table and stared at him with those beautiful green eyes. �Drinking and swearing and playing Crud? Singing �Sammy Small� or �Swing Low�?�
Whoa. What kind of respectable field-grade chick knew about those little ditties? Or the most excellent and sublime game of Crud? Must�ve been shagged hard by a fighter pilot or two. Axe gazed at her with new appreciation. She was either more versatile than he�d given her credit for or a world-class fighter-pilot groupie. Either way it was an improvement over Miss Major Tightass.
�As I was saying��Karen Shipman�s cheeks flushed again��and Collections. Advanced Technology.�
Whoops. A field agent. No one ever said agent, so it was simply collections.
�Enough.� His voice got its edge back at last and the major closed her prim little mouth. �Then you should be able help track down these guys.�
�That is exactly what the general had in mind for me,� she replied a bit tartly.
I�ll bet, Axe thought. He stared at Major Shipman, and she stared right back. She had an almost bemused expression on her face that was irritating and sexy all at once. But he took a deep breath and forced his thoughts away from her straining buttons. DIA would have access to most of the spook universe. Money trails, electronic tracers� the works. Finding the mercenary maybe just got a whole lot easier.

Chapter 7

Leaving his hotel just after breakfast, the Sandman walked out into the forecourt of the InterContinental. This was a rectangle with one long arm open and facing the street. The other three sides contained shops beneath covered arcades that ran along the ground floor.
Given that its clientele were wealthy Arabs and similarly wealthy foreigners, the InterContinental took security seriously. No vehicles could approach closer than 100 feet and this dead space was pleasantly disguised by fountains and orderly rows of date palms. Heavy concrete barriers had been cast into strangely artistic shapes and were cleverly hidden along all approaches that a bomb-laden automobile might take. Because of this, a designated taxi lane was set up just off the street. There were always a few cabs waiting and, if not, men would materialize from the shadows and hail one from the busy street.
The Old City was a pleasant place, filled with expensive shops and shady, tree-lined alleys that kept most of the traffic noise at bay. Seemingly out for a morning walk, one more elegantly dressed man attracted no attention. Following Abu Meshad Street as it curved north, the mercenary paused occasionally to window-shop. Appearing to admire the array of fine clothiers, he was, in fact, watching reflections in the glass. Not just the street, but vehicles and people. Occupied parked cars, men loitering on benches, or anything out of the ordinary.
Stepping into a shoe shop, he spent a half hour browsing the displays and keeping the front of the store in sight. But no one passed. No one entered or looked in the window and when he emerged, there were no familiar forms or faces.
He had no reason to be suspicious and this was normal for him. A habit. A habit that had kept him alive and free. In truth, the Mukhabarat, the secret police, were a great deal more subtle. Pitted against Israel�s Mossad for fifty years, they were too professional to be caught making obvious mistakes. In any event, there was no reason why he should have come to the attention of the Jordanian authorities. But there were others � the Chinese or Israelis, for instance.
Several hundred yards farther he came to the cream-colored, spiraling tower of the Le Royal Amman Hotel. Crossing the street, the Sandman entered a side door to the soaring lobby atrium. It was like standing on the keel of a ship and looking up. Gleaming hardwood floors gave a faint reddish tinge to the white sandstone walls, and every few feet, comfortable wicker chairs created a small oasis for weary guests. The heavy masonry gave way on the upper floors to graceful columns and immense, clerestory windows.
Strolling unhurriedly through the lobby, he returned a deferential nod from the doorman at the main entrance. In his dark Italian suit and burgundy Hermes tie, the mercenary appeared to be simply another affluent guest.
�Taxi, sil vous plait.�
�Ouay, monsieur.� The valet�s accent was atrocious but the point was to be remembered as a French guest of the hotel. �Where do you wish, sir?�
�Shemeisani District, please. Vite.�
�But certainly!�
The Sandman slid across the backseat so he was directly behind the driver. It was harder for the cabbie to see him and any suspicious movements would be well telegraphed. But the driver just smiled broadly and said, �Good morning,� in the sharp Palestinian dialect of Jordan.
Stretching an arm across the backseat, the mercenary casually turned to look back as the cab pulled out onto Zahran Street, did a prompt U-turn into oncoming traffic, and headed west. As usual, the barely controlled mayhem of Arab drivers was worth watching. With no concept of queuing, little patience for rules, and absolutely no tolerance for their fellow drivers, it was always an experience. Add to it the famous Arab fatalism of insh�allah��God wills it��and the whole trip became a moving game of Russian roulette.
�Where arr you to be go?� The cab driver asked him in horrible English.
�Parle tu francais?�
�Eh?�
�Do you speak any French?� the mercenary repeated in French-accented Arabic. The other man�s eyes cleared and he smiled. �No� no French. But your Arabic is very good.�
Understanding him perfectly, the Sandman nevertheless replied, �I am sorry. Please speak slower.�
�But of course. Where� do� you� want� to� go?�
�Ah.� He nodded and beamed back at the man. �Shemeisani District, please. Al Ameer Garden.�
�Ten minutes and we will be there. You are French?�
�No. Canadian.�
�Ah. I have a brother living in Montreal.� He smiled again, showing stained and broken teeth. �Much better than America.�
That was an ironic statement, the mercenary thought, since the cab was northbound on Queen Noor Street. Queen Noor, born Lisa Halaby, was from Connecticut.
Several minutes later, after some honking and weaving, the cab pulled off Bin Zeid Street and headed into the quieter area of the financial district. Large cream-colored stone villas sat back from the street. Each had some sort of fence, usually heavy black wrought iron, and lots of landscaping. Jordanian city dwellers loved bright pink and blue flowers and they sprang up everywhere on balconies and window ledges. Most of the villas had thick glass entryways covering massive wooden doors.
�Anywhere in here is good,� he said as they approached the park. Pulling a few Jordanian dinars from his pocket he passed them over the seat and the driver nodded. Most of the cabbies who worked the big hotels moonlighted for the GID, the Jordanian General Intelligence Directorate. The Sandman had no doubt his drop-off would be duly reported, which was precisely why he picked a public garden in one of the busiest sections of Amman.
Standing by the curb, he admired the scenery until the cab disappeared, then walked up Al Khouri Street away from the park. He occasionally stopped to window-shop or chat with a vendor. His clothing and colloquial Arabic marked him as a Middle Eastern businessman. Non-Muslim foreigners, even wealthy ones, were treated differently. If possible, they were politely ignored by upper-class Arabs and continuously harassed by the rest. Merchants automatically doubled their prices and panhandlers attached themselves like sweaty, smelly shadows.
Old men sat in the shade of awnings or under umbrellas on the sidewalk caf�s. Some of them had been here before Palestine had become Israel and Jordan was little more than a British territory. They�d seen the Six Day War, Yom Kippur and both Gulf Wars. They�d seen their king successfully straddle the fence and transform Amman into the �New Beirut.� Dusty robes were exchanged for suits and ties, horses and bicycles for Mercedes and SUVs, the prayer calls of the muezzin competing with the incessant twittering of cell phones.
Stout middle-aged men ambled along the thoroughfares, sometimes talking and gesturing on their phones, sometimes followed by a family several steps behind. Some wore suits or open collars beneath sports jackets. Others wore the red-and-white headdress of the Hashemites.
Then there were the young men. Prowling bands of skinny sharks cruising on foot or in cars. Black slacks with white shirts proliferated, and dark wraparound sunglasses were back in vogue. They looked at women, talked about them, and certainly thought of little else. But unlike the West, unless the female was a fourth world worker or a particularly brazen tourist they were rarely confronted. The men and boys frequently held hands as well � something never seen in the West outside of a gay district. And through it all foreigners and tourists gawked, snapped pictures and spent money.
Boutiques lined the wide street and the Sandman continued his aimless shopping like any other wealthy tourist.
He was not.
He was snapshotting. The flat, gray eyes behind the dark glasses scanned faces in the crowd and filed them in short-term memory. He took random turnings down side streets or suddenly stopped at street vendors. He changed sides of the street and, seemingly interested a window display, studied those behind him. Anyone loitering, anyone who stayed in one place, anyone who stopped when he did.
But there was no one.
A government would often keep tabs on wealthy foreigners who made repeat visits. Most were businessmen conducting legitimate and boring business. Some were tourists or wealthy expatriates who simply liked to travel. But there were also drug traffickers, intelligence agents, and arms dealers. There were also mercenaries.
The Sandman was certain his true profession was effectively masked to all but a few. But one never knew. All it would take would be a chance sighting by an old acquaintance or a suspicious, traceable money trail. Others in his strange brotherhood had been brought down by a small detail and never seen again.
So the Sandman believed in details. And he was still alive and still free.
Eventually passing into the eastern edge of the Shemeisani District, he stood on the curb in front of the Regency Palace Hotel. A white Metro cab appeared, heading south, and he crossed the street to hail it.
�Al Bouseeri Street. At the bend in the road,� he said in English, and hopped in the back on the driver�s side. The vehicle stank of burnt meat and sweat.
�Yayssur,� the cabbie answered in thick English. As they moved away from the curb, the mercenary looked back. No one dashed across the thoroughfare to hail a cab.
Almost exactly two hours after leaving the Intercontinental, he walked casually into the lobby of the Levant Investment Bank. Like most premier banks, it had a concierge who catered to corporate financiers and other big money.
This one caught sight of the tall, well-dressed man striding purposely toward him and straightened up behind the polished walnut desk.
�Good morning, sir,� He smiled as only an Arab can when ingratiating himself. �How may I be of assistance?� He asked in good English.
�W�a salaam alaykum,� the mercenary replied, and the concierge broke into a huge smile.
�Alaykum w�a salaam. Ah, yes sir.� The concierge was Egyptian himself and continued in the same dialect. �What may I do for you today?�
The Sandman pulled a slim calfskin wallet from his breast pocket and opened his passport on the man�s desk. He dropped a small gold key beside it.
�I need to access my box and then to your Executive Club please.�
�But certainly,� the man replied and glanced at the proffered identification card. �You are Lebanese, sidi?�
�Yes,� the mercenary replied. �North of Beirut.�
The man clucked sympathetically. �Such a horrible civil war for so long. I hope things are improving now. It is such a violent world, is it not?�
�It certainly is.�
The concierge didn�t pick up on the mild sarcasm in the voice or notice the eyes carefully watching his face. He tapped a few keys, then did a double take at the computer screen. A small white icon showed next to the man�s name. A White Pearl Club customer. He knew of it, of course, but had never met one of the exclusive group of men � they were all men � who paid for that level of privacy and discretion.
�Mister Jean Elias Karam,� he looked up and got a nod. �Sir, it is a pleasure!� Another nod. �The director of Customer Relations has noted that he is to be called anytime you are present in the bank.�
The concierge reached for the phone but the Sandman stopped him. �No. Please don�t trouble him, Mister��
�Haddad, sir.�
�Mister Haddad. I won�t be staying today but will surely greet the director when I return on Thursday.�
�But of course, sir,� the concierge fairly gushed with politeness but the Sandman noticed that he�d discreetly flashed the passport beneath an electronic scanner on the desk. �If you will please follow me to the vault?�
Jean Elias Karam. A Lebanese national born in the Maronite enclave of Shikka, north of Beirut, and it was an identity that suited him well. Many Lebanese were physically larger than other Arabs and had European features. Like the Palestinians, the Lebanese were recovering from occupation and there was some sympathy for them in the larger Arab world. This generally meant exaggerated politeness and few questions. The Lebanese were also famous merchants and bankers, so movement within financial circles attracted no attention.
He had no fear about Jean Karam. He had no fear because the passport was not a forgery. It, and several others he possessed, were quite real. False passports were too easy to detect. The days of stealing passports and altering them were over in the security-obsessive, computer-dominated modern world. Magnetic strips, biometrics and a worldwide law-enforcement database made forgeries entirely too risky.
Even more sophisticated methods, such as using social security numbers and national identity numbers of prisoners or deceased individuals were also perilous.
Several years ago, after his initial disappearance, the Sandman moved to the Federation of St. Kitts and Nevis and purchased a moderate villa. Six months later, following a successful contract, he�d quietly made an �economic contribution� of $225,000 to the tiny island and was granted a passport under the name submitted on the contribution. It was all perfectly legal, Caribbean style.
Within a year, after completing several other contracts, he was ready to move on. With a clean police record from St. Kitts, professionally altered under another name, he�d applied for a second passport under the new name with the Irish government. Ireland, like several others, did not require a national identity card and would also permit the purchase of citizenship. Ireland also did not use biometrics.
The Sandman was able to procure several other passports utilizing the same method. In all cases, the passports issued were genuine � only the supporting documentation had been altered. In each case, citizenship had been legally purchased under an assumed name, and supported by flawless paperwork. Once entered into the issuing nation�s system, the person became authentic � the computer said so. In each case a country had been chosen that permitted economic citizenship, had fairly porous borders, and did not require national identity cards.
Lebanon was one of these.
And Jean Elias Karam was a citizen.
Both men walked around the desk and entered a hallway off the main lobby. Like the rest of the bank it was slightly overdone. A bit too much marble, too much polished wood paneling and entirely too much gold trim. Middle Easterners had few reservations about flaunting wealth and did so at every opportunity. Though well accustomed to it, he felt more comfortable with the understated style found in European banks.
At the end of the hallway they stopped before a vault which Mr. Haddad opened with his electronic swipe card. The heavy door swung inward, and the Sandman found himself in a cool, low-ceiling room with beige marble floors. The walls were honeycombed with brass-fronted safety deposit boxes of various sizes. The only marking on each box face was a four-digit number.
The concierge paused politely and the mercenary walked to the end of the room and turned right to box 4813. Both he and Mr. Haddad inserted their keys and the lock clicked.
�Please sir, if there is anything else you require or when you wish to leave just ring the call button on the wall.�
The Sandman shook his hand and nodded. The concierge bowed again and left. Alone, he opened the box, removed the inner tray and placed it on a convenience table near the wall. There were four sealed courier pouches inside the tray. He opened them one by one to check the contents. Satisfied, he transferred two of them to his attach� case and replaced the tray in the wall box. He then locked both the box and attach� case and walked back to the entrance.
A bare thirty seconds after pressing the button, the big door swung open and a smiling Mr. Haddad once again led him back into the lobby.
�Now sir� you mentioned the Executive Club? I have taken the liberty and opened Parlor Three for you. Everything is in readiness. You are familiar with the club elevators? Good. Again sir, if there is anything you require��
The Sandman shook his head. �Thank you, but no. Your service was perfect, as always, Mister Haddad. I will be sure to pass my compliments to the director later this week.� He had no intention of returning on Thursday but it did no harm for the concierge to think so.
That said, the mercenary crossed the polished floor to the gleaming, brass-fronted elevator. There was no card or passkey as it was operated solely from the concierge station. Exiting on the fourteenth and top floor of the bank, the mercenary walked through an alcove expensively paneled in dark walnut with heavy brass carriage lamps on each wall.
To the right of each lamp on each wall was a six-foot-wide door. They were heavy and also finished in dark wood. There were no markings save for a brass plaque with a number etched onto it. Number Three was on the left wall of the alcove. He pushed the doors open and stepped inside.
The parlor was fairly small, about twenty feet square, and dominated by an enormous mahogany desk. Two floor-to-ceiling windows flanked it and lit up the rather dark interior. Like the alcove, it was finished in hunter greens, oiled wood, and brass fixtures � British club chic.
The Sandman crossed the floor and sat at the desk. It contained everything the modern businessman might require. Powerful computer, high-speed Internet access, scanner, and a bank of telephones � all secure and capable of encryption. There was also a fax machine, shredder, and a copier tucked discreetly into a small closet. A full bar was built into the wall beside the closet and there were several bowls of fresh fruit on the counter.
Clicking on the international standard �e� symbol, the Sandman typed in an address and sat back. On the other side of the world, a computer in the British Virgin Islands responded. The mercenary managed his affairs from anywhere in the world through one of a dozen email forwarding services and was virtually untraceable. These transactions were generally financial and never directly referenced actual events. They were simply referred to by contract numbers that he himself randomly assigned.
There were only two or three organizations capable of breaking the encryption algorithm and, if even they did, the messages were numbers, financial amounts, or benign plain text. On the several occasions contractual matters had been discussed, he�d immediately closed the anonymous account and opened a replacement. In any event, he never used an account for more than sixty days.
There was nothing at the first address, so he accessed another and reached for an apple.
Inbox (2)

The first message was a deposit receipt from a holding account with the Royal Bank of Scotland.
Per his standing instructions, �1,832,460 had posted that morning at 0941 Greenwich Mean Time and had been immediately rewired to a numbered account with Audi Bank in Beirut. Islamic banks were among the very few remaining financial institutions that had not sold their secrecy to the United States and the European Union. Nor would they.
He frowned. That was only 3.5 million dollars, and less than half of what he was owed. The mercenary took a bite and opened the second email.
BALANCE TO YOU FOR DELIVERY. LOCATION YOUR CHOICE.
KSH ENDS.

So.
The Chinese would either pay up or attempt to recover the DTC while eliminating him. Probably the latter, he smiled. But that was nothing new. He�d have to think about that.
There was one further email account to check, but first he reached for the plain buff-colored envelope given him by the bank concierge. It was addressed through the bank to Mr. Jean Elias Karam and had been postmarked ten days earlier. The return address was a box number within the Jordan Kuwait Bank here in Amman. There was no name but he knew who had sent the envelope. The heavy sheet of expensive linen paper inside contained a single line of numbers.
451389706

He got up, walked to the ornate tea service, and poured a cup. Standing at the window, the mercenary watched the busy street below and thought about the numbers. He had several �fixers� in different areas. Two men and a woman who had extensive connections among foreign governments, international business cartels and various militaries. They had the quiet reputations and discreet behavior much valued by the world�s movers and shakers. They were the people others came to with a problem and lots of money to spend on a solution. They were people who knew men who solved problems. Men like himself. Rama Buradi was just such a fixer.
A half Arab from the Basra marshes in southern Iraq, Buradi had made his first fortune as a smuggler. With two modified power boats he brought in electronics, alcohol, and recreational drugs for the ruling elite of Iran, Iraq, and Kuwait. The silk carpets and artifacts he received fetched huge returns in the underground markets of Europe and America. When the Iran-Iraq war erupted, Buradi switched to gunrunning for hard currency. Raw opium from Afghanistan came through Iran to be traded for the American arms that Tehran preferred. The opium was then sold to processing plants in the Sudan and Somalia for the Russian equipment favored by Iraq. Baghdad�s gold and hard currency went straight into banks beyond the Middle East and was used, in part, to buy more weapons.
The CIA knew all about his operations and allowed him to continue as a surrogate. His operation helped their larger plans in several important ways. The Taliban grew into an effective anti-Russian fighting force by the funding gained from Afghan opium. Arms flowing into Iraq kept the war going, killed Iranians and gave America a useful strategic ally in Saddam Hussein.
But the first Gulf War had drastically altered the landscape of the Middle East. The House of Saud, the spiritual and secular guardians of Islam�s most holy sites, openly admitted it needed the protection of a western, infidel coalition. For the first time in several generations western troops were openly stationed in the region, not just Egypt or Jordan, but on the holy dirt of Arabia. The United States, in particular, emerged as the visible power for all others to contend with, and the opportunities were enormous.
Iraq was increasingly isolated and Saddam became increasingly desperate. Buradi had run the American blockade for a brief period in the mid-nineties, bringing luxuries to the Iraqi elite. French champagne, Belgian chocolates, and eastern European prostitutes got top dollar in Baghdad. Like everyone else, Buradi had assumed that the Americans would lose the will to continue their armed embargo and eventually go away. But when they didn�t, he was glad he hadn�t trafficked in the anti-aircraft weapons, yellowcake, or biological agents Saddam had been frantic to acquire.
So he�d quietly entered the information business. The Americans were desperate for real-time intelligence and paid dearly for it. Anyone with eyes and a functional brain could see that another war was inevitable, so Buradi set himself up to profit from it. Returning to Basra, the smuggler used his network of family and friends to gather information on the Iraqi defenses around the city.
Renewing his contacts with the CIA, Rama Buradi sold the position of the Hammurabi Division Headquarters to the Americans and British. It was not where they�d believed and planned for. Fearing American bombs and remembering the lessons from the First Gulf War, General Mahmoud al-Tikriti had located his staff in a nondescript suburb of the city that was impossible to identify from the air but easily recognizable to a local on the ground. Buradi also provided personal information about key Guards officers who might defect if the situation was favorable.
And Basra fell. In the weeks that followed the American advance up the Tigris River, Ramadi provided information on Iraqi supply lines, weapons caches and, most importantly, morale. Whole units surrendered once certain officers had a way to communicate with the Americans.
Which led to an equally profitable sideline. Buradi also provided a way out of Iraq for those willing and able to pay. Of course, the way out for most was a slit throat, and more than a hundred men, women, and children ended up as decomposing corpses in the Shatt al Arab marshes.
The Sandman finished the tea and turned from the window. Buradi was a coldhearted bastard but could be absolutely counted on for one thing. Money. As long as he smelled money he was reliable. Not that the mercenary trusted him, but they understood each other, and Buradi would never sell out his golden goose. Unless, of course, another goose came along with more gold. That, the Sandman knew, was always worth remembering.
Walking to his attach� case, the Sandman removed a copy of the Eyewitness Travel Guide of Jordan. Placing it on the desk, he looked at the row of numbers again.
451389706

The first and last pair meant nothing, so he lined through them. The next three numbers, plus the postmark date, would tell him which page was being used. The postmark was for the seventh, so he opened the book to page 145. The page showed a frontal view of the Temple of Hercules on the Jabal al Qala, also called the Citadel, in downtown Amman.
It was a good location. Lots of tourists. Western tourists who flocked to the site because of its biblical significance. There were many places to observe without being seen and unlimited escape routes into the neighborhood warrens surrounding the hill.
The next digit, a nine, was added to the postmark date and gave the time of the meeting: 1600. Four in the afternoon, local time. The last digit in the sequence denoted the day, or days, that Rama Buradi would be at the temple at four P.M.
Seven. Any day ending with a seven. The Sandman smiled and lit a match from the book on the desk. Today was the seventeenth so there would be no delay. He ran the paper through the shredder, then opened the basket and retrieved the pieces. Dropping them into an ashtray, he burned them. Placing the travel book in the attach� case, he then opened the last email account.
There was only one message, from an informant who provided specific information about persons of interest. The man had no idea to whom he sent these odd bits of information, and for the stipend he received, couldn�t have cared less. Several years ago he�d received a list of names and a request for any information relating to them. He had various methods for accomplishing this. If he discovered anything, he sent it to a forwarding account and it disappeared into cyberspace. Not even he could track it.
In this case it was simply a link to a week-old online edition of the U.S. Air Force Times. For five minutes, the mercenary scanned the contents, articles, and editorials. Finally, at the end where transfers, retirements, and promotions were listed, several paragraphs caught his eye. This was plainly the reason the link had been sent, and for a long moment he stared at the screen.
It was an incredible piece of good luck.
Getting up, he walked slowly to the window. Gazing at the hard blue line of the horizon he considered the information again. Seemingly unrelated events that occurred in a manner only meaningful to him. Recognizing this phenomenon and taking advantage of it made some men rich. Or dead.
How much of the world, he wondered, was fueled by the opposing actions of betrayal and revenge? He absolutely believed that there were people in this world who were better off dead. Call it revenge or call it justice, but there was a reckoning for those who deserved it.
The Sandman had ceased to believe in justice long ago.
He�d settle for revenge. Lex talionis. The ancient law of vengeance. For several minutes the clear, gray eyes became unfocused on the present and stared back at the past.
Nothing would ever settle that score. Nothing.
Long minutes passed and his eyes slowly cleared. A glimmer of a plan had formed, and the mercenary turned from the window, his mind made up.
Payback.

Chapter 8

The Citadel was a teeming place in the afternoon. Tourists strolled about holding their phones up, taking endless pictures and staring into travel books. Taxis lined the curbs, their drivers leaning on the hoods smoking endless cigarettes. Hopeful teenagers and young men hung about the entrance, offering their services as guides for an hour or two of made-up facts � cheap at twenty U.S. dollars.
Vendors sold warm lemonade in tiny paper cups and real Coca-Colas in icy glass bottles. Shwarma stands, with tray after tray of tasty lamb and beef rolls, filled the air with the spicy, slightly burnt odor of meat.
A tour group of very badly sunburned Germans milled about the forecourt, waiting for their harried guide. The group parted and a slender man dressed in black pants and a white shirt emerged from the throng of heavy bodies. Gabbling and pointing, the Germans dutifully trooped through the entrance past a solitary weathered stone column.
Yet another group, all Asians, stood silently in the shade. They all wore dark sunglasses and had cameras swinging from their necks. Every one of them was taking a picture of something. Through it all, over the smell of meat, was the pervasive odor of sweat, dust, and automobile exhaust.
Sitting atop the Jabal Al Qalaa, the Citadel had splendid views of eastern Amman. The road for tour buses ran along the northern edge of the hill before turning past the Byzantine church, the Temple of Hercules, and the museum parking lot. Every shade of tan seemed part of the museum�s cut stone fa�ade. Softened by rows of trees along its front, the building had a wide staircase rising some fifteen feet to the entry door. Flanked by glass blocks and topped by a dark blue sign, the doorway was crowded with people having one last cigarette before their tour.
No one noticed a man sitting under the trees at the bottom of the steps dressed in black pants with sandals over tan socks. A dirty white polo shirt showed beneath a dark blue sport coat with worn elbows and frayed cuffs. The green pages of Al Azar were open on his knees and he appeared completely engrossed in the news of the day. But behind dark glasses the Sandman�s eyes were on the crowd. It was fifteen minutes till four and he�d been on the bench for two hours.
Watching.
Watching people moving in and out, every face, every movement. Anyone who seemed aimlessly waiting or scanning the crowd. He looked for taxis that took no fares. Parked vehicles that never left and street vendors that weren�t trying to force themselves on everyone within earshot.
And at ten minutes till four he found him.
A municipal street cleaner who was busy picking up trash. Except he never moved more than ten yards from either side of the museum entrance and hadn�t picked up much trash.
The gray eyes narrowed as the man shuffled past the bench. Dressed in the plain blue jumpsuit of a city worker, he was small and dark like most Palestinians and wore a skullcap. But the hands gripping the trash sticker looked clean and he was wearing shoes, not the sandals of a menial worker.
The Sandman relaxed slightly as he passed. The man was most likely not with the Mukhabarat, the secret police. There was no earpiece or cell phone visible, and a trained agent would�ve gotten the details of his dress correct. There could be any number of reasons the man was here. But the Sandman hadn�t survived to this point by making optimistic assumptions.
At precisely four P.M., a taxi pulled up before the museum and a man got out. He was on the small side, about five feet eight, and pudgy. His suit was dark gray, cut in the European style, and he wasn�t wearing a tie. Pausing at the curb, he looked around, blinking in the sunlight, before walking to the Temple of Hercules.
Rama Buradi was always punctual, even by western standards. But the Sandman ignored him and watched the trash picker. The man had stopped next to the museum wall and seemed to be fussing with the handle of his sticker. He was, the mercenary saw, glancing cautiously at Buradi.
So.
Letting his eyes roam over the crowd, the Sandman waited for the inevitable partner to show himself. Shifting slightly, he turned a page and glanced up and down the street. Nothing there either.
Rama Buradi walked around the ancient columns, then sat on the low stone wall facing the street. He unrolled his newspaper and calmly began reading. The trash picker had moved from the wall and was slowly working his way across the museum�s entrance. Every few feet he glanced up at Buradi.
The mercenary waited.
After thirty minutes, the fixer folded his paper and glanced at his wristwatch. Removing his wire-rimmed glasses, he wiped them and looked carefully around at everyone nearby, including the old man beneath the trees.
Sighing, Buradi rose, walked to the curb, quickly hailed a cab and disappeared into the afternoon traffic. For fifteen more minutes, the picker continued his meandering. Then, as the Asian and Italian tour groups left the museum, the man moved over next to the wall and did a strange thing. He unzipped his jumpsuit and shrugged out of it at the shoulders revealing a faded blue polo shirt beneath. Tying the sleeves around his waist, the picker then followed the tourists onto a large chartered bus waiting on the avenue.
The Sandman glanced around again at the taxis, so he could at least follow the bus until it stopped, but stayed where he was. After a minute, the bus door opened again and the picker emerged. It was an amateur�s trick to spot a tail. The man was supposed to look like he�d just gotten on the wrong bus. He walked directly through the crowd and down the street away from the museum. The mercenary slowly got to his feet and shuffled away from the trees like an old man who�d been sitting too long.
He stayed behind the picker as he crossed Al Hashimi Street and headed into the rabbit warren of the Jabal al Haj, southeast of the city. The clean avenues and gleaming buildings of the tourist district were replaced by crumbling cinder-block shoeboxes crammed together in ugly piles. Windows were covered by dirty fragments of striped cloth and doorways were low, dark openings full of blank-eyed children. These were the substantial residences � the real poor lived beyond the ghetto in lean-to tents made from cast-off sheets and filthy rags.
The picker suddenly veered left and shuffled into a shack. Pausing, the mercenary slumped onto an overturned crate to light a cigarette. Looking over the flame, he surveyed the area. Several groups of old men clustered around, talking and smoking, but none were close by. There was also no light in the picker�s shack and no urchins around the door. It was a risk he had to take. Straightening, he casually ambled to the door and opened it, smoothly sliding inside against the wall.
A shape suddenly moved in the darkness and he froze.
�You have the wrong house, old man.�
The Sandman�s eyes had adjusted well enough to make out the picker standing beside an old metal table. He wasn�t alarmed, just startled.
�Are you lost?� The man asked. �Who are you looking for?�
Taking advantage of the Arab deference for the elderly, the mercenary shuffled confusedly toward the table.
�Ahmad� Ahmad, where is your grandmother?�
�There�s no Ahmad here, old grandfather.� The picker stepped around the table, arm outstretched as if to steady the bent figure.
�But� but�� the mercenary stuttered.
�Here,� the trash picker laid a kindly hand on the old man�s forearm. �Let�s go outside and I�ll help you on your way.�
But it wasn�t an old man�s arm. Hard coils of muscles bunched beneath the smooth skin of a much younger man. Before that could fully register, the arm snaked through his grasp and the picker felt a viselike grip fasten around his hand. His wrist was bent back but before he could cry out, another hand clamped under his throat and forced him back against the wall.
�Now my friend, you will listen to me. If you answer my questions you will live. If not��
The voice was low and steady, in clear Arabic. The picker gurgled in reply, eyes wide with pain and fear. It was all he could do.
�The man you met today on the bus. Who was he?�
The rock-hard forearm relaxed a bit and the picker gasped as fresh air leaked down his throat.
�I� I� don�t know� he only wanted directions��
The mercenary could feel the thin bones in the man�s chest balloon as he strained to suck in air.
�Directions to what?�
�To� to the souk.� The picker tried to straighten but was pinned against the wall. �He� he wanted to buy gold� and jewelry. Like all huwagas.�
Surprisingly, the mercenary smiled. A disarming smile that showed his teeth. The picker relaxed slightly and tried to smile back. He�d been quick and clever and the man seemed to believe him. Once the dark man left, the trash picker would go to the Asian man and offer to tell them of this. It would certainly be worth more money. If not, he�d go to the Mukhabarat and turn them all in.
Suddenly, bright lights exploded under his eyelids and unbelievable pain stabbed up through his groin into his belly. The mercenary pulled his knee back from the man�s smashed testicles and drove his forearm back into the picker�s throat.
�If you lie to me again I will slice off your prick and make you eat it.�
�He�s� he�s foreign�� the other man whispered.
�Who does he work with?�
�He works at� an� embassy�aS-Seen.� His head sagged forward. �That�s all� all� I� know.�
aS-Seen. China. The Sandman�s eyes narrowed slightly. It was always possible they�d found Buradi, and through him, who? The Sandman or someone else? Of course, the picker could be mistaken. Most ordinary Arabs couldn�t tell one Asian from another or a Canadian from an American. They were all huwagas. Foreign and infidel. Good for selling things to and nothing else.
�And why did he have you watch the Iraqi?�
�For� to� find out who� he was meeting�� The man was breathing hard and trying to clutch his smashed groin. �I don�t� know why.� He gulped again.
The mercenary regarded him for a long moment. Then, almost gently, he raised the Arab�s face up and stared into his eyes. Smiling, he patted the man�s cheek. �Very good.� He felt the man relax. �You�ve saved your balls.�
The trash picker managed a weak smile. Once the man left, he�d�
The hands on his cheeks tightened suddenly and a violent twist brought his head nearly backward. The picker�s last impression was surprise from seeing the ceiling of his kitchen. Then his neck snapped. Twisting and snapping in the opposite direction to be sure, the Sandman dragged him by the armpits and dumped him in the small side room. A strong fecal odor filled the room as the dead man�s bowels let loose, so the mercenary pulled a wool blanket over him.
Looking around the two rooms, he decided there was nothing to indicate he�d been there. Anyone casually entering the house would assume the trash picker was asleep, until he began to smell. By that time the mercenary would be long gone.
Sliding the door bolt, he settled down by the front window to wait till dark. The Sandman, as far as the world knew, did not exist. That, at least, was the way he�d operated for more than five years. If someone had discovered him, then he had to know.
Leaning his head back, the mercenary stared out at the dropping sun and closed his eyes. As he drifted into a light, troubled sleep the dream returned.
The last mourners had left with whispered farewells and the house was empty now. Empty but for the memories. Echoes of laughter from happier days and nights. Friends drinking and talking in the big dining room, small feet on the stairs and joyous squeals on holiday mornings, quiet dreams by the huge fireplace. All of the sounds and pictures that make a home.
Empty now except for the man sitting alone on the dark porch with a drink in his hand. He�d watched the light gray sky thicken and deepen with approaching night. He�d seen the birds come out again once the well-wishers had left. He�d listened to the rain falling.
He stared absently at the line of trees behind his house. He�d cut the path himself that ran down to the small lake. Something splashed by the water�s edge and he saw ripples spreading outward on the rain-pocked surface.
Drops of water. Infinite drops of water. Absorbed and forgotten. Here one second and gone the next. He took a long drink of the vodka martini and thought about that.
Just like people. Here once second and gone the next. His eyes flickered to a small yellow picnic table at the edge of the trees. A child�s table. He couldn�t see the small handprints or the tiny painted flowers but he knew they were there. The man�s throat tightened and he took another drink.
She�d been so little. So happy. As only a child can be. Happy to play for hours with a colored rock. Delighted at the butterflies that flitted around her small world. Overjoyed at the sight of her mother�s face. At her father�s face�
His vision blurred and matched the cold mist. For a few seconds he saw nothing and the terrible ache in his chest clenched his heart and squeezed. He gripped the wicker chair and tried to fight back the images. Tried to fight back the desperate and dawning realization that they were gone. That he�d never see them again.
Wake up� Wake up�
For a long moment he didn�t move. Didn�t breathe.
It was a dream. A horrible nightmare, and when he opened his eyes it would be over. The kitchen lights would be glowing and Sinatra�s magic voice would float onto the patio. He�d see Stefanie and the baby dancing happily around the living room. Smells of baking bread and dinner would wash over him like a warm blanket. Life would be good.
He slowly opened his eyes.
The porch was still silent and the house was still empty. No lights, no music. No family.
A single hot tear rolled down his cheek. It clung to his chin but the man ignored it. He ignored the spreading darkness and the rain. He ignored the cramping in his legs and the cold on his bare feet. Sometime before midnight the phone rang and he ignored that too.
All night he sat on the porch. He let his mind wander all the way back to the beginning. The good times, the warm times. He relived the day he watched Lynn walk over the tiny white blossoms and down the aisle to him. The newfound happiness of a complete life with another human being. His other days behind him. The unexpected chance to live like a normal man. The amazing gift of his daughter. The way his wife�s hair smelled after a shower, the feel of his daughter�s warm tiny lips on his neck. Their eyes when they looked at him. He swallowed hard and closed his eyes tightly. He lived it all again in his mind, slowly and carefully. Remembering every detail. Hours later he opened his eyes and stared blindly at the wet forest behind his house.
There were so many things he was unafraid of. Combat. Dark nights and fast jets. Even death. But always, deep, deep inside, he�d been afraid of losing them. Afraid that it all was a cruel joke played by a vengeful God. Like offering a cool drink of water to a thirsty man and pulling it away. He was afraid that his loved ones would pay for his sins.
When the night gave way to a gray, wet dawn, he slowly and stiffly rose to his feet. Leaning on the cold black iron railing he stared again at the still waters of the lake. The emptiness had become a hollow ache. Painful but bearable. Somewhere in the night, amongst his memories, the suffocating desperation had given way to anger. A slow-burning, bottomless anger that he recognized only too well. It would give way to a violence that he�d thought was behind him. But he knew now it was still there inside.
Good, he thought.
Good.
Gripping his wrists behind his head, the man arched his back and stretched. His gray eyes were clear again as they stared into the misty Virginia dawn. They were sharp and focused. He knew what to do. If he couldn�t have peace, then he�d have justice
A faint smile flickered over his lips. He had a purpose again. Maybe the best purpose there was.
Vengeance.
The hollow, haunting call to prayer filled the evening air and the Sandman awoke instantly. Letting his eyes adjust, he swallowed hard and looked around, focusing on a table in the dark room. After a minute he cracked the door open and stood motionless, listening. Cars honked; there were voices, though not close, and somewhere a donkey brayed.
Slipping outside, he pulled the door shut and walked through the shadows to the next alley. The smell of rotten milk and animal dung rose up from the trash at his feet. Exiting on the next street he joined a throng of people who were either trying to make it to the mosque or avoid it. Slowing to a shuffle, the mercenary made his way to the next big intersection and the public wash basins. Mingling with dozens of men who were washing up for prayers, he rolled the sports jacket up tight and strolled to the street.
Stepping to the curb, he casually dropped the coat in an overflowing trash bin and waved for a taxi. After a half hour of traffic and the driver�s chattering, the Sandman got out two blocks from his hotel and walked to the side entrance.
Several hours later, showered and changed, the mercenary was sitting in the Bourj al Hamam restaurant considering his situation. No one, he was certain, could�ve tracked him to Amman. Buradi, though, was different. Well known to the Mukhabarat, the Mossad, SDECE, and several others, it was entirely probable that the Iraqi had been tailed. However, if the fixer had been followed in order to find him, then who was looking, and why?
Sipping an icy Grey Goose martini, he knew these were excellent questions. The two best answers dealt with the contract he�d just executed for the Chinese and the one he�d just been offered. The latter seemed improbable though. Why offer a contract and then try to terminate him before it was accomplished?
Unless the contract itself was a trap.
But given the geopolitical situation in the area of interest he didn�t think so. No, he decided, it had to be the Chinese. Knowing they�d never find the Sandman, they�d used Buradi as bait. Dependence upon a fixer was a weak link in this business and a superb reason for exceptional caution.
A waiter appeared and the mercenary ordered a splendid meal, beginning with prawns and a chilled Prosecco aperitif. He sat back and watched the evening crowd filter in. Upper-class Jordanians and European businessmen made up most of the clientele. The women were slender and the men were well dressed except a couple who had to be American or Australian. No one else would wear shorts and tennis shoes out to dinner. He looked at the woman�s dimpled legs and decided they were American.
Returning to the prawns, he thought again about payback. All day, in fact, he�d been analyzing risks and discarding options before the rough outline of a plan formed in his mind. Details would have to refined and he had several large purchases to make, but tomorrow he would leave Amman. Whether or not anyone was looking for him, it would do no harm to go to ground for a while. Sipping the wine, he smiled.
In any case, no one would think of looking for him in the United States.
* * *
Royal Jordanian Flight 111 climbed heavily away from Amman at 12:30 the next afternoon and landed uneventfully five and half hours later at London�s Heathrow Airport. Clearing international customs, the Sandman walked from Terminal 3 to the Aer Lingus Gold Circle Club in Terminal 1. There, sipping an espresso, he sent two emails from the business lounge, then caught the 4:50 Aer Lingus flight to Dublin, touching down on Irish soil ninety minutes later. With no luggage to claim, the mercenary exited the arrivals hall and stepped onto the green, double-decker Air Link bus. Taxis were quicker but drivers logged their stops and might remember passengers. Buses were anonymous.
After passing through the city center and making several stops, the Air Link groaned to a halt at Heuston Station. The Sandman crossed to the entry side, glanced at his watch, and leaned casually against the gray stone arcade out of the rain. Built in the 1840s, the station was a masterpiece of Victorian era architecture. Above him, faux colonnades and deep-set windows soared upward to a parapet finished like a widow�s walk.
The streetlamps were on, so the stone surfaces shone wetly through the drizzle and Dubliners hurried about as people do in any large city. With cautious eyes he watched a Garda S�och�na SUV pull up across the street and stop. Two policemen got out, looked at the station and then turned to walk down the street. The mercenary waited until their bright yellow slickers faded into the crowd before he entered the station.
The main hall was a wide, clean place with a peaked atrium to capture whatever light was available. Kiosks selling coffee, jewelry, and Irish wares were scattered about. Benches and chairs were available by the pillars, and at this time of day, most were empty. As the mercenary strode across the tile floor, he noticed the usual collection of scruffy backpackers, several families with bright luggage, and an occasional businessman. Using an Irish Rail Smart Card, he passed through to the outer platform for the Limerick train.
Stifling a yawn, the Sandman chose a spot against the plant-lined wall where he could see the platform entrance. More from habit than concern, he watched the passengers as they slowly wandered out to wait for the train. Ireland had always been safe for him. He�d never operated anywhere in the British Isles or the Republic of Ireland and possessed a perfectly valid passport.
Irish citizenship was more expensive, nearly a half million dollars, but having a duly issued Nevis passport and large bank account expedited the process. In both cases he had legal, legitimate documents � only the name had been false.
Looking up, the mercenary saw a green and white Mark 4 train with a gold nose pulling in under the overhang. According to the big wall clock it was right on time.
Minutes later, comfortably settled in First Class, he rubbed his gritty eyes and stared through the condensation on the window. Traveling was good for planning and was generally how he passed the time. Keeping it all in his head, he only made written notes at one of his residences and the papers were shredded and burned. It was part of his plan to leave from Ireland on this next trip, but it was good to be back here anyway. His home in Ireland was a favorite.
Yawning again, he closely watched the platform and fought back the tiredness. He�d arrive at Limerick Junction in less than two hours, change trains and get into Limerick�s Colbert Station by 11:20 P.M. With any luck he�d be home a bit after midnight. After a short break, he�d need a week to finish his preparations and be ready for the implementation phase. As the doors closed and the train slowly jolted forward he thought of five men and one woman on the other side of the Atlantic. Blissfully ignorant, they were working or playing with their families and living their lives.
The mercenary smiled then and closed his eyes.
But their time was running out.

Part 2


Chapter 9

All countries have back doors.
Some are easier to find but they�re always there. The United States, for all its computerized wizardry and military skill, was very simple to enter. With friendly neighbors along thousands of miles of unprotected borders, getting in wasn�t a problem. Operating successfully, especially if one had to function in the open, was a different matter. Without legitimate identification and documentation, all it took was a random traffic stop or accident and it was over.
The Sandman needed to move about freely, so an illegal entry wouldn�t work. More important, he needed to be free to leave when finished. America, despite her technical brilliance, often overlooked simple solutions.
That was precisely why he used the boat.
Through a broker in London, he�d purchased a fifty-foot Gulfstar sloop. It was big enough for blue-water cruising and only drew five feet below the keel � both factors were crucial for what he intended. It was also sitting in a marina in the British Virgin Islands, not England or the United States. For the other three days in his secluded Irish home the mercenary continued his research and refined details. Timing was critical because, courtesy of his informant, he knew exactly where his targets would be.
On his eighth day back in Ireland he boarded the evening Aer Lingus flight out of Shannon and flew to Heathrow. Switching to Air France, he arrived at Charles de Gaulle in Paris and went on to St. Maarten. The following afternoon, he floated in over the beautiful La Samanna resort as the airbus landed at Princess Juliana International Airport. It would�ve been nice to break up the trip a bit, the Sandman mused. He had fond memories of a French schoolteacher he�d met there.
But stopping meant a whole new collection of people who would see his face and might remember him. This way, he was just another transient passenger. In a terminal toilet stall the mercenary changed from his European travel clothes into an oversized, pale blue linen shirt and tan shorts. Sandals replaced the chic loafers and a pair of Oakley sunglasses dangled from his breast pocket to complete the ensemble.
The afternoon BVI shuttle flight departed in an hour, which was on time, Caribbean style. Dodging a few squalls, the little turboprop finally bounced down on Beef Island, Tortola, a bit past nine P.M. A wave of hot, sticky air hit him as he carefully stepped down the ladder and stretched. Shaped like a C with the open end facing the aircraft parking area, the terminal was big for the islands and relatively new.
Sauntering toward the covered entryway, he entered the arrival hall as the BVI tourist committee came to life. Amid the steel drums and calypso music a small, very black man stood in the entryway holding a tray of tiny paper cups filled with rum. Smiling easily and waving him aside, the mercenary declared nothing and continued on outside to the curb.
Several taxis were parked by the curb, their drivers leaning against the hood of the first in line, laughing and smoking.
�Goo� naught mon,� the oldest and skinniest one called. �Tocksi?�
�Good night. Yes, please.�
�Bogs?�
�No bags.�
�Row Ton?�
�No � past Road Town. Bomba�s.� As they got in the cab, the other drivers moved to the hood of the next taxi and continued smoking.
The driver rolled his eyes and nodded. �Nace plus. Goo� bubbly� an� you get bumba bumba at Bomba�s.� He laughed at his joke and the Sandman smiled back. Booze and women. Most islanders were happy with the sun, good drinks, and a little bumba when they could get it.
Crossing over Beef Island Channel by the Queen Elizabeth Bridge, the taxi bounced onto the main island of Tortola. Island roads were more like a series of potholes holding hands but the driver knew them all and managed to avoid a few. Bouncing along in the back, inhaling the smell of wet leaves and salt air, the mercenary saw the lights of Fat Hog Bob�s as the taxi turned onto Ridge Road. Skirting along the top of the island, the lights of Road Town flashed, blinked and glowed against the calm waters of Road Harbor. A cruise ship, her hull and decks awash with lights, was docked for the night. Following the ridge down through Diamond, Joe�s Hill, and Doty, the taxi popped out of the hills at Carrot Bay. Slowing to crawl along North Coast Road, they eventually arrived at Bomba�s Surfside Shack.
Paying the man, the Sandman got out and strolled over toward the bar as the taxi pulled away. It was doubtful the driver would remember one more white face he�d dropped off at the famous north shore hot spot. Hundreds of handmade signs were stuck all over the place advertising the �Next Full Moon Party,� �Bomba Punch,� and even a sign pointing at the bay that said �Bay this Way!�
Some things never change, he thought, and stood a moment watching the people around him. Overweight, lobster-red tourists were a stark contrast to the locals. Local white islanders came in two distinct categories; the haves and the have-nots. The former were boat owners, businesspeople, or administrators of some type. The latter were burnouts, usually dressed in ragged cargo shorts, beat-up sandals, and T-shirts. They seemed to live in the bars and did little more than talk about their failures in life, opportunities missed, and why they�d ended up here. The black locals regarded everyone, rich or poor, as temporary trespassers on their island. All were eager to take the white man�s money.
A few feet down the road, the mercenary walked to another cab and tapped the top. The driver looked out, flashed a toothy smile and waved toward the backseat.
�Where you want, mon?� He asked as the Sandman slid in back.
�Nanny Cay Marina.�
�Oh, fine. Be dare a moment.� He looked happy to have a sober passenger. Cutting across Zion Hill, they ended up on the south side of the island on Slaney Road, heading back toward the harbor. Nanny Cay was an unobtrusive little place with a first-class marina and off the track for tourists.
�You wanna hotel?� The driver was looking at him in the mirror.
�Naw� Peglegs.�
�Oh, fine.�
Throughout this roundabout approach, the mercenary had kept a quietly attentive eye on everything around him. But he�d seen no police, no out-of-place individuals, and no recurring faces. As they glided down the gentle hill toward Nanny Cay, he was certain all was as it should be.
And it had been. He�d stayed the night at the little marina hotel � the kind of place that catered to transient boaters, or cruisers, as they were known. People who needed time off the water, a level bed, long hot shower and a real toilet. No one noticed him.
In the morning he�d located his boat. He�d only transferred a 50 percent down payment, so the owner was anxious to please and close the deal. All the paperwork was in order, so the man was a bit put out when the Sandman ordered a hull inspection. This involved having the boat �hauled out� in a sling and having an inspector go over every inch of the hull. But the mercenary knew boats and wasn�t going to risk a problem on the open ocean that might lead to the U.S. Coast Guard. With the exception of a minor leak around a shaft seal, which was replaced on the spot, the boat was sound. By the end of the day, he�d wired the balance due and taken possession of the Peregrine, a fifty-foot Gulfstar sloop.
He spent the next day stocking the boat with two months� worth of canned goods and high-carb dried meals, along with steaks and fresh fish for the next week. There were also several packages awaiting him in the marina�s post office and a letter-sized envelope � the name on all the mailing labels matched the Virginia driving license and U.S. military ID card inside the envelope.
Early on the third morning, he sailed through the Anegada Passage and headed out into the Atlantic, staying well clear of the U.S. Virgin Islands. Three days later, he approached the Turks and Caicos from the east, sailed through Mouchoir Passage, and moored the boat off Balfour Town on Salt Cay. It was a beautiful, quiet, out-of-the-way type of place; the orderly rectangular salt locks were plain to see beyond the historic White House. There were enough boats for him to easily blend, and one more British flagged boat with Tortola registration attracted no attention.
It was here that he set up a powerful laptop brought from Europe and went to work. Wi-Fi connections were so prevalent these days that any inhabited island had several. Leaving Salt Cay at midmorning the next day, he continued west and sighted the Castle Island lighthouse off Crooked island in the Bahamas the following morning.
Spending the next three days leisurely sailing northwest through the Bahamas, the Sandman and his laptop bounced around among island networks. Using two existing European corporate fronts as parent companies, the mercenary created business accounts with banks in the United States via wire transfer. The Sandman always worked from business accounts, and once these were established, he could acquire whatever else was needed by computer.
Meandering up the island chain to Eleuthera, he arranged for post office boxes in several cities, rented an aircraft storage hangar, and purchased equipment. Through a third corporate front, he finalized negotiations with a small aviation company in Virginia and bought an aircraft. Every transaction, wire transfer, and email was done from the boat using wireless networks.
Like all sailors, he continuously monitored the Weather Channel, and after watching the darkening sky and increasingly unsettled waters he made a decision. He�d planned to remain at sea the entire trip but a minor tropical storm had suddenly turned into Hurricane Dana so he put into Freeport, Grand Bahama, on the morning of the fifth day. The island had several marinas but he chose the Grand Bahama Yacht Club. It was big, crowded, located on the most affluent part of the island, and there would be few questions, if any. It was also well sheltered and the concrete docks would offer protection from the approaching storm.
Taking a chance that his arrival would go unnoticed with his British registration, bad weather, and influx of boats, the mercenary did not fly the standard yellow quarantine flag that alerted the harbormaster to call customs. Motoring carefully to the center dock with his bumpers out, he eased the Peregrine into a vacant double slip, backed the motor briefly then went to neutral. As the boat rocked in the unsettled water, the mercenary jumped off with a spring line and tied off. He then got back on board, shut down the engine and worked his way around the boat, tossing lines off fore and aft.
�I�ll help you, sir!� A voice behind him shouted over the wind.
Turning, he saw a young man in his late teens wearing a light blue yacht club polo shirt and baggy shorts.
�Thanks much. Is this a transient slip?�
�They all are during a storm.� The kid waved a hand at the other docks. �We�ve only got space because we cost more than everyone else!� He grinned.
�Perfect,� the mercenary smiled back. �You get the bow lines and I�ll get these.�
For the next few minutes they tied off the boat. The Sandman locked down the hatches and zipped up the canvas around the cockpit.
�C�mon with me and I�ll show you were the office is. You can clear customs there and then the dockmaster will grant the slip.�
So much for staying anonymous, the mercenary thought. But it didn�t really matter. Customs were usually a formality at a wealthy island club. They walked down the wide concrete dock and the Sandman glanced up. Above the waving treetops the sky was a flat gunmetal gray. Along the eastern horizon a black stain was slowly spreading upward as the edge of the hurricane approached. Big, heavy drops of rain occasionally plopped onto his face and he knew making harbor had been the right choice. In a past life he�d once ridden out a hurricane at sea and vowed never to do it again.
Past the dock with its orderly line of green lampposts and capped pilings they stepped onto a walkway. Manicured lawns led up to a pool and rows of condos huddled beneath the trees. Following the man past a bathhouse and laundry they came to a pleasant little yellow stucco building with windows facing the water. A white sign, lettered in green, identified it as the dockmaster�s office and they ducked inside.
A man in his early sixties stood with his back to the door, staring out the big windows, talking on the radio to a boat entering the channel.
�I�ll leave you here, sir,� the dockhand said cheerily and wiped the rain from his forehead. �I�ve a few things to tidy up before it gets much worse.�
�Thanks again.�
The dockmaster put the radio down and turned, muttering and shaking his head.
�Day sailors� a danger to navigation. That one��he jerked his head in the direction of the channel��that one�s in a snit over the rocks.� He pronounced it rahcks.
The mercenary smiled. �What rocks?�
The dockmaster peered at him. �Exactly. What fookin� rahcks?� He had a broad accent that was originally probably British but had absorbed a lot of lazy island slang. �Daft bastard�s mistook the breakwater for shoals. Anyway��he sighed and managed a smile��you�ll be off that fifty-footer?�
�That�s right. I�ll need a slip till the weather clears.�
�Easy enough. A dollar forty per foot plus water and electricity. You need a pump out?� he asked, referring to the toilets.
�No � it�s fine.�
The man passed a clipboard. �Fill this out, please. We�ll worry about customs when the weather clears. You�ll not be gettin� them out in the rain.�
�Good enough. Can I leave the boat where she is?�
�Aye. C-dock is safe enough. As of a half hour ago they say the storm�ll pass south of us and we�ll likely get her backside.� The dockmaster yawned and watched him write. �Yank?�
�No � Irish.�
�Hmph. Talk like a Yank.�
�I was born in Canada but left it for Ireland years ago.�
The man seemed to accept that and took the clipboard back. �Now� let�s run your card, and then if you want a hot meal the restaurant should be open now.�
The Sandman took out a roll of hundred-dollar bills. �Let�s see� dollar forty a foot at fifty feet is seventy dollars per day. How about five days to start with, plus fuel when you can.� He pulled out six bills and passed it to the man.
�I�d prefer a credit card, if you don�t mind.�
�Actually, I�d rather not.� The mercenary smiled disarmingly. �You see, my wife might object to the young lady traveling with me.�
The older man chuckled. �Showing her the islands are you?�
�That�s one way to put it. Heading down to Saint Bart�s next.�
The dockmaster shrugged. �I don�t imagine a man with a boat like that is going to slip out of port in the middle in the night.�
That�s exactly what I�m going to do. �Of course not. Not without settling my bill anyway.�
Leaving the office he found the pool bar and a surprisingly good meal of steamed conch and fried potatoes with a half carafe of icy Bernkasteler. The restaurant was busy with marina guests and a few owners who�d come down to secure their boats. One couple caught his eye since the young woman didn�t seem overly excited about being there. The husband was short, with a receding hairline and prim, self-righteous look the Sandman found irritating, even from a distance. The girl was a stunning brunette with almond-shaped eyes and a sleek, athletic figure. As the husband went through the show of praying for their meal, she lifted her head and stared directly at him. It was tempting but the Sandman decided against it. Bad enough that he�d been forced onto land at all; he didn�t need any more exposure.
After the meal, he slipped out of the restaurant and made his way back to the dock against the rising wind. Sharp clinks echoed everywhere as metal fixtures and hardware banged against masts. Choppy water slapped hulls and bumpers squeaked as boats rose and fell. Seeing that the dockhand had hooked up his electrical and water connections he climbed on board and slid down into the main salon, locking the hatch behind him. He had a landline hookup now for his computer and spent part of the night and the next day completing his arrangements. Leaving the boat only to stretch his legs, he kept to himself.
The storm did indeed pass off to the south and west, heading for the Gulf of Mexico. By late afternoon on the following day, the mercenary had made his final preparations, fueled both boat and dinghy, then slept. Shortly after midnight, with stars shining through scattered breaks in the clouds, he silently untied all but the stern lines and sat in darkness beneath the mast, watching. At one A.M. the Sandman switched on the quiet diesel, cast off and slowly backed the sloop out past the dock. Minutes later the Peregrine, a dark shape against a black sea, slid into Bell Channel and disappeared.
Four hours later, after the sun struggled above the horizon, the Sandman sipped a steaming cup of coffee and stared at the sky. Southwest of Walker�s Cay, he was about 75 miles off Florida, heading north with choppy seas and variable winds. All day he angled northeast and finally, about 40 miles off the U.S. coast, turned to parallel the eastern seaboard.
But the next morning dawned clear and as he laid out his paints and stencil, he thought about Freeport and decided the risk of any action from the dockmaster was minimal. In the first place, as a Bahamian official, he�d be in trouble with Immigration for not notifying them. Secondly, he�d been paid for five days plus fuel, so the Sandman figured the man was $200 richer and wouldn�t complain. And he�d told the man his destination was Saint Bart�s, which was southeast of the Bahamas, in the opposite direction.
Hove to, bow into the wind, he leaned over the stern and went to work. Stopping to let the paint dry and drink a bottled water, he basked in the morning sun, lulled by the warmth and gentle rocking. By noon he peeled the stencils off, tore them up and dropped the pieces overboard. Anyone looking for the Peregrine, a British boat registered in Tortola, would be disappointed. Surveying his work, he smiled; he was now sailing the Wanderer, out of Charleston, South Carolina.
Continuing northwest, the mercenary repeatedly rehearsed each step in his plan. Details were refined and he considered the likely contingencies. On the evening of the fourth day out of the Bahamas, he grilled a steak and opened a chilled bottle of Moscato. Watching the sunset, the Sandman allowed himself to remember details about a country he hadn�t seen in five years. The anger smoldered but he forced it back � there would be time for that later.
The next morning he sat shirtless and cross-legged on the teak deck and took apart the laptop. Carefully breaking the motherboard into small pieces, he dropped them overboard with the hard drive. The laptop shell went spinning into a wave and sank. Pulling the Stars and Stripes from a bulkhead locker he attached it to the gaff and gazed at the flag for a long moment, eyes hard.
It was time.
Spinning the wheel left, he brought the big sailboat around, and with the rising sun behind her, headed west toward the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay.

Chapter 10

The going-away party was vintage U.S. Air Force. A big white cake from the base commissary proclaimed GOOD LUCK! in blue and red letters. A dozen plastic-wrapped red roses, also from the base commissary, lay next to the cake, ready to compensate the colonel�s wife for all the long days and bad housing she�d lived in. There was a cheap paper program on every vinyl-covered folding chair. The program contained the colonel�s biography, assignment history, and list of decorations. Notably absent from the long list was anything earned in combat, although no one but the military officers knew that. A boom box with a CD version of �The Star-Spangled Banner� and �The Air Force Song� rested on the floor.
Junior officers who worked for the colonel hovered near the double doors waiting to escort female guests and family members to the front row of chairs. Other officers mingled in groups of twos and threes with cups of punch in their hands. The discussions were much the same. Deadlines, presentations, budgets � the stock in trade of the military staff officer.
They were mostly middle aged and had that soft, fleshy look of men who spent their days behind desks or sitting in conference rooms. The enlisted men present were senior non-commissioned officers, none below the rank of master sergeant. They were generally shorter than the officers, heavier and all had small mustaches.
Lieutenant Colonel Truax and another officer stood aside from the rest. They were also dressed in the unflattering, 1970-vintage Class-A blue uniform that the Air Force still thought looked good. But the similarity to most of the others ended there. Both men wore silver wings with the solid center shield of Air Force pilots. The younger one, Major Paul Mathis, had a star atop his wings denoting a senior pilot while Axe wore the star and wreath of a command pilot.
What really set them apart from the others were the top row of decorations on their chests. Truax had a Silver Star followed by a Distinguished Flying Cross and Valor device. Both were combat awards for gallantry and heroism, respectively. Neither was awarded for good staff work or flying around safe, stateside bases. Further down his chest, intermingled with the usual meaningless bits of peacetime cloth, were campaign ribbons from the both Gulf Wars and Kosovo.
The major also wore the blue-and-white-striped ribbon for the DFC with the Valor device. His had two small oak leaves attached, meaning he�d been awarded the DFC three times for heroism in combat. Next to it, rare for an Air Force officer, was the Purple Heart. He also had campaign ribbons for the second Gulf War and Afghanistan.
�This food sucks,� he mumbled, and dropped his carrot stick back onto the paper plate. �I only came for the food.�
Doug Truax chuckled but kept his eyes on the door. He was waiting for the general, who would officiate the farewell ceremony. Normally that wouldn�t happen, but the colonel, who was leaving, was a prot�g� of the general, who was staying.
Prot�g�. Stuck together at the hip was more like it. Axe sighed and tried not to hate his job too much. Sixty days� sixty days� he kept repeating in his head. Two months, then a quick requalification course, and he�d be back in the cockpit of an F-16, where he belonged.
�I hate the Staff,� Mathis groused, and tugged at the unfamiliar blue polyester tie around his neck. �And I really hate this fucking monkey suit.�
Most pilots grew very accustomed to the one-piece baggy flight suit that Air Force flyers wore as a daily uniform. It was a visible class distinction between themselves and the �shoe clerks,� the others who overwhelmingly populated the Air Force.
�You look great. Quite the poster child for the Air and Space and Information Dominance� Force� or whatever the hell we are this week.�
Mathis, inevitably named �Jonny� during his first tour in fighters, looked sour. The Air Force almost monthly restated its mission and spent hundreds of thousands of dollars reprinting posters and booklets advertising the new play on words.
�Just what I wanted. What the fuck are we doing here anyway?�
�You�re here because you work for this guy and were ordered to look happy and supportive. I�m here because my old boss left and forgot to take me along.�
�No� I meant, what are we doing here? We should be out flying or deployed somewhere hot and nasty. This sucks, Axe.�
Truax chuckled again. �And you�d still bitch about it.�
�Well yeah� but I wouldn�t really mean it. Whatever happened to Flying and Fighting?�
�Ah. That was the old Air Force. Why Fly and Fight when we can PAGE DOWN and ESC our way out of danger with unmanned aerial vehicles?�
Mathis pointed to the full colonel standing at the front of the room. �If you listen to him, the F-22 is the only jet we�ll ever need.�
�The mighty Raptor.� Truax shook his head. �Good thing the Air Force Chief of Staff and Congress covered for Lockheed Martin. If word ever got out how fucked up that thing is and how much it really costs everyone here would be shot.�
They both watched as Colonel Jimmy �Blitz� Neville moved from small group to small group. He smiled graciously. Appeared interested in everyone and what they were saying. His wife, a stout, uninspiring woman with badly highlighted black hair, dutifully followed him.
Axe hoped he wouldn�t be seen and angled away slightly to avoid eye contact. But it didn�t work.
�Axe! Jonny! Thanks so much for coming.� Neville strode over.
�Thank you, Colonel.� Truax couldn�t call him sir. �The general should be along shortly.�
Jimmy Neville glanced at the door and then back at the two officers. He also wore command pilot wings and had a long rack of ribbons. Not one of them related to combat. Short and stocky, the colonel always stood ramrod straight to stretch his five feet eight inches as far as they�d go.
�Good, good.� He pursed his lips and nodded enthusiastically. �I�m honored that he wanted to do this.� He had the short-man habit of rocking back on his heels to seem even taller.
I�ll bet, Axe thought, carefully keeping his face neutral. Another chance to kiss some ass. He watched Neville try not to scope out his ribbons. The little man quickly checked Truax over, his gaze lingering slightly on the Silver Star.
�Well, Jonny��the colonel cleared his throat and glanced at Mathis��shouldn�t be too long before we�re doing one of these for you. Whatcha think about that? �
�I think I�d rather sweep floors in a fighter squadron than have the best job on a staff, Colonel.�
Axe suppressed a smile as Neville�s face reddened. Jonny Mathis was nothing if not blunt.
But Colonel Neville�s inevitable terse reply was cut short by the arrival of Lieutenant General Kenneth Alan Sturgis. He strode through the door and halted, waiting to be recognized and announced just like a fashion model or politician.
The sergeant holding the door stiffened and brayed out the mandatory welcome of a general officer.
�Roooom� Atten� SHUN.�
Sturgis paused to let everyone react. Everyone in uniform came to attention and the women and civilians turned to look. After a two-heartbeat count, the general smiled and casually strolled into the room.
�Oh please, everyone��he managed to sound apologetic��at ease. Carry on please.�
Beaming with good cheer, Sturgis waved and stepped over. Just one of the boys. �Blitz!� He stuck out his hand and Neville took it. �Great job here� great job.�
We�ll be sorry to see you go, Axe mouthed silently. On to bigger and better things.
�We�ll be so sorry to see you go,� the general continued. �But on to bigger and better things, eh?�
The Air Force needs officers like you. That�ll be next.
�The Air Force needs officers just like you� more so now than ever before,� he added seriously.
�Thank you, sir.� Neville practically wet his pants. �And thank you for coming.�
Sturgis clapped him on the shoulder. �Not at all, not at all.� He held up his right hand and briefly flashed the big silver-and-blue Air Force Academy ring. �It�s the least I can do for one of the brothers.�
Neville smiled. He wore the same ring.
With that, the general moved off toward the front of the room, never acknowledging Truax or Mathis. Neville left too, floating in the general�s wake.
A few minutes later, a harried captain tapped the microphone and the chattering around the room faded. The lights dimmed as everyone found their seat. After a long moment the measured cadence of four pairs of feet thudded methodically from the darkness. The color guard, consisting of a black, an Asian, a white woman and a Latino, stomped carefully down the aisle. They wheeled and presented the colors.
With all eyes on the front of the room, no one noticed a sliver of light as the rear door cracked open. A man in uniform slid through and took a seat in the back row as the national anthem began to play. Just another officer.
Wheeling and stomping again, the color guard slowly walked out. The captain then introduced a long-winded protestant chaplain, who invoked the Almighty to take an interest in the proceedings.
Everyone sat.
A slide show began. Images of a younger and much skinnier Lieutenant Neville flashed across the screen. Neville on the ladder leading to the cockpit of his F-15. Neville bravely defending Kadena Air Base from the Chinese attack that never came. Neville sitting in brown battle dress importantly answering a phone in some desert air operations center. A Weapons School graduation picture of Captain Neville in his mess dress.
The Sandman, in the back row by the door, was not impressed. Jimmy Neville had always been somewhere other than where the fighting was.
The show ended with Neville, now a colonel, leaving Nellis Air Force base to come to Langley. �The Air Force Song� played and the lights came up a notch. The mandatory presentation of pins and certificates was next. Several officers added mandatory anecdotes about what a great boss Neville had been and how much good he�d done for the F-22 program.
Then General Sturgis took the podium. Adjusting the microphone to his lack of height, he lowered his chin and gazed sternly into the darkened room.
�It says a lot about a man when so many take time to pay tribute to him.�
From where the mercenary sat, the room looked to be two-thirds empty.
Sturgis rattled off an impressive string of clich�s, using all the buzzwords. Leadership, integrity, core values, leadership, vision, leadership, vision�
The Sandman would�ve been disgusted under normal circumstances. But today wasn�t normal, nor was it about Sturgis. Yet.
�Thank you, General Sturgis.� Neville came to the podium, all smiles. �It is such an honor to have you here. Jean and I would like to thank everyone for coming and sharing this exciting time in our lives.�
Doug Truax rolled his eyes.
�It�s been said that accolades from your peers mean more than anything and I can tell you it�s true. To be recognized this way is truly gratifying. This has been such a great assignment for Jean and I,� Neville droned on. �But it�s time to go and I only hope I can continue serving the warfighter up at the Pentagon.�
Barf. Paul Mathis closed his eyes and thought about flying.
�Now,� he looked around at the captain, �I believe we�ve got a brief video clip to show, and then Jean and I invite you to stay for refreshments.�
He stepped away from the podium and the room went dark for a moment. Then the TopGun theme song began to play and the video rolled. It was Neville�s F-22 publicity tape. He�d been the moving force behind the media hype for the Raptor and was obviously very proud.
Doug Truax yawned.
What he didn�t see was Neville quietly stepping behind the folding screen into the adjoining reception room and making his way to the hallway. Nor did he see the dark form by the back door also rise and slip out.
Headed for the lavatory, Jimmy Neville enjoyed the warm glow of self-congratulation. A successful assignment. He�d managed to quash the rumors that the F-22 was underperforming. One troublesomely honest officer had been transferred and creative computerized accounting had hidden the budgetary hemorrhage. That was part of the staff magic and � he smiled � he knew he was very good at it.
Oh, eventually it would be impossible to hide, but by then he�d be long gone and it would fall on someone else�s head. In the meantime he�d earned the gratitude of General Sturgis, who had a nice post-retirement job lined up as a defense contractor.
He clattered across the hardwood floor of the AfterBurner pilot bar at the rear of the Officer�s Club. It was safely segregated from the main show bar used by the generals who didn�t want to be offended by fighter pilots� antics. Neville barely noticed the patches, pictures, and fighter-squadron memorabilia on the wall. Although he�d flown fighters, it had never really been his world.
He certainly didn�t notice the silent figure that emerged from the darkened alcove and followed him down the hall. Neville pushed inside the bathroom and smiled at his reflection. He looked good.
Except the ribbons. The colonel frowned and stepped to the urinal. There must be some way to get to Iraq on a four-month deployed staff. A CAOC job shouldn�t be too tough to wrangle. Why, most of the colonels and above were coming away from those deployments with Bronze Stars. That, he decided, would look good on his chest. Then no one could doubt he�d �been there� too.
He heard the door open and turned his head sideways but he only saw a blue uniform. Had to be someone from his reception.
�Not too painful, was it?� he chuckled. He could afford to be condescending.
�No,� a low voice answered. �But it�s about to be.�
Neville�s brow furrowed � that didn�t make sense. But the voice. He knew that voice. He was half turning to see better when something hard struck the back of his neck. The colonel�s mouth dropped open as his head slammed into the wall and bright lights burst under his eyelids. Shocked and confused, Neville felt himself spun around and shoved against a stall. He managed one quick gasp of air before his groin exploded. Eyes bulging from their sockets, his mouth opened and closed in agony as the knee came away from his crotch. The colonel collapsed against rock-hard arms and barely felt the man lean into him.
�Now, you worthless fuck,� the voice penetrated the misty fog of his brain. �Your life is over.�
�What�� Neville tried to raise his head but couldn�t. �No� why�� he croaked.
A hand grabbed him under the chin and tilted his face back. The arms tightened to straighten him out. He blinked but could only see a muddled blue outline. Neville felt the slap, and cheeks stinging, his vision cleared slightly, he focused on the face. He knew that face. But it was impossible.
�You�� He blinked at the dark, expressionless features a foot away. �But��
The mercenary saw the comprehension dawn and was satisfied.
�Payback,� he whispered, his left hand locked onto the man�s jaw, and he grabbed a handful of Neville�s hair in his right. �You steaming little sack of shit.�
�No,� Neville whimpered in disbelief. �You can�t� you��
As the colonel tried to straighten, the Sandman simultaneously yanked down with his right hand and wrenched violently up with his left. Neville�s head twisted back at an impossible angle, his eyes wide with shock and denial. As his neck snapped with an audible pop, the last thing Jimmy Neville saw was the sagging ceiling trim on the wall behind the stalls.
The mercenary let the colonel�s head flop onto his chest and braced the body with his knee. He then snapped the neck again in the other direction just to make sure. Dropping the body on the floor, he smiled a bit as the head landed in a nasty stain of old urine and pubic hair. The whole encounter had lasted less than thirty seconds. Staring at Neville�s glazed, lifeless eyes, the Sandman regretted killing him so quickly. Neville should�ve suffered more.
Nudging the corpse with his toe, the Sandman suddenly froze as the hollow sound of feet on wood echoed in the outside hallway. Ducking into the stall, the Sandman grabbed the body under its armpits and hauled it upright. Sitting quickly on the toilet, he slipped an arm under Neville�s legs, cradled the body on his lap and waited.
Paul Mathis opened the door to the bathroom and walked to the urinal. Thirty minutes of bullshit had filled his bladder and he seriously considered just skipping the rest. Who would notice anyway?
Then he saw the blue trouser legs under the stall divider. The feet were tapping slightly like a man does who�s waiting on a toilet. Shit. It had to be Neville, he�d seen him leave the podium and duck out. The feet kept tapping. Finishing quickly, the major washed his hands and left.
The mercenary heard the door shut and listened to the footsteps retreating on the wood floor. Sliding off the seat, he dumped the body on the toilet, legs askew, and stood up quickly. Neville�s bowels had relaxed and the stink was filling the small room. Perfect. The Sandman stared at the corpse and smiled. Dead on a commode in a puddle of your own shit� You got off easy, you worthless fuck.
Stepping to the door, he cracked it slightly and glanced down the empty hallway. Coming out slowly, he walked to a small exit door at the back of the bar and stepped into the sunlight. Calmly striding down the walkway, he crossed the small street like any other officer leaving the club.
Easing behind the wheel of a rented SUV, he slipped on a pair of dark glasses and briefly considered his way out. All the gates had cameras that recorded traffic on and off the base so his vehicle would be seen. But it didn�t matter. It was a rental using a false license and credit card and both would be discarded within the hour.
The closest and fastest way out was the King Street Gate. It was 300 yards across a causeway from the Officer�s Club and he could see it from where he sat. But not much traffic passed that way and once Neville�s body was found it would probably be assumed that the killer left that way.
The LaSalle Gate was much bigger. More than a thousand vehicles a day passed that way and, once clear of the base, it was a direct shot to Interstate 64. But it was also a mile and half away through two traffic lights and would take about seven minutes. It would take at least five minutes before someone went looking for Colonel Neville and another five to get over it, confirm it, and call EMS and the Security Police. They would immediately lock the base down and close the gates. He pulled out and headed toward the LaSalle Gate.
He decided he had ten minutes.
* * *
Doug Truax walked out the double doors and frowned at the empty hallway. General Sturgis wanted to leave and needed a quick PR photo with Neville before he left. No one had seen the colonel since he stepped off the stage and Axe figured he�d gone to the can.
A figure emerged from the shadows but it was too tall and athletic to be Neville. It was Jonny Mathis.
�Any idea where Neville went?�
Mathis jerked a thumb over his shoulder. �In the crapper� past the bar. Why?�
�They need pictures.� He walked down the hall and the younger pilot followed.
* * *
The Sandman came around the traffic circle and headed toward the center of the base. Straight ahead was the fighting side of the base with the flight line, operations, and squadron buildings far away from the staff and headquarters. At the intersection just before the fire department there was a light. Going straight would lead past the flight line and out the West Gate. A right turn would parallel the flight line in the opposite direction and eventually end up in the golf course. The mercenary moved to the left-turn lane behind an old Lincoln. Left at the light here would take him past the hospital and out the La Salle Gate. His eyes flickered constantly between the rearview mirror and the other cars. But with twenty yards to go, the light suddenly changed from green to yellow and the old Lincoln slowed to stop. He could make out the gray heads of two elderly retirees and sighed.
He had time.
* * *
Axe pushed open the door to the lavatory and stuck his head in. He could make out blue uniformed legs and shiny black shoes under the stall door.
�Colonel Neville?� he spoke to the feet. �Colonel� the general would like to get a picture with you as soon as it�s convenient.�
Nothing.
He stepped inside and Mathis held the door open behind him.
�Colonel Neville?�
The feet hadn�t even moved. He frowned and tapped on the door. �Hello? Who�s in there, please?�
Mathis cleared his throat impatiently. But even if it wasn�t Neville, whoever it was should�ve answered. Truax felt a knot of uneasiness swell in his gut.
�Colonel, are you all right?� He thumped the door harder and it swung open. A wave of shit-filled air hit him and he involuntarily stepped back.
�Sorry.� His first impulse was to apologize for breaking in on a man doing his business.
But as he backed up a step he realized the man behind the divider still hadn�t moved. Leaning forward again, he peered into the stall at the grotesquely twisted neck and dead face staring back at him.
* * *
The light changed.
The Sandman started forward behind the creeping Lincoln. He could see the old man pointing to the aviation monument to the left. Rather than just pull into the park and take a picture the elderly couple decided it was easier to just slow down to use the camera. With the blissful ignorance of a retiree, the driver ignored the line of cars behind him and slowed to fifteen miles per hour. The old woman raised her camera.
There was still another light to get through and a mile to the gate. But speeding on a military base was a sure way to meet the Security Police and that wouldn�t do at all. Besides � he glanced in the rearview mirror � there was a cop two cars behind him.
* * *
Axe sprinted through the bar and down the dark hallway. He came to the administration office, but the door was locked.
Slapping the glass in frustration, the pilot ran past the reception area and looked for another office.
�Colonel Truax?�
He slowed to a fast walk and looked over his shoulder.
Shit. Mrs. Neville.
�Have you seen Jimmy? He�s wanted inside� honestly, that man��
Ignoring her, he trotted on down the hall.
�Colonel��
Her voice faded as he came around the corner. There! An open office.
A chubby receptionist sat at the desk chattering mindlessly into a phone. Dressed in an unbelievable red dress with a matching bow he had the irrelevant thought that he was speaking to a huge strawberry.
�I need the phone, please. Emergency.�
She barely glanced at him and went right on talking with the casual disregard of all secretaries everywhere.
Reaching across the desk, Axe yanked the phone from her hand and punched a LINE OUT button.
�Wha� how dare you� I��
�Shut up,� he snapped. �And keep quiet.� Her mouth made a perfect O.
He hit 0 and waited for the operator.
�Get me the Security Police. Emergency.�
The secretary was still irate. �You can�t just barge in here and take��
�Sir��Major Mathis had followed him in��what do you want me to do?�
�Quietly get one of the captains from the reception and tell him to secure the building. No one leaves. Then you get back to the john and let no one in till I get back.�
�Security Police. Can I help you?� a gravelly voice answered.
Axe waved the major to the door. �This is Lieutenant Colonel Truax and this is an emergency. Get me the watch officer now.�
* * *
The last light changed to green and the Lincoln turned right, toward the base exchange and commissary. The Sandman smoothly accelerated to the 35 mph limit and looked in the rearview mirror. The car behind him also turned right and now the blue police pickup slid to within two car lengths. It had been almost eight minutes since he�d left the O�Club, but the gate was still a hundred yards ahead. A series of concrete blocks forced outgoing traffic to one left lane so he eased over, slowing down to exit the base. The police truck followed.
* * *
�He�s dead, Lieutenant, do you get that?� Axe snapped into the phone. The secretary, now silent, listened wide-eyed. �It happened within the last ten minutes and the killer is probably still on the base. Seal the gates!�
�Sir, I�m sorry but I don�t know you� and I need more than a voice on the phone to seal off Air Combat Command Headquarters.� The younger officer sounded shaky.
Doug Truax took a deep breath. �You listen to me, Lieutenant, and you listen real fucking good. If you don�t seal the base this very minute I will personally see that the ACC Commander sends you to Maxwell to grade papers for the rest of your sorry career. Use my name, use his name� use any damn name you want, but seal the gates!�
�All right sir.� The Security Police officer caved in. �But you�ll need to stay on the line� I�ll need more information.�
�I�ll give you my wife�s cup size if you want it. Just close up the fucking base!�
* * *
Passing the first of two barricades, the mercenary weaved right, then left. As he did, he saw the police lights flash in his rearview mirror.
How had it happened so quickly? Swallowing once, he suppressed the overwhelming desire to stomp on the gas. He�d at least exit the base, then pull over and deal with the policeman. Past the last barricade now, he slowed, then watched as the police truck abruptly turned off and slid to a stop next to the gate, blocking the road to outbound traffic.
Accelerating smoothly down La Salle Avenue, he exhaled and thought about it. It had to be the guy who came into the bathroom while he was there. He must�ve seen something that made him suspicious and he came back.
Rounding the corner, the only light between him and Mercury Boulevard was green, so he sped up to make it. Stealing one final glance in the rearview mirror, the mercenary saw both of the big iron gates slide shut.
Langley was closed.

Chapter 11

For twenty minutes the Sandman drove smoothly and quickly straight down Mercury Boulevard through the city of Newport News. He watched for telltale flashing lights but saw none. Mercury Boulevard became Highway 17, and he followed the gentle incline up onto the James River Bridge. Watching the electronic billboard, he saw both lanes were open and the drawbridge was closed. Passing beyond the huge riverside complex of the Newport News Shipyard, the mercenary crossed the river into Isle of Wight County at 11:50.
Exhaling slightly, he remembered the shocked expression on Neville�s dying face. The colonel thought he lived in a civilized country. He thought his pretty uniform and little silver eagles were protection against everything. The flash of realization and recognition on his face the instant before he died was worth the risk.
Following the markers toward Smithfield, he came to a T intersection known as Benn�s Church. Turning left at the light, the mercenary headed south on Highway 10 toward the larger city of Suffolk. It was rolling farm and horse country; scarcely a mile went by without a sign advertising horses or riding. He saw one brown-and-white sheriff�s cruiser, but it was unhurriedly going the opposite way.
Suffolk had been a charming town about ten years earlier but, like most communities in the Tidewater area of Virginia, that had long passed. Too many people moving down from Washington or away from the Peninsula had spread the overcrowding and inflated prices that plagued the country. He drove slowly down Main Street, a wide, pleasant avenue lined with caf�s, bookshops, and antique shops. Hunter-green flags hung horizontally from black wrought-iron lampposts every twenty feet. Turning left on Constance Street, he made an immediate right and pulled into a shady corner of the Cedar Hills Cemetery parking lot. It was empty.
Sliding over to the passenger side, the mercenary reached into the backseat and retrieved a soft sided black leather bag. Quickly slipping out of the blue uniform, he pulled on a pair of jeans, green docksides with no socks. A plain black T-shirt with a tan ORVIS bill cap completed the outfit. His uniform went into a garment bag that he laid over the seat and he removed the small key he�d retrieved in the BVI from the bag�s zippered pocket. The mercenary also pulled out one of the Nokia TracPhones he�d purchased and stuck it in his pocket. The dark glasses remained on.
Moments later he was back on Main Street and after a hundred yards pulled over to park. Locking the car, he thumbed two quarters into the meter, took the key and walked into the post office. Numbered boxes lined the anteroom and, finding the correct number on a little brass tag, he opened it. Withdrawing three yellow claim tickets, the mercenary walked into the service area. Taking a local information newsletter from the stand he kept his head down slightly, like any casual reader, while waiting his turn. After making an illegible scrawl on the receipt, he exchanged the tickets for three sealed envelopes: one legal sized and two smaller ones.
Pausing outside, he leaned against the brick wall and looked up and down the street. It was a fine day. Clear and warm. Schools were still in session so there weren�t any children. The people window-shopping were mostly women, alone or with a few friends. Housewives, out spending money and meeting lovers while their husbands worked The green canvas pendants hanging on one side proclaimed Suffolk to be �Everyone�s Neighborhood.�
Satisfied that all was well, he got back in the car and continued down Main Street, pulling over in front of the Java149 caf�. It was a pleasant Bohemian sort of place; none of the tables matched, but they were nearly full. Like distorted white butterfly wings, newspapers were spread out before steaming cups of coffee while people read, talked, and cautiously sipped.
Opening the biggest envelope, he dumped the contents on the seat beside him. There were two passports, one blue with the United States Eagle on the front and the other with the burgundy cover of Canada. He opened them both and noted with satisfaction that both had several entry and exit stamps for European countries. Both also had seemingly authentic U.S. entry stamps, Chicago and Boston respectively, dated from last week. Each passport had a valid International Driving License in the same name clipped to the back cover. The licenses appeared slightly worn and had been issued the previous year. The other plastic cards he put aside for the moment.
One of the smaller envelopes yielded four credit cards for business bank accounts he�d set up from the boat while cruising the Bahamas; two VISAs and two MasterCards issued against corporate accounts that were completely legitimate. Green Mountain Transport and Trendco Logistics from Delaware with Blue River Literary and Latham Consulting issued from Wyoming. Using a disposable cell phone, the mercenary activated the cards, then slipped them into a flat travel wallet that fit against the small of his back. He�d reorganize later.
The other plastic he picked up and examined closely.
The Texas driver�s license and retired U.S. military identification card were both in the name of Daniel P. Tyler. The Texas card was real, issued via online renewal for an existing license. If a policeman scanned the barcode he�d find out everything he wanted to know about a Dan Tyler of Dallas, Texas. There was a also a Maryland driver�s license and a current, active duty CAC�Common Access Card � issued to Matthew Tobin.
Both military IDs were real cards; however, the barcodes on the backs were gibberish. There was no way to access the DEERs system used by the government that encoded the identification, so they were a calculated risk.
The smaller envelope held a single piece of paper with typical Google Map directions. There was a little key taped to the bottom of the page.
Satisfied, he reached into the smaller of his two bags, withdrew the Irish passport, International Driving License and credit card that he�d used to fly into the Caribbean. These went into the empty legal envelope and he carefully peeled off the mailing label. Locking up again and feeding the meter, he strolled back down Main Street, across Market Street, and into the Wells Fargo Bank carrying the envelope inside his newspaper. There were two lines open and only one other customer. A plump, middle-aged female teller was leaning against her counter and she smiled brightly as he walked in.
�Good morning, sir, how may I provide with you excellent service?�
Returning her smile, the mercenary stepped up. �Withdrawal, please.� He passed her the Green Mountain Visa and his new U.S. passport. She typed in the credit card number.
�Certainly. How much would you like that for?
�Fifteen thousand. In hundreds please. And that should leave a balance of five thousand, right?�
Glancing at the screen she nodded. �Ah� five thousand twenty-six dollars and twenty-two cents, to be exact. If you�ll wait a moment, sir, I�ll make the withdrawal.�
�Take your time.� The Sandman returned to reading his newspaper, head lowered but not obviously so. A few minutes ticked by, several customers came and went, and he stifled a yawn.
�Here you are, sir,� a voice behind him said. Turning, he smiled again as the chubby teller passed him a full envelope.
�Thanks very much.�
�Of course. Is there anything else?�
�Not at the moment. I�ll come back next week to get a company safety-deposit box.�
She smiled again. �Anytime, sir. You can actually apply for it online and just bring in the papers when you a have a moment.�
The Sandman already knew that but nodded. �That�s good to know, and thanks again.�
Outside, he walked back down the street, past the caf� and into the Bank of Virginia. It was more crowded but had a commercial teller. The man ahead of him had scuffed work boots, a faded blue bandanna tucked in his back pocket, and a dirty bill cap on his sweaty head. His hands were massive and also dirty. Some kind of farmer, the Sandman thought, and suppressed a sigh.
Still, he was ahead of schedule and wasn�t worried about interference from Langley. They�d spend two hours locking down the base, blundering around the O�Club and convening a Tiger Team to study the problem. The FBI would get involved since a military base is a federal installation, but the Sandman knew their methods as well. They�d screen airports, train stations, bus terminals, and car-rental agencies. However, to do any of this they needed a face and a name � and they had neither. In the meantime, he was simply another anonymous American citizen going about his business.
�May I help you, sir?�
The farmer had ambled off and the teller, a petite brunette with a very pretty face, was smiling at him.
�Good morning.� He drew out a folded piece of paper and put it on the counter. �I received this email confirmation for a company safety-deposit box. I�ll sign for it and I�d like to see it, please � I need to make a withdrawal also.�
The teller unfolded the paper and compared it to the computer screen. �Green Mountain Transport?�
�Right.� the Sandman grinned disarmingly and filled out a slip for his withdrawal. �Not very glamorous, but folks always need cardboard shipping boxes, don�t they? We supply smaller food markets and a few moving companies.�
She laughed. �I think anything that makes money is glamorous. But don�t spread that around,� she added, and nodded toward the row of offices against the far wall.
�Your secret�s safe with me,� the mercenary replied, sotto voce.
�I�ll need some identification, please.�
He withdrew the corporate card and Texas license he�d just retrieved from the post office. �Certainly.�
Like the other teller, she checked the license against the authorized signatory on the box. She then verified that the box belonged to the company on file and that the company credit card matched the account. She noted that the box had been paid for a year in advance. After signing for it, the Sandman received a key in a little red envelope and they both walked to a room at the rear of the bank. Rows of keyed, bronze-faced boxes lined three of the walls and a full desk, complete with office supplies, occupied the other wall.
�Here it is, sir. Box 1906. Just press the button by the door when you wish to leave and I�ll have your withdrawal for you up front.� He thanked her and she left.
The box was one of the medium-sized types, about six inches high and twenty inches deep. Placing it on a console table, he removed the envelope of cash from his waistband and the larger mailer from inside the rolled-up newspaper.
The Irish passport, International Driving License, and his European-issued Visa card went into the box. He also counted out $10,000 in cash and placed it beside the documents. The remaining cash, Texas license, credit cards and military IDs went into the travel wallet. Locking the box, he put the key in the wallet and fastened it around his waist beneath the shirt. Pulling scissors from the desk, the Sandman cut up the Virginia license and credit card he�d picked up in Tortola. Dropping the pieces in his pocket he then pressed the buzzer, opening the door, and went back into the lobby. The pretty brunette gave him a parting smile and another envelope containing his withdrawal. He strolled out of the bank at 12:30.
He now had two complete identities, called legends, that would enable him to travel anywhere in the United States. Rapid, secure funds were available from the business credit cards and with the $25,000 dollars in cash he now carried. His return passport, credit card and cash were safely buried behind corporate anonymity and banking secrecy. Any faint trail that his Virginia persona had left would end with a nearly empty bank account at Wells Fargo. He was now Matt Tobin of Dallas, Texas, and he could prove it. Easing out into Main Street traffic, the mercenary slowly drove off.
Crossing the bridge on the south side of town, he tossed a handful of the plastic cuttings from the window and noted the change of scenery immediately. Little houses with peeling paint were clustered together like warts. Yards of weeds and rusting appliances were filled with old black men on torn sofas, preferring the outdoor heat to the indoor heat. Groups of sullen teenagers with their underwear showing and silly �do-rags� on their heads stared hatefully at the passing cars.
A few miles south of town, the squalor ended in an industrial park. Long lines of chain-link fences, broken only by gated guardhouses, stretched back from the road. Slowing, he flicked the remaining plastic pieces out and turned left at a small white sign that read SUFFOLK AIRPORT/GENERAL AVIATION.
Straight ahead lay the terminal, a long one-story white building with a large parking lot. Left of the terminal were several tan hangars with unpainted metal roofs, and beyond lay the runway.
Several people came and went from the terminal and one maintenance cart rolled toward the hangars but no one paid the slightest attention to the silver SUV. Why should they? People came and went from here all the time.
Parking as close to the terminal as possible among the other vehicles, the Sandman took a last look around the car, propped a sunshade up on the dashboard and got out. Still using the big vehicle to shield him from the terminal, he pulled the case and valise out and left the garment bag hanging in the back � the car was rented for two weeks and by the time it was discovered he�d be long gone. Locking the doors, the mercenary picked up his bags and walked calmly toward the terminal.
* * *
�Good Gawd almighty,� General Sturgis smacked the polished cherrywood desktop. His southern accent always got thicker when he was angry. And he was angry. Anyone who got in his way made him angry. Anything that might cast even a glimmer of shadow over his carefully arranged and polished career made him angry.
A full colonel being murdered during his own farewell ceremony was bad enough, but it had happened while he, K. A. Sturgis II, was down the hall in the same building. How in the hell was that going to look?
�How in the hell is this going to look?� He glared around the room, his small beady eyes almost disappearing into his saggy cheeks. �Someone answer me, dammit!�
The other general officer in the room, a two-star general named MacDonald, cleared his throat.
�Mrs. Neville is in shock, apparently. She�s been taken to the base hospital and��
�Do I give a shit?� Sturgis interrupted angrily. �She�s alive, isn�t she? She�ll get a big monthly check from the Air Force and probably write a damn book! Make a million bucks and her problems are over!� He plopped back in the chair and put his arms behind his head. �Good Gawd almighty,� he said again. �What about me?�
Doug Truax leaned forward and opened his mouth to speak but caught a warning look from General MacDonald. Personally, Axe was appalled. As an officer, Jimmy Neville had been a jackass and an embarrassment. But Sturgis�s only visible reaction was how it affected him.
How did the Air Force survive with guys like this running things? In any large organization shit was bound to float upward, but one hoped that the military, and especially the officer corps, would be a bit less self-serving. He suppressed a sigh and focused on the tree outside the general�s window.
�What�s been done about the damn press?� Sturgis wanted to know.
�Nothing, sir,� General MacDonald replied. �No one outside the base knows anything about this yet.�
Sturgis put his stubby fingertips together and looked thoughtful. �Then this could go down as some sort of undiagnosed health problem that no one knew he had.�
Axe�s jaw dropped and General MacDonald cleared his throat. �Ah� I� don�t think that�s very likely, sir. I mean, his neck was broken.�
�But no one knows that except us.� Sturgis leaned forward.
�That�s not exactly true, General,� Doug Truax replied carefully. �There�s the EMT crew that responded to the call and certainly the hospital staff will know and��
�They can be contained.� Sturgis snapped. �They�ll do what they�re told. National security. �So he slipped on a wet floor.�
�I�m against that, sir. For the record.� Bill MacDonald shook his head. �Too many people are involved and certainly Neville�s widow will know soon enough.�
General Sturgis sighed and stared out the window. MacDonald was a problem. The others were too junior to have any impact but the other general was different. A fighter pilot, which irritated Sturgis, and a warrior. He�d have to think about that.
While he did, there had to be a way to put a positive spin on this for himself. He�d always avoided controversy and being anywhere around the shit that splattered on others. Or at least he�d always managed to deflect it onto someone else.
Facing the group he said, �All right. Put together a Tiger Team: OSI, Security Police, someone from the CAG, and you, Bill, officially notify the FBI.� He needed time to sort this.
They all rose, happy to be doing something and, as the other officers filed out, Sturgis managed a tight little smile. There was always a way.
* * *
Less than six hours after Neville�s body had been found on the toilet, a twin-engined SkyMaster touched down at a small municipal airport in rural Arkansas. It was 4:42 in the afternoon, central time. Taxiing clear, the plane turned toward the General Aviation parking ramp on the north side of the field. The Sandman pulled onto the concrete apron near the fuel pumps, goosed the power to swing around, then shut down the engines. Unstrapping, he pulled back the locking handle and opened the cabin door.
Enjoying the relative silence after four and a half hours of propeller-driven vibration, the mercenary stretched his neck and gazed thoughtfully at a golf cart approaching from the little operations building.
Putting on the sunglasses, he tugged on the bill cap and crawled over the seat. Closing the clamshell doors to the cockpit, the mercenary walked around behind the aircraft and up the other side. Ostensibly making a post-flight inspection, he was also calmly surveying the airport.
�Afternoon!� The man popped out of the cart and stood, hands on hips, looking over the plane.
�How ya doin?� All smiles now, the Sandman came around the cowling, hand outstretched.
�Nice plane. Need fuel, huh?� The man was about sixty, with a full head of white hair. He was wearing jeans, tan work boots, and a bright yellow polo shirt spotted with coffee stains. There was an enormous key ring jangling from his belt.
�Yep. Won�t make the next leg without it.�
The man rubbed his chin. �I was just closin� up for the night. How �bout we do this in the mornin�?�
The mercenary pulled out a fifty-dollar bill. �Goin� up to Nebraska.� He winked. �Don�t like to keep the lady waitin�. How about we do it now and you keep this for the trouble.� He slowly waved the money back and forth.
�You got it.� The manager grinned. �Just throw some chocks under a wheel.� He walked back to the pumps and unlocked them. �You gotta grounding wire?�
�Nope.�
�S�all right. Pull one outa the cart there.�
For the next few minutes they busied themselves refueling the plane. The mercenary held the ladder, straightened the hose and politely listened to the man�s chatter.
�Hey,� the pilot finally got a word in. �I need the can. Also need to check the weather.�
The manager stuck the nozzle in the other wing port and nodded over his shoulder in the direction of the building. �Go ahead. I can finish �er up.�
Walking across the apron, he glanced around the surrounding countryside. It was flat and green, broken at intervals by low tree lines. There was an outer screen door, complete with several ragged holes, which he pulled open and stepped through. Inside was typical. Thin wood paneling covered three of the four walls. The big desk faced the door and was backed by two rows of windows that faced the runway. One wall near the desk had a white board covered in multicolored scribbling and several clipboards hanging from nails. These were notices, called NOTAMS, concerning runway closures, bad weather alerts and any special conditions that affected flying. Running his finger along the sheets he saw nothing concerning his destination. Walking around to the computer, the mercenary tapped in a few letters and pulled up a flight-planning website. Entering several four-letter identifiers, he checked the weather and conditions of each. Pausing at the last one, he stared at the screen. Morning fog.
Glancing outside, he saw the manager had finished fueling and was walking around the plane with a clipboard. The pilot knew he was noting the �N� number, the North American registration number assigned to every aircraft operating in the United States. His eyes narrowed as the man peered through the window. Well, let him look. There�s nothing obvious there and to act concerned would arouse suspicion. Even here. Pilots and airplane enthusiasts were a basically friendly bunch. Clearing the history on the computer, the Sandman quickly typed in a different set of four-letter identifiers ending at a small airport outside Lincoln.
He was casually leaning against the desk when the manager stumped in.
�Thanks for gettin� me fixed up.� He laid the fifty-dollar bill on the desk.
�No worries. I�ll write you up an invoice. What kinda card you usin�?�
The mercenary grinned. �How �bout cash and a discount?�
The manager beamed. He�d charge slightly less with cash and pocket the difference. �Shore. We can do her that way.� This had turned out to be a good thing. Fifty dollars plus another twenty or so he could skim off the top. He scribbled out the paperwork and the mercenary handed over the cash.
�Any trouble with the computer? Sometimes she�s a bit slow.�
�Nope. Flight plan�s all filed.�
The manager looked pointedly at the wall clock. �I�d stay and help you launch� but��
Again, grinning disarmingly, the pilot shook his head. �No need. I know I caughtcha at the end of the day. How about a cup of your coffee for the road, and I�ll be outa here.�
�Good enough.� The man was relieved. �Lights come on automatically at sunset for an hour. After that you gotta do it manually on the common frequency.�
Five minutes later, holding a paper cup of steaming bad coffee he watched the manager�s little white pickup truck roll down the road. It turned left at the end and headed toward the town the mercenary knew was a few miles northwest.
Standing on the concrete next to the fuel pumps, the mercenary quietly surveyed the airfield and sipped his drink. Dusk was approaching, crickets chirped, and he heard a tractor in the distance. Crossing to the plane, he opened the cockpit and pulled a small canvas bag from behind the seat. There were three stencils, a roll of tape and two cans of fast-drying industrial-grade spray paint � one blue and one black.
The day before killing Neville, he�d taken advantage of American convenience and run some errands. He�d accessed a storage unit he�d had for years to retrieve the blue Class-A uniform and a flight suit with patches he�d need. He�d also visited two big home-improvement stores in Newport News and purchased disposable TracPhones from several retail stores.
Taking the tape and one stencil he stepped back to the tail boom. Precisely aligning it over the existing registration number, the mercenary taped the stencil in place and retrieved the blue paint. Scanning the little airport one more time he shook the can. Lightly dusting over the numbers once he stepped back again, nodded, and then heavily sprayed over the numbers.
Carefully removing the stencil he did the same thing on the other boom, then finished the coffee while the paint dried.
N931SM was now N9818M.
Quickly preflighting the aircraft in the fading evening light, the mercenary then repacked the paint and stencils, looked around the airfield one last time, and crawled into the cockpit. Eight minutes later, the SkyMaster lifted off and headed northeast, its lights twinkling against the darkening horizon. If anyone was watching or curious, the plane�s flight matched the flight plan on the airport manager�s computer. North to Omaha.
If he was actually going to do this he�d simply climb up to about 5,000 feet and contact Little Rock Air Traffic Control Center. The controller would assign him a �squawk,� an electronic code, and ask him his destination. He�d then be handed off from controller to controller until reaching Omaha.
But the mercenary didn�t do any of that. He stayed at 1500 feet until five miles away, then flipped the aircraft lights off and began a right turn. Pulling out the night-vision goggles, he powered them on and tugged them over his head. Giving the municipal airport a wide berth, he passed well to the east, then brought the SkyMaster around southwest toward the Texas border.

Chapter 12

�Sonofabitch just can�t disappear.� General Sturgis was thoroughly pissed off. Not only was he sitting in his office at nine o�clock at night but he now had to deal with the Feds. The Air Force Office of Special Investigations was bad enough but at least he could somewhat control them. He had no control over the FBI and, like most professional military officers, he was a control nut.
�The base has been cleared, sir,� the Security Forces commander, a lieutenant colonel named Lawson, interjected hopefully.
�What does that mean exactly?� The FBI agent asked.
�All outgoing vehicles were stopped and searched. All noncritical base personnel were ordered to remain in place for an accountability check that was verified through their superiors. Pass and ID has provided a list of all temporary passes issued with an expiration date of today. All civilian personnel were similarly detained until they could be accounted for.�
Bet they loved that, Axe thought. The guy sounded like he was reciting a checklist. Probably was.
�You said all noncritical base personnel had been checked. What about mission essential folks?� The OSI agent wanted to know.
Colonel Lawson, like most uniform-wearing regular officers, manifested a deep distrust of military types who wore civilian clothes. It showed.
�We�ve asked the flying squadrons for an accountability check and they�re� getting around to it.�
�How about your people?� Truax asked innocently. �I suppose they�ve all been cleared?�
Lawson stiffened, obviously offended at the suggestion that the killer could be a policeman. �Yes.�
�Well, it seems obvious to me that we�re dealing with a guy who knows Langley. I mean, Neville wasn�t killed by mistake, was he? No one here thinks this was a random act, right?� Axe looked around. Lee nodded but everyone else just listened.
�So Neville got whacked by a guy who knew about the ceremony, who knew how to get on a base and could pass himself off as one of us.�
�What�s your point, Colonel?� Sturgis sounded testy.
�General, my point is this: everyone�s certain this guy is still here but it�s just as likely that he got away before the base was locked down.�
Colonel Lawson nodded slowly. �Possible. But he�d have to have known exactly where to go and move very quickly.�
�So what?� Jolly jumped in. �we�re talking about someone who could get onto a military base and kill an officer without being caught. If he could do that then he knows enough about how we operate to plan an effective escape. I don�t think this man is too worried about your security,� he added.
Lawson blushed and started to reply but Sturgis waved him silent. �What about all this electronic and surveillance equipment I�ve spent so much fucking money on? Isn�t there anything there?�
�There aren�t any cameras at the Officer�s Club. The closest one is on a light pole here,� he tapped the base map laid out on the coffee table. �At the entrance to General�s Row.�
General�s Row was a long tree-lined street running down from the club to Air Combat Command Headquarters. It was quite scenic, with the river on the other side of its manicured lawns and graceful two-story brick homes. Axe wasn�t surprised that the generals wanted the street under surveillance. After all, they were all high-priority targets for the legions of terrorists clustered outside the gate.
�And nothing showed up, right?� Sturgis leaned back.
�No sir. Just folks passing under the trees on the way to the O�Club.�
�So he got lucky.� The general sounded disgusted. �Fucking needle in a haystack.�
�Yessir.�
�Or,� Axe finally spoke. �He knew about the camera and avoided it.�
Everyone looked at him like he�d farted in church.
�This also narrows the field considerably,� the FBI agent added quietly. �Instead of your haystack full of needles you�re actually looking for a current, or former, officer with a grudge against Colonel Neville.�
�Who is, or was, probably stationed here at some point.� Sturgis was rubbing his chin now. �Makes sense. Anyone know someone with a hard-on for Jimmy Neville?�
�Get in line,� Axe muttered.
Sturgis shot him a nasty look.
�I have a suggestion.� The FBI agent was a short redhead with intense green eyes named David Abbot. They all turned and looked at him. �I think the obvious way to proceed would be to have the OSI run down all leads on any active service members here at Langley who might have killed the Colonel. The notion that this person may well still be here on the base is very plausible. Why would he run if he got away with this? That would only draw attention.�
�Best place to hide a tree is in a forest,� Sturgis remarked. The two pilots rolled their eyes.
Abbot continued, �The Bureau�s resources would be best utilized by concentrating on the possibility that this man did leave the base and is out there someplace.� He waved a hand in the direction of Hampton Roads.
�But who will you look for?� Axe asked. �You need a name.�
�True.� The agent nodded. �So while we wait for you to give us that, we start with �persons of interest.� Anyone suspicious at airports or train stations or car-rental agencies� that sort of thing. Then anyone you turn up that�s missing. Anyone with an unexplained absence. You two,� he looked at the OSI agent and the Security Forces commander, �might review the security cameras at the gates for anything out of the ordinary and check out the list of temporary pass holders. Once you have a name, or names, then we can really go to work. Until then we eliminate possibilities.�
No one spoke for a long moment. �Seems a bit slow to me,� Sturgis finally said. He�d been hoping for a quick arrest so he could claim the credit.
�It�s the only way,� the FBI agent replied evenly. �Running about helter-skelter would waste time, resources and draw attention to all of this.�
�So what about the press?� Sturgis asked. �How is that dealt with?�
�Outside of this room, who knows Neville was murdered?� Abbot asked.
�Only the two policemen who initially responded to the call, the paramedics, and Mortuary Affairs,� Colonel Lawson was quick to respond. �It can be contained.�
Even Sturgis looked doubtful at that.
Terrific, Axe thought. So you�ve only got to lock down the hospital and the Security Forces. And all their friends, of course, and everyone else they�ve talked to.
�And Mrs. Neville?� The FBI agent asked.
�She�ll be told he suffered a massive heart attack and was air evac�ed up to Walter Reed.�
These guys are out of their skulls. Axe fought to keep his face impassive. This wasn�t Kabul or Baghdad. It was mainstream America and things like this weren�t just contained indefinitely. Colonel Lawson was suitably dubious. �So at the most this buys us what, forty-eight hours? Maybe a bit more?�
�What can we do with that?� Sturgis also looked unhappy. As well he might. The murder of an officer in broad daylight on a military base was a hardly a boost to his career.
The FBI agent stood up and looked around at each of them. His gaze lingered a fraction longer than it should have on Doug Truax. �Catch a killer.�
* * *
�Continental 814, Houston Center copies� you�re deviating southwest for weather. We have reports of a line of cells from Austin northeast to Shreveport. Report resuming original heading.
Distant lightning lit up the horizon like flashbulbs under a dark blanket. For a brief second the earth below was revealed in blacks and dark grays. He was low enough to pick up the red pinprick blinking of lights atop towers and other obstructions. The plane bounced every few seconds in the unsettled air, but the Sandman was unconcerned. He�d flown all over the world in worse weather. Checking the autopilot, he took a bite of an apple and listened to air traffic control vector planes around the weather.
Easily picking up the thunderstorms through the night-vision goggles, he�d simply angled off farther south. It suited him fine, since this part of central Texas was sparsely populated and he could fly into his destination from the east. At 1,200 feet he was high enough to clear any towers but below radar coverage.
They could see him, if they cared to look, but legally he wasn�t required to talk to anyone, provided he avoided controlled airspace around major cities. So he�d remained well east of Austin, stayed north of Houston, and picked up Interstate 10 just south of La Grange.
Switching off the autopilot, the Sandman steeply banked up to the right, descended down to 800 feet and slowed to ninety knots. The highway below him was lit at regular intervals and headlights zipped back and forth in both directions. At this altitude and airspeed, only a military radar could pick him out from the cars below. Shifting in the seat, he raised the goggles and stared at the sprawling glow of San Antonio, some fifty miles ahead.
There was a major airport there with radar and air traffic control. Also, about ten miles east lay Randolph Air Force Base, one of the busiest jet training facilities in the U.S. military. Fortunately the T-38s and T-6 Texans were only unarmed trainers that rarely flew at night or in bad weather.
Kelly Air Force Base, inside the city, was home to the 149th Fighter Wing of the Texas National Guard. If any of them were flying they�d be much farther to the southwest and, in any event, they were Guard pilots. Even with F-16s, weekend warriors didn�t worry the mercenary one bit. They�d be doing well to find their way back to land, much less track a low, slow civilian plane at night.
Toggling through his electronic maps, he found the one he needed and compared it to the terrain in front of him. Huber Air Park was about fifteen miles east of Randolph, outside the little town of Seguin. Just beyond the fringe of controlled airspace, it was long enough to land, quiet, and had small scale commercial operations. It was a perfect solution for the next phase of his plan, which was why he�d selected it weeks ago in Ireland. On the downside, it was unlit, deserted at night, and only a few miles from one of Randolph�s auxiliary practice fields.
Pulling the NVGs back down, the Sandman found the dark patch north of the little town and dropped to 500 feet, still at ninety knots. Eighteen miles from Seguin he saw the first strobe light higher up off his left wing. Engaging the autopilot, he focused the goggles again and saw the other one. Fast moving and angling away from him. So either he�d been seen and those were fighters from Kelly scrambled to intercept him or it was something else.
It had to be something else. There�d been no radio calls, he wasn�t squawking an IFF code, and picking out his radar return from the clutter all around would be next to impossible. Even as he watched, the leading strobe slowed, turned and he caught a white flash at least five miles away. The Sandman relaxed. It was a landing light. Those jets had to be T-38 Talons from Randolph using the auxiliary field for night training. He chuckled; so the Air Education and Training Command had grown some balls and gone night flying. It didn�t matter since they�d never see him.
Looking ahead, he saw the bend in the highway around Seguin and stared at a tiny cluster of lights on the north side of the highway. From his planning he knew there was a nice line of hangars on the west side of the north-south oriented runway. Squinting and leaning forward, the pilot saw what had to be the buildings. At the far north end was a well-lit concrete area with several larger structures. That, he knew, would be the fueling and operations area. He couldn�t see the runway but no matter. The area was clear enough.
Flying down the highway, just under five miles from the airpark�s little runway, he caught the flash of landing lights again. The lead trainer had turned onto final for the aux field with the second jet a few miles behind him. Eyes flickering back toward the airpark, the Sandman gauged his own position and frowned again. Staring out off the right wing, he saw where the runway must be. Extending the landing gear, the pilot pushed up the throttles to hold ninety knots and looked back at the jets. The landing light was out on the first T-38 and a small blue afterburner flame was visible in the darkness. The trainer had low approached and was on the go around � directly toward the SkyMaster.
The Sandman calmly lowered his flaps and eased the plane lower. Mentally projecting the jet�s flight path, he figured it would pass slightly behind him and high. It wouldn�t be a factor and T-38 pilots didn�t fly with night-vision goggles, nor did they have a radar.
Overbanking, he dropped another 100 feet and turned to line up on the hangar lights about a mile in front of him. As he did, the fast-moving strobe light of the T-38 blinked past as it headed northeast around Seguin. Ignoring the other trainer, he concentrated on finding the unlit piece of concrete a mile off his nose. Leveling off at 200 feet, eyes straining under the goggles, he stared at the ground next to the hangars.
There! A faint, straight edge that had to be concrete. Setting his aim point along the line just to the right of the last lit hangar, the Sandman ran his fingers over the cowl flaps, gear handle, and flap lever. They were all as they should be. As he got closer, the little runway was plain to see against the glow from the hangars. A rain shower must�ve passed by within the last few hours, because the concrete looked wet and was easy to see. Touching down abeam the first hangar, the mercenary let the nose drop and the SkyMaster slowed quickly.
It was well past 9 P.M. and he was certain the airpark was deserted. Even so, he wanted to be motionless and quiet as soon as possible. Taxiing to the north end, the mercenary turned off at the edge of the fueling pad and cut the throttles, rolling to a stop next to the pumps. Unbuckling his harness, he powered down the avionics and shut off the battery. Sitting now in total darkness, the pilot watched the buildings for any sign of movement.
As expected, there was none.
Taking a deep breath, he opened the clamshell cockpit door and breathed in the warm, wet Texas air. For another five minutes he waited, hot metal ticking as it cooled, and watched the roads north and south of the runway. Nothing. Sliding out then, the Sandman walked to the tail section, jumped up on the starboard boom and forced the plane�s nose off the ground. Grunting against the weight, he swung the SkyMaster around on its main gear until it was pointed back toward the runway. Pulling a pair of chocks from the rear compartment, he placed them under the left wheel, stood back and stretched.
Walking slowly over to the operations building, he massaged his neck and yawned. It was half past nine and the sun was due up in about eight hours. A sign on the door announced that Brenner Aviation was open for business at 0730. Lessons, fuel, and rentals were available.
But the Sandman already knew that.
Strolling back to the plane, he took his bags out and sat them on the concrete. Transferring a pair of Corcoran boots, a tightly rolled flight suit and his workout gear to a plain tan backpack, he also tugged out a black sports jacket and draped it over the passenger seat. The Texas license, military ID, and one corporate Visa went into his money clip. His other ID, passport, and credit cards were taped flat beneath the lining of the larger travel case and would not be found from a casual search. A professional would discover them but if it came to that he had other problems. Repacking the bags, he locked the compartment and pocketed the key. Setting his watch alarm at 4 A.M., the Sandman climbed into the rear compartment, pulled the clamshell shut and stretched out to sleep.
* * *
Throughout the night, law enforcement officials in Virginia and their military counterparts reviewed surveillance tapes, ran down leads and eliminated possibilities. As dawn broke over the Chesapeake Bay, Doug Truax stared at his cold, bad coffee with distaste. The only thing he knew for certain was that he�d missed a night of sleep.
�Nothing yet?� A sleepy voice behind him asked. Jolly Lee was yawning and squinting at the bright bars of light shining through the window slats.
�State and local law enforcement have zip.� Axe rubbed his eyes. �Same from the sky cops and OSI here. We also haven�t heard from our new FBI buddy yet, but if he had anything I�d like to think he�d tell us.�
Lee snorted. �Right. The government is so forthcoming with information.�
�We�re the government.�
�Good point.� He yawned again. �How goes the research?�
Truax thought he must be talking about the mercenary incident.
�I think the Marine and the Dutchman are the best bets, but it�s to the point now where they need to be met face-to-face.�
��The OSI can do that.�
�The OSI doesn�t know a pitot tube from a twenty-millimeter cannon.�
�So you want to do it?�
Axe shrugged and looked around blearily. God, he hated this place. �Who else?�
�I�ll see what I can do. You�re better suited for that anyway, rather than playing detective.�
�Thanks.�
�Besides, �Lee tipped a coffee cup up and sniffed at the contents. �If this maniac killer of ours was gonna do it again he probably already would have. I think��he put the cup on the desk and began tucking in his shirt��that the worst is behind us.�
* * *
Up� UP!
He rolled the fighter and pulled for the sky, straining every muscle, every sinew. Sweat leaked from under the oxygen mask and he felt it slide on his cheeks as the G forces pressed him into the ejection seat.
Another flash of yellow caught his eye and a faint gray streamer broke free of the mottled brown earth. Mouth dry, he forced the jet through the horizon, then snap-rolled into the surface-to-air missile, trying to close the distance. Another flash! Groping for the countermeasure switch, the pilot swallowed hard, blinking the salty sweat from his stinging eyes as his warning receiver told him what he already knew.
�BEEP� BEEP� BEEP�� More missiles.
Trying to pull harder, his gloved hand slipped off the stick! Harder� his breath was ragged as grabbed the slippery stick again. The jet waffled and the SAM corrected to point at him� it was close enough to see the fins. Move! The veins in his neck stood out and the Gs had trapped his head back against the seat� pull!
�BEEP� BEEP� BEEP��
Sitting bolt upright, he reached for a stick and throttle that weren�t there. Eyes wide, the mercenary gulped air and stared at the back of a seat, an aircraft console� a door.
Texas.
He was in Texas. In the back of the SkyMaster.
�BEEP� BEEP� BEEP��
Swallowing, he felt for the watch alarm and turned it off. Taking a deep breath, the Sandman peered outside at the little parking area and the fuel pumps. Huber Airpark. Wiping his forehead, he closed his eyes and forced the memory back. When his breathing slowed, he pulled himself forward and opened the clamshell door. Gingerly working out the kinks, he glanced at his watch: 0401.
Feeling better, he massaged a shoulder, yawned, and shook his head slightly. After only being back on American soil for five days, he was surprised at how natural it felt. Familiar. Looking around the little airpark, he inhaled the morning Texas air, heavy with dew, wet grass, and steamy warmth left over from the night. Across the road, a row of meadowlarks huddled on telephone wires that sagged between leaning poles.
Scribbling a note on a piece of paper, the Sandman walked over to the office and stuck it in the screen door. Back at the plane, he exchanged his jeans for brown khakis and changed shirts. Slinging the backpack over one shoulder, he carried the sports jacket and walked out across the little runway. At 4:15, everything was still dark, but he knew the road to town was on the east side of the field. Five minutes later, munching on two packets of trail mix and an orange, the mercenary stepped onto the asphalt and headed south toward Seguin. He�d given himself two hours to cover the three miles, but a few minutes after six he was passing a row of repair shops with Spanish names onto Austin Street.
Strolling south a few blocks, he turned right at Kingsbury Street and walked into El Taco Tejano. Sitting near the door, the Sandman ate a huge breakfast of chorizo and eggs, washed down with black coffee. An hour later the local traffic was beginning to stir, so he walked south for another two hundred yards into a little red auto-repair shop that doubled as a Hertz rental-car agency.
�Mornin� sir.� A chubby Hispanic girl got up from behind a computer and lumbered over to the small counter. �How may I help you?�
Smiling disarmingly, the Sandman laid two pieces of plastic down. �Good morning. I believe you have a reservation for Tyler.�
The keyboard clicked. �Yes� a Daniel Tyler for five days. Drivers license and a credit card, please.� He handed over the Texas ID and the Blue River credit card.
�That�s right. I�ve got an interview at Texas Lutheran later today.�
She looked up. �Oh. Are you a professor?�
�Associate professor. Medieval theology.�
The girl chuckled. �I barely made it through high school.� After running the credit card, she handed it back to him. After the litany of insurance and five signatures, a set of keys was passed across. �So you need a map?
�Yes, please.�
Handing over a sheaf of rental papers, she pointed behind him. �It�s the green Camry.�
Thanking her, the mercenary left the building and slid into the car. Ten minutes later, he turned north on State Highway 46, then merged onto Interstate 10 heading west toward San Antonio.
With the window down, the mercenary sniffed the morning air again and gazed at the mottled green fields rolling off in all directions. Twenty minutes later, after crossing the Guadalupe River, he took Exit 587 and found himself on the 1604 Loop. This bypassed San Antonio toward Universal City and Randolph Air Force Base.
Farmland changed to tacky strip malls, auto shops, and, of course, fast-food joints. Flipping through the radio stations he was surprised to hear rock �n� roll mixed in with the usual country songs about dead dogs and unfaithful wives. Traffic picked up and there seemed to be more motorcycles on the road than he remembered. At 8:25, he joined the long line of cars entering the main gate and slowed to a crawl. Timing his arrival to coincide with the morning rush, the Sandman would almost certainly not be remembered.
The entrance to the base was immaculate. Manicured grounds ran off from both sides of a wide, divided road and the morning sprinklers were on. As he rolled down the window, the smell of wet grass mixed with jet fuel wafted over in the light breeze. The security policemen were efficient, taking ID cards and handing them back, saluting officers and waving in the others. Some vehicles were waved over for inspection or other paperwork problems, but as he�d counted on, no scanners. Randolph was a headquarters base and very busy. Lots of colonels and generals. Lots of retirees.
The skinny black cop took in the car and the well-dressed man behind the wheel. Seeing the relatively short hair and civilian clothes, he visibly relaxed a bit as the Sandman passed over the retired military ID and rental-car papers.
The kid compared the license number then looked at the ID card. Instantly stiffening a bit, he simultaneously threw his hand up in a salute while snapping to attention.
�Good morning, sir.�
�Morning.� He casually returned the salute.
�Off to play golf, Colonel?�
The mercenary grinned. �Later. I�m going up to see General Pruitt; we�re old friends.� Pruitt headed up the Training Command and the Sandman wouldn�t know him if he fell over him. But the cop would know the name.
�Have a nice day, sir.� Retirees, the cop thought enviously, and passed the documents back. Must be nice to have a colonel�s pension and nothing to do. The Sandman waved and eased through the gate.
Named Randolph field back in the 1930s, the base was laid out like a lollipop between two huge parallel runways. The �stick� led up from the gate to the Taj Mahal, a cream-colored building with wide, dark porticos and a red roof. An octagon tower soared upward, was capped by a gold dome.
A roundabout split traffic and he took the road around to the right. The base exchange complex, commissary, and most of the nonessential base functions were on this side. The center of the lollipop was the Officer�s Club complex and enormous, oval-shaped pool. Concentric rings spread out from this, joined by tree-lined streets like spokes on a wheel. General officers and colonels had houses here, with a sprinkling of lieutenant colonels and majors.
He�d get to that later.
Turning into the BX parking lot, he found the Starbucks and parked. He had nowhere to be until this afternoon and needed to kill time unobtrusively. Checking into a hotel off base hadn�t been an option since he needed to slip inside the gate during the rush. With his retired military ID card he could chance a Visiting Officer Quarters room but there really was no need. The fewer people who saw him directly the better. Yawning, he sighed and rubbed his eyes. First a coffee and then to the fitness center. It was the perfect place to spend hours where no one would get suspicious. There were also lockers and showers.
Getting out, he stood for a moment and casually stretched in the morning sun. Across the rooftops, he could hear the whine of aircraft engines and saw the scene in his memory. Buildings full of eager, intense young men; some were huddled in flight briefings scribbling notes on line-up cards. Others were in class, dissecting hydraulic systems or absorbing advanced aerodynamics. Some were walking out in pairs to the rows of clean, brightly painted T-38s and T-6 Texans.
Locking the car doors, he stared a long time toward the thick, green mass of trees rising over the club area and officers� housing. Children played and couples strolled along the wide tree-lined streets and manicured lawns. Men came home each night from various offices or the flight line. They wore uniforms but nearly all of them would do nothing more dangerous than cross the street or fly a T-38 around the Texas countryside.
They were safe here. From wars, from danger, and from the deadly world of the fighter pilot. A world that he, himself, had come from. These men here wore the uniforms and embraced the trappings of the military, but most had no clue about combat and the few men who did it. Well � the Sandman smiled a little � there would be a brief and final introduction to at least one of them tonight. Turning then, he mingled with others walking into the BX and disappeared inside � just one of the crowd.

Chapter 13

They began trickling out of the big, white building at four o�clock. Men slipping away with gym bags over their shoulders and briefcases in their hands. Most government offices emptied out early and this was especially true on a Friday. Some went to the fitness center, others headed home or to the Officer�s Club.
From the parking lot across the street, the mercenary watched them all. Military officers traveled a great deal � TDY, or temporary duty, as it was called. It was normally very difficult to say with any certainty where a particular man would be on any given date. However, courtesy of his informant, the Sandman knew this man would be here today.
This week Randolph Air Force Base had convened a Central Selection Board to promote captains to major. In this case, the members of the board would all be at least lieutenant colonels or colonels, and of particular interest was the board president. By law and policy, a brigadier general must preside over such a promotion board, and this particular man�s identity, as well as the date of the CSB, had reached the Sandman in Amman.
Ten minutes after five, a small group of men left the building and slowly walked down the stairs. The one in the middle was obviously the senior officer as the others remained at a careful distance � close, but not too close.
Eyes narrowed, the mercenary watched the man come down the steps. He was older, of course, and his sandy blond hair was thinning at the sides. Years before, he�d been slightly built, with a spring in his step, but this had given way to paunchy middle age. The neck looked thick and his movements had the corpulent stiffness of someone who�d spent too many years behind a desk. But it was him.
Brigadier General Sebastian Herbert Fowler.
The officers crossed the street and stopped beside a blue staff car in a VIP space nearest the street. They talked briefly, then saluted as a group and broke up. Fowler tossed his briefcase into the backseat, eased into the front and slowly drove off.
Getting here, to this place at this time, was relatively predictable. Some logistics and a great deal of skill had been involved, but it was a situation the Sandman could control � right up to the second Fowler drove off alone. Following twenty yards back, the mercenary wondered what the general would do: the gym or maybe back to his Distinguished Visitor Quarters. He might even drive off base for the Riverwalk or to visit a friend.
But the staff car crossed Northwest Drive and passed behind the Taj Mahal, probably ruling out the fitness center or BX as destinations. Fowler didn�t follow Northeast Drive around the big circle but continued on C Street toward the east flight line.
Pausing at 5th Street, he crossed and entered the parking lots next to the T-38 Training Squadrons. The mercenary turned right into another parking area and slid to a stop, watching. The general had flown AT-38s years before, so perhaps he intended to visit a friend. Not that that was likely though: S. Herbert Fowler wasn�t the type to have any close friends. The blue car traveled slowly up along the buildings but never stopped.
He crossed over 5th Street again, cut through another parking lot, and headed down B Street. He was now parallel to the Sandman and going the opposite direction back toward the center of the base. Cutting through the same parking lot, the mercenary was turning onto B Street when the staff car stopped beneath the trees in front of the Visiting Officer�s Quarters.
The Sandman eased to the curb several spaces back and parked as well. There were two such identical VOQ buildings, each in the shape of a C with the open end facing the street. They were beautiful old buildings, remnants of a more dignified time. Wide porches covered with deep overhangs kept the entrance to the rooms cool and shady. Each room, the mercenary knew from experience, had a drawing room with a fireplace that opened onto a large bedroom. Bachelor officers used to live here and it was quite comfortable. Unable to part with this aspect of its past, the Air Force had updated the buildings and kept the suites for distinguished guests like general officers.
Fowler got out and strode up the walkway to the farthest building. The Sandman had no trouble keeping him in sight since all the rooms were accessed from the verandah. Noting the general�s suite, the mercenary sighed and settled back to wait. Besides gym clothes, he�d made several other purchases at the BX. A roll of duct tape, an extra set of thick athletic socks, and a pizza box sat on the seat next to him. Though several hours old, the pizza still smelled good and he slipped a piece into his mouth, remembering the man he�d followed.
Herbert Fowler had scraped through school in some Midwest fly-over state with perfectly straight borders. In a place like Iowa or wherever he�d come from, there hadn�t been any competition, so Fowler managed to get a commission as a second lieutenant. Incredibly, he�d also been able to apply for flight school. However, now faced with talented contenders from real schools, Fowler couldn�t make the cut and ended up in navigator training. So for nearly five years he rode around in the backseat making a pest of himself and building up his supply of volcanic resentments. These were directed at anyone he perceived as more fortunate or capable than himself � or taller. He burned with envy toward young officers who came from good schools and became pilots right away.
Finally, due to timing and shortfalls in Air Force manning, Fowler�s repeated application for pilot training was accepted. As a captain, he was the senior officer in his pilot training class and, like many of those who have been ignored or overlooked their entire lives, he reveled in minor authority. As with most ambitious but mediocre people, Herbert Fowler learned the value of politics and connections.
Though largely a meritocracy, the military certainly possesses its political side. Young Fowler used this, along with his relative seniority, to get a fighter assignment out of pilot training. He flew F-15s in Alaska and Holland, gaining a well-deserved reputation as a conniving twit. Fighter pilots reject such men like nature rejects the weak or deformed. At each new base, once his true colors inevitably showed, Fowler found himself shunted around into positions no one else wanted.
In the winter of 1991, as the war with Iraq approached, Major Fowler saw himself leading hundreds of men into combat and fulfilling his destiny. At least as he saw it. Through pulling strings and cashing in favors to get sent �over there,� a compromise was reached. Fowler was indeed sent to the war zone � but as a safety officer. Assigned to a base that had no aircraft, he spent the war making coffee for generals and offering tactical opinions no one cared to hear.
After the war, with squadron commands going to recent combat veterans, Fowler was all but forgotten. He limped off a staff job to repair his flagging career and became a favored pet rock to several generals. Making coffee well and kissing ass expertly, Fowler was promoted to lieutenant colonel and sent to a fighter wing for a command. Unfortunately, another prot�g� of a more important general got the command and Fowler had to bite his tongue, bide his time, and play second fiddle.
Now, if there was any type of fighter pilot that Sebastian Herbert hated most it was a Weapons Officer � literally the best of the best in tactical aviation. However, since Fowler had lucked into fighters and only survived through politics, there was no way under heaven that he had ever been considered for that elite, prestigious course. Even if he had, he would�ve been psychologically and physically unable to live through it.
It ate at him more poignantly than all his other carefully hidden failures. And here in this wing, newly arrived from Nellis, was a young graduate of the very course that exemplified Fowler�s professional shortcomings and personal desires. At last he had a target for his jealously and insecurity.
However, much to Fowler�s shock and dismay, the youthful fighter pilot was in no way cowed or impressed by him. In fact, he had the audacity to publicly disagree with Fowler over several significant tactical changes. The wing commander, a brigadier general and also a former Target Arm, happened to agree with the young captain. Never one to admit an error, Fowler waited until the general was transferred, then used his own connections to try to prevent the captain�s early promotion to major. He also attempted to derail the other man�s career at every opportunity. He didn�t succeed but he did muddy the waters in a spiteful, petty fashion. It wasn�t until years later, when the captain, now a lieutenant colonel himself, was due to command a fighter squadron of his own, that Fowler was able to interfere. Quietly, behind the scenes, he called in favors and manipulated the system and the command went to someone else.
Behind his flat, gray eyes, the mercenary stared at the building. If it had only been that he could�ve let it go. He was accustomed to envy and though most fighter pilots were above it, he�d always considered the source and laughed it off. But when Fowler�s interference cost him a command he went off to a staff tour � the tour that lost him a wife and daughter. If Fowler hadn�t interfered, then the mercenary and his family would�ve been somewhere else. Similar malicious interference had cost Jimmy Neville his life and would cost Fowler his.
As he watched, Herbert Fowler emerged from the shadows beneath the verandah and walked down the steps. He�d changed into a flight suit and the Sandman knew that meant the Officer�s Club. No fighter pilot, even a pretender such as Fowler, would go into a club wearing blues.
The staff car pulled away and the he watched him go. If the general did anything but turn left, then he�d follow. As it crossed Northeast Drive, the car turned left and the mercenary stayed where he was. Park Drive cut through the concentric rings of the housing area and headed directly to the club. The mercenary smiled; now all he had to do was wait for the general to return. Fowler wouldn�t be too late; he certainly wasn�t a gambler or a Crud player. The man was also a teetotaler and that pleased the mercenary. He wanted the general conscious for what was going to happen.
* * *
�Did you ever play much, General?� The colonel next to him shouted over the music and pointed toward the billiard table.
Herbert Fowler glanced at the Crud game, shrugged his shoulders and shouted back. �Sure � dudn�t everyone?�
Actually he didn�t play. Crud was synonymous with the drinking games, dice, and song-singing part of fighter-pilot life that he detested. For years he�d had to go along with it and pretend to love the raucous side of being a combat officer. �Work hard, play hard� was more than just a clich�it was gospel.
But he�d hated it.
When he�d finally gotten a command of his own he immediately began a personal crusade to make his officers better men � men like him. The first thing he�d done was to close the squadron bar down and make it into a coffee lounge. He also got rid of the �Hog Log,� a daily journal of mishaps, large and small, that any pilot could scribble in. It was a sarcastic, irreverent, and, in his opinion, humiliating tradition. Finally, his squadron�s patch featured a pair of dice, which Fowler found so offensive that he lobbied the Air Force to change it.
However, since that squadron � and its patch � had been around since 1917, the powers that be ignored the request. Not surprisingly, Fowler�s efforts killed morale; his men won none of the periodic competitions that kept fighter pilots sharp. They performed miserably on evaluations and no one asked for tour-of-duty extensions.
Fowler, of course, placed the blame squarely on the shoulders of his subordinates. The wing commander knew exactly what was happening, managed to shorten Fowler�s tenure and get him promoted and transferred out. Everyone threw a party when he�d gone, but the damage had been done. S. Herbert saw none of it, being absolutely convinced of his own righteousness.
�I think we did a good job here, sir,� the colonel ventured tentatively, referring to the selection board.
Fowler knew the man had purposely sought him out and was sucking up to him and he didn�t mind in the least. It was part of the game. He�d done it and now he got to enjoy the attentions of others.
�I think we did the best possible job for the Air Force.� He replied primly and took a sip of his Coke. He always ordered a Coke with a little shot glass of rum on the side. Fowler never drank it and managed to discreetly pour out the rum, but it looked like he was �one of the boys.� Appearances were important, after all.
Tossing back the Coke, he smacked his lips and stood up. The colonel immediately stood as well but Fowler clapped him on the shoulder. �Sit. I�m outa here. Early flight home tomorrow.�
�Yessir. Have a good trip back.�
The Officer�s Club crowd was mostly younger pilots and lots of girls. The music was loud and couples were grinding away on the dance floor. Smaller groups of men, those without women, stood everywhere, drinking and talking with their hands. The general edged his way through it all, fighting back a petulant frown. Officers should behave like gentlemen and most of these definitely weren�t living up to that, he felt. If he commanded this base he�d shut this place down. Except for Sunday brunch, of course.
As he lumbered up the stairwell, a wave of fresh air hit his sweaty round face and the general smiled. That was a pleasant thought, to command here. Have to work on that one, he thought, making his way to the vehicle. Fowler reveled in the small things, the trappings of military life, so he paused a moment and stared at the blue staff car parked importantly in a General Officer Only spot right up front.
Preoccupied with himself, Fowler didn�t see the man watching from another car across the street. He also didn�t notice the headlights that stayed thirty yards behind him on his way back to the BOQs. As the staff car parked, the Sandman continued toward the flight line, did a U-turn and pulled into the B Street parking lot. Picking a dark corner away from the streetlamps, he sat a moment as the engine ticked while the general strode up the sidewalk to his room.
Figuring that the man would call his wife and take a shower, the Sandman waited forty-five minutes before moving. Shrugging into a cheap, BX-brand tan windbreaker, he put several objects in the pockets, tugged on a red baseball cap, and got out. Reaching over to the passenger side, the mercenary picked up the pizza he�d purchased earlier, then shut the door. Holding the box with one hand, he calmly walked up the sidewalk toward the BOQs, no different from the dozens of other pizza guys who�d visit the base that night.
Rather than take the center walkway under the lights, the Sandman approached from the side and stepped onto the verandah in the shadows. About halfway down, he suddenly heard laughing and three people came around the far corner. Two women in their early twenties were hanging on the arms of a man in a flight suit.
To do anything other than continue straight ahead would�ve looked suspicious, so the mercenary did just that. As the trio approached they saw him, and the girls, both wearing jeans and tight halter tops, giggled. With a quick, all-encompassing glance, the Sandman saw the officer was a captain wearing fighter-squadron patches. He had slightly glazed eyes and a pleased smirk on his face but seemed alert enough. The mercenary lowered his head and smiled shyly as they passed.
�Good evening, sir.�
The girls giggled again, and the pilot threw his head back and laughed. �It is now!� Then they were gone. It saved their lives.
Stopping to fiddle with the pizza box, the Sandman managed to watch them as they staggered down the verandah. They could�ve cared less � the pilot was definitely not from the Air Education and Training Command, which explained the interest from the girls, so he wasn�t assigned here. In any event, he wouldn�t remember any of this in the morning anyway.
Walking slowly and softly, the mercenary continued down the wide, dark porch and stopped at Fowler�s door. A faint light shone under the drawn shades and he heard the muted sounds of a television. Listening a moment, he was satisfied that all was quiet, then shifted slightly to put the nearest outside light behind him.
Gently opening the screen door, the Sandman rapped three times, pulled his cap down over his face, and pretended to study the receipt stapled to the pizza box.
The door opened and Herbert Fowler stared calmly up at his guest.
�Yes?�
�Evenin� sir.� The mercenary thickened his accent and tapped the box. �Got yer pizza� large cheese with pepperoni.�
Fowler smiled indulgently. �Wrong room, son� I didn�t order anything.� He was dressed in a pair of blue Air Force shorts, a silly Hawaiian shirt, and white socks. Typical.
Perplexed, the mercenary studied the receipt. �Suite One eighty-three� General Fowler. One large pizza.�
�That�s me. But��
�Wow,� the Sandman interrupted enthusiastically. �General. I never delivered to no general before!�
Fowler�s smile broadened. The great man dispensing a favor on the riffraff. �Well, it�s a living.�
Not for long. But the mercenary grinned, his head still slightly down and face obscured, then dropped the receipt. As Fowler stepped back and reached down for the paper, lights exploded behind his eyes as a knee hit his forehead and sent him toppling back into the room. Instantly stepping inside, the Sandman pulled the door shut, spun the security bolt and dropped the pizza box on an oversized green chair.
Fowler was out cold, spread-eagled on his back with his dirty white socks pointed at the door. The general�s beach shirt was open, revealing the pudgy belly and undefined chest of a man who never visited the gym. A VIP room like this had two large sections: the sitting room portion they were in had a large couch, several chairs with a coffee table, and a desk. Switching off the desk lamp, the mercenary crossed into the bedroom, checked the blinds, and left the TV on.
Returning to the sitting room, he pulled a roll of duct tape from one windbreaker pocket and an eight-inch hunting knife from the other. Standing for a long moment, he looked down at S. Herbert Fowler and slowly smiled. The man�s head moved to the side and he groaned.
Squatting down, the mercenary tore off several strips and taped Fowler�s mouth shut, careful to leave his nose clear. He then ran the roll around the chubby ankles four times and cut the tape. Flipping him over, he taped the wrists together in a figure eight pattern that was impossible to break.
Fowler groaned again. Pulling the desk chair into the bedroom, the Sandman then lifted the general and sat him in it. Quickly running the tape around the man�s chest and then his ankles, he finished by taping the chair securely to the bedpost so it wouldn�t roll. Satisfied, he straightened up and slapped Fowler hard across the face.
As he revived somewhat, the general�s eyes focused slowly on the figure leaning against the wall. Blinking rapidly, he tried to move his arms but couldn�t. Straining against the duct tape, he whipped his head back and forth several times, then stopped, glaring angrily.
The Sandman merely watched, then removed the ball cap, raised his chin and stepped into the light. For a long moment the two men stared at each other. Fowler�s eyes slowly widened, and the mercenary saw recognition spread across the other man�s face.
�That�s right� it�s me.� He saw the astonishment in the man�s eyes and the unspoken question. �Do you really have to wonder why? I know you thought, and certainly hoped, that I was dead, but even you must�ve had some doubts.�
The mercenary sat down in the other chair, facing the general, and stared into his face. �You�re one of the most worthless individuals I ever met. A self-centered, self-righteous, narcissistic piece of shit. You meddled with my career and in my life � a career, by the way, that you never had the balls or hands to have. In fact, it was because of your interference that I ended up in a place I wouldn�t have otherwise been.� His face hardened. �I lost a family that would be alive today if I�d been sent somewhere else.�
Fowler�s angry little eyes had been red with rage but now showed a bit of alarm. The mercenary saw it and smiled. �You should be afraid. You�re going to die tonight. In fact��he stood up��you�re going to die right now.�
�MMPHHH!!!� Fowler thrashed back and forth and screamed against the tape across his mouth. �MMPHHH!!�
Lights burst again under his eyelids and his head felt thick and heavy; Fowler slumped forward, his jaw broken, and a smoky taste filled his mouth. Fingers seized his hair and yanked his face upright. As his vision cleared, Fowler stared into the expressionless gray eyes he remembered so well and hoped he�d never see again. Very deliberately, almost gently, the mercenary leaned the other man�s head back against the chair.
Maybe he�s done� maybe it was a bluff� maybe he just wanted to humiliate me� Fowler�s mind raced. When I get free I�ll have him hunted down. I�ll�
He felt his shorts being torn away and snorted in alarm. The aching slap caught him by surprise and snapped his head sideways, and he faded into unconsciousness from the pain of his broken jaw.
It was nothing compared to what happened next.
Searing, burning fire shot up from his groin and Fowler�s back arched, his eyes popping against the agony. Mucous streamed from his nose as he tried to scream and breathe at the same time. Involuntary tears streamed down his cheeks and he slumped forward again. Feeling the wetness, the general slowly raised his head and tried to focus on the shiny object moving slowly back and forth under his eyes.
Knife. It was a big hunting knife with a serrated back edge. It wasn�t really shiny though, since it was covered with blood. Then he saw the other hand. It slowly opened and Fowler stared dumbly, trying to process the contents.
No�
NO!!
His shocked brain screamed but no sound came from his taped mouth and shattered jaws. Eyes bulging in horror, Fowler threw his head back and strained against the bonds holding him to the bed and chair. As a hand gripped him around the throat, the general tried to lean forward but felt his head forced even further back. He could do nothing but wriggle � the hand was horribly powerful and it was squeezing harder� and harder.
�After you�re dead,� a calm voice whispered in his ear, �I�m going to kill your wife, too.�
With everything he had left, Fowler convulsed and tried to break the hold around his neck.
He couldn�t do it. The other man was much too strong.
His view of the room began to fade. The edges grayed out and turned to black. Breathing stopped. He felt light-headed and strangely euphoric. In his narrowing tunnel of vision the other hand suddenly appeared. S. Herbert Fowler�s euphoria vanished and the last emotion he had was the horror. The last sight he had was his severed penis and testicles swinging back and forth as his eyes glazed over and went opaque in death.
For a full five minutes the Sandman kept the same pressure around Fowler�s neck. Finally, satisfied that the man was dead, he removed his hand and stared down at the mangled body. Removing the tape, he propped the general�s head back so his lifeless eyes were focused on the ceiling. Shoving the bloody penis in Fowler�s mouth, he dropped the testicles on the floor and stepped back.
One more set of sins paid for.
Satisfied, he flipped the big hunting knife into the floorboards, left the TV on and pulled the pocket doors leading into the bedroom shut. Standing at the entry door, he put his cap back on, pulled the curtain back an inch and listened. After a minute of perfect silence, he opened the door, locked it from the inside and slipped out into the shadows of the verandah.
Now for the others.
* * *
Stumbling as she stepped out of the Officer�s Club, Heidi Smith swore under her breath. Regaining her balance, she smoothed the tight skirt back down over her thighs, ruefully noting that her bulges had grown.
Inhaling the sultry Texas air, she sighed and remembered a time when it hadn�t been like that. Twenty-five years ago, she wouldn�t have had to wear skirts that stretched, nor have had to buy her own drinks. Most of all, she wouldn�t have been walking out of here alone. Steadying herself against a pillar, she stared blearily across the parking lot and tried to focus on her car. It should�ve been easy to find � right there in all the other spaces that had the blue sign with a white eagle. When she�d married a young lieutenant who�d eventually become a colonel, Heidi thought she�d finally have the status and attention she so craved.
Well, that was certainly the miscalculation of my life, she thought, hiccupping gently. He�d grown fatter with each passing year behind a desk, losing his hair and gaining glasses somewhere along the way. She could�ve dealt with that, and his backwater assignments. Her mistake had been in not marrying an officer who was already a pilot. Joseph Smith was on his way to becoming a pilot when they�d married, and he hadn�t lasted through the basic T-37 phase of flight training.
Turned out, she�d picked a man who got airsick and was mortally afraid of flying. So instead of finding herself living around the world in exotic locations, proud of a man wearing pilot�s wings, she found herself in Offutt, Nebraska; Tinker, Oklahoma; Minot, North Dakota, and a half dozen other garden spots. Joe Smith had become a support officer and slowly rose to command all of the paper clips, toilet paper, and telephone operators at any given base. She tried to bravely convince herself that whatever it was he did was just as important as the men who flew the jets.
But after four years of marriage she�d discovered that the men in flight suits at the O�Club didn�t care what her husband did or even that she was married. She was young and skinny then and began to take advantage of her husband�s frequent trips away. Over the years she�d had probably twenty affairs, some she could remember and some not. But it had gotten more difficult as she�d gotten older while Joe Smith slowly inched his way up the ladder. Now, as a full colonel�s wife, she had to be much more careful. Still � she smiled a little � opportunities did come around. Though not tonight.
Managing to find the car, she carefully and slowly navigated Military Plaza circle around the Officer�s Club and turned right on Park Road. A hundred yards farther, she turned right again on Inner Octagon and made another immediate right into the first tree-lined driveway. Bumping over the brick border lining the flower beds she lurched to a stop and stared at the house. It was larger than most, as befitted a colonel, but what she really wanted was one of the big general-officer homes along Military Plaza. Sighing again, she heaved herself out of the car and leaned against the hood, thinking about her story for the night. Not that Joe would believe her, but they�d both gotten used to going through the motions.
The front door was unlocked as always on a military base and she stepped in. Dropping her purse on console table, Heidi took a deep breath. �Joe! I�m back�� She managed to sound breezy and cheerful. Shrugging at the silence, she unsteadily made her way to the bar in the living room. Looking through the kitchen, she saw the top of his head silhouetted against the television�s blue glow.
�Jo � hic� Joe� you wanna drink, babe?�
Nothing.
She shrugged again. Fuck �im. Pouring a big triple shot of Wild Turkey, she skipped the water and took a big slug. If it was a fight he wanted, then he�d get it.
�C�mon�hic� C�mon Joe� nah like we ever drin� too much �round here� huh?�
She walked slowly through the kitchen. �Whaddya got the drapes down for� itsa turrific-lookin� night� c�mon ouside wi� me.�
Maybe if she finished this drink she could forget how he looked. She could close her eyes and think of �
Something slid across her neck from the right side and jerked her backward. The glass crashed to the floor and Heidi�s hands instinctively flew up to grab at it. As the scream was choked off in her windpipe, she pawed at the muscular forearm locked across her throat. Another arm appeared across her waist and she felt herself lifted up and pinned against a powerful male body.
�Stop it,� a voice hissed.
She whimpered with fear. Why did Joe just sit there? He was a sound sleeper but how could he not hear this?
�Stop it and you�ll live.�
She was completely helpless and breathing heavily. Managing a nod, she was lowered to the ground and the arm around her throat relaxed a bit. Sobering quickly, she swallowed hard and said, �Wh� what d�ya want?�
�Nothing.� The man�s voice was deep and pleasing. She could feel a big, hard chest against her back. Maybe he wanted her. Her breathing quickened. Could that be it? Maybe if Joe was asleep�
�Then lemme go� we can work it out. I won�t scream.�
She heard a dry chuckle and relief washed over her. Then this was just about sex.
�Same Heidi I remember.� The man�s lips brushed her ear and she shivered. Someone from her past. How marvelous. But who?
�Think back to a night six years ago. Same O�Club, same Heidi. You made a play for a pilot� remember?�
Six years? Who remembers that? She shook her head� there�d been so many men.
�A lieutenant colonel in a desert flight suit. He was watching a pretty woman dance on the stage with a friend and you said, �She ain�t half the woman I am.� �
That night� She swallowed again. That night. �What� what�sat matter� to you?�
The chuckle again. �Because I looked right at you and said, �Only by weight.�� �
Him!
She remembered him. Sunburned and broad shouldered, she�d seem him immediately. He�d shown no interest in her whatsoever and, after four drinks, her irritation bubbled up as she watched him watch the other woman.
�That�s right.� The voice was low and dangerous. �You do remember.�
She�d made a scene. She�d used her position as the Mission Support Group commander�s wife to summon the Security Police. Never mind that there�d been nights when people had sex in the bushes and panties flew over that very dance floor. She�d insisted that the woman and her dance partner be thrown out at once. The woman had actually turned out to be the pilot�s wife, just dancing with a friend.. As the man stepped between the angry women, Heidi, in a fit of jealousy, purposely bumped into him, then screamed, �He hit me! He hit me!�
The security cops were plainly uncomfortable with the entire thing and knew the officer had done no such thing. They�d even made a special report to that effect, as did a score of witnesses. But a pissed-off colonel�s wife is hard to ignore � especially when her husband was close personal friends with the general in charge of personnel at the Pentagon. Joe had come through for once, happy to stick it to a fighter pilot, and even filed a sexual harassment charge.
She knew the man�s command had been taken away and that he�d ended up back on a staff somewhere. She�d also been pleased to hear later that his good-looking wife had died in a car accident.
The forearm tightened around her throat again as he lifted her up. As she started to kick, a fist crashed into her left temple and Heidi went limp. She wasn�t unconscious, but she couldn�t seem to make her body respond. Joe� she thought, I have to wake him up somehow� I�
�He�s not going to help you� not that he could do anything anyway,� the man whispered, reading her thoughts. Very slowly he carried her around to the front of the easy chair and a big hand forced her chin around to stare at her husband�s face.
The shock of it brought Heidi from her stupor. Joe�s head was tilted back, his eyes wide open and staring blankly at the ceiling. But it was his mouth� his mouth was gaping and twin rivers of blood ran down both sides of his chin before dribbling off in a puddle on his chest. She tried to scream but the arm was too tight. Clawing at it with both hands, she began to thrash when the other hand appeared in front of her face, holding something.
She froze.
It was a tongue.
Convulsing mightily, her big, fleshy hips jackknifed and she heaved with all her weight. Heidi didn�t see the tongue drop and the hand move but she did feel it suddenly grab the right side of her chin and, with incredible force, pull her head around and up. The popping snaps behind her ears but didn�t register, and she was still bewildered when her neck broke. Looking at the drapes behind her, her last thought was how dusty they were. The panic faded along with all feeling, all thoughts and memories� then there was nothing.
Wrenching her neck again for good measure, the Sandman was pleased to hear no other bones snap. It was hard to tell sometimes with fleshy people.
Dropping her body on the sofa facing her husband, he picked up the kitchen knife from the floor beside her. Opening her mouth, he stuck the blade in the back of her mouth, pulled out her tongue and cut it off at the root. Dropping the quivering, bloody flesh on the floor, he flicked the knife into the carpet and stared at the two wide-eyed corpses. A middle-aged slut and a worthless husband who�d sacrificed a man�s career to please his cow of a wife. Two liars who won�t be spreading any more lies. Switching off the television and lights, the mercenary fastened the back bolt. He walked back to the front entryway and slipped out into the darkness, locking the front door behind him.
Strolling through the trees, the Sandman calmly walked back toward the Officer�s Club, where he�d left the car. Pulling off the bloody surgical gloves, he dropped them in a storm drain by the pool parking lot and slid into the vehicle.
Driving carefully around the Club, he noticed a security policeman parked in the main parking lot waiting for drunks. Turning right at the first spoke, he took Main Circle to Northeast Drive. Three minutes later he was around the Taj Mahal on Harmon Drive heading for the Main Gate. Two minutes after midnight, the mercenary passed beneath the lights, off of Randolph Air Force Base, and disappeared.

Chapter 14

Doug Truax yawned and sipped his airport coffee. A few years back, such stuff had been god-awful � gritty brews served in Styrofoam cups. Now at least the big coffee chains had taken over and a man could get a decent caffeine fix, even in a small place like Virginia�s Patrick Henry Airport.
�Not too bad, is it?�
A woman too. Karen Shipman sat down across from him and raised a steamy cup to her lips. Axe blinked and nodded. �Not bad.� They were on their way to Dallas via Atlanta and it was too early on a Saturday morning to be traveling.
�Rough night?�
�About usual.�
�Kids?�
�No. She took them with her when she left.�
Karen sighed. �Sorry. Didn�t know.� Changing the subject, she said, �So how likely is it that this ex-Marine is our man?�
�Not very.�
�Then why go?�
Axe exhaled. No quiet cup of coffee this morning. �Two reasons. First, that sort of brotherhood, if you want to call it that, is pretty small. He may know something about someone we haven�t thought of.�
�You want to chase rumors?�
Truax shrugged. �That�s all any of this is at the moment. For all we know, the Chinese attacked the damn missile site themselves. Or maybe the Taiwanese air force did it, precisely to get Washington re-energized about their island�s defenses.�
She looked skeptical. �You don�t really believe that, do you?�
�No.� He stared out the window at the taxiing airliners. Maybe he should hang it up and drive one of those buses for a living. �No � I think there really is some kind of mercenary roaming around out there, maybe more than one, who�d do this type of thing for an enormous paycheck.� Maybe I should do that instead, he thought. Better than watching the Air Force morph into the unrecognizable collection of politically correct, rear-echelon twits it was fast becoming.
�I think you�re right.� She surprised him.
�Why is that?�
Shifting in her seat, she crossed her legs and Axe noticed her toenails were carefully painted a deep lavender shade that matched her blouse. She was also wearing very chic black slacks accented by a single strand of pearls. She looked very good. Most female military officers lose the knack for dressing well, but evidently Karen Shipman never had.
�When I worked for the NSA we�d picked up � let�s say �leads��regarding several individuals that did this type of work.�
�How did you get wrapped up in that?�
�Token Air Force officer. They thought I would know everything about aircraft just because I wear a blue uniform.�
�I can�t imagine that.�
She nodded. �It�s a silly notion.�
�No � I meant I couldn�t imagine you in those nasty polyester uniforms.�
If looks could kill, her eyes said he wasn�t worth it. He grinned, and despite her annoyance, she managed a smile in return.
�And you were going to share this� when?� Axe finished the coffee and glanced suspiciously at the bottom of the cup.
She smiled. �I�m sharing it now. It went like this��
* * *
Rolling out along the slick runway, the Sandman gently touched the brakes and felt the plane begin to skid. Using the rudders then, he kept on the wide center stripe and let the aircraft slow down naturally. On a 6,000-foot runway it didn�t matter, and a few seconds later, he felt the brakes take hold. Turning off on the runway abeam the terminal, he unbuckled his harness and switched off all his exterior lights save the taxi light. Not that there was anyone to see him at 6:18 in the morning in Buck Ridge, Missouri.
Where the shiny concrete turned to light gray, he exited the taxiway and cut across the Razorback Aviation ramp. Opening the clamshell doors, the mercenary taxied slowly behind the long, covered parking area to his left. Next to the taxiway and shielded from the road, were two enclosed hangars. A big black letter B was painted on the closest one and the mercenary grunted, goosed the port engine, and swung the tail around so the plane was facing away from the hangar entrance. Killing the taxi light, he ran his eyes over the other switches, then shut the engines down.
Immediately sliding out of the cockpit, the Sandman stretched his aching back muscles, then crossed to the hangar doors. The big hangar was actually divided into two smaller ones, marked 1 and 2 respectively. Pulling the travel wallet from under his shirt, the mercenary removed the key that he�d retrieved from the Virginia post office box and held it up in the faint light, staring at the label.
B-2.
Opening the side door, he stepped inside. It smelled like dust and old oil but the hangar was clean and empty. Unlocking the big sliding doors, he pushed hard, and very reluctantly one began to move. Muscling the other door back, he stepped back to the SkyMaster, released the parking brake, then carefully rolled the plane back by manhandling the tail booms. When the nose cleared the doors he stopped, reset the brake, and removed his bags from the plane. Locking the cockpit, he shut the hangar main doors and locked them as well before exiting.
Standing a moment, he breathed in the clammy morning air and glanced up and down the flight line. He�d gotten back to Huber a little after one A.M. and found his plane undisturbed except for a credit-card receipt for fuel taped to the window. Leaving the rental car in the little parking lot, he�d gotten airborne by 1:20 and flown north at 1,200 feet without squawking or talking to anyone. Staying well east of Dallas/Ft. Worth, he�d also avoided Oklahoma and Kansas City air traffic control centers to arrive in Missouri from the south. The weather had forced him to climb up and shoot the ILS instrument approach into Buck Ridge, but no one had tried to contact him.
No one knew he was here.
The hangar was leased through Green Mountain Transport and paid in advance for six months. Like the plane, purchased by Trendco Logistics, any paper trail would end with a single bank account and a properly registered company in Delaware. There was nothing to connect one to the other and absolutely nothing to tie them to a hangar on an obscure airfield in southern Missouri. Giving the door a final tug, he turned and strolled across the wet concrete.
As he cut through the back behind Razorback Air, the smell of yesterday�s garbage mingled with aviation fuel. Airfields were all the same. Pausing, he looked and listened. It was only 6:45 and nothing was due to open here officially until 8:00, but one never knew. Early charter, motivated student pilots� someone having a fight with his wife.
But there was nothing but the hollow chirping of birds and the distant sound of some heavy equipment coming from the nearby town. Hopping the chain-link fence, he walked around to the front of the next little building. Painted a faint yellow, it had a large Hertz sign wired to the fence.
Removing the folded piece of paper again, he stepped up on the porch and looked around for the lockbox used for after-hours vehicle pickup. There. As informed, it was set back in the corner to the left of the door. Squinting to read the faded numbers on the keypad, he punched in the code and the little door popped open.
Nothing.
He felt around carefully, but the box was completely empty. Turning around, the Sandman stood with his back against the corner and facing out. There were two rental cars parked in the lot and nothing across the road but a half mile of empty, rolling land before the town.
Relaxing slowly, the mercenary decided he was overly suspicious. This was a backwater flyspeck in rural America. It wasn�t even seven A.M., and he�d figured that noon, San Antonio time, was the earliest anyone could discover the bodies. Any earlier was a remote possibility, but even so, there were no clues and no way to trace him.
Looking at the cars, the Sandman considered his options. He could simply wait here until the office opened, play the irritated customer and get the car. But that would take at least another hour and leave someone here with a memory of him. He could also start walking and certainly get a pickup at some point. But that was uncertain and would again leave a memory of his presence.
Or he could steal one of the rental cars. It was likely that no one saw him land this morning and even if they did, how would blame for a missing car attach itself to him? The plane was safely locked up and out of sight, so to all intents and purposes, he wasn�t even here.
But a rental car would be missed immediately, so he�d have to think of something else. There were half a dozen cars parked in the Razorback Aviation lot. Since nothing was open, they�d plainly been left by pilots who had planes here and were off fishing or traveling. Two caught his eye. A dark-colored SUV and a silver four-door Audi. Both had sunscreens pulled across the dash, so they were probably here for an extended stay. That was it then: a private car could be missing for any number of reasons and would almost certainly not be missed for the few hours he needed.
Striding over to the lot, he decided against the Audi � it was sure to have an alarm and although he could disable it, it would be faster to avoid the problem altogether. Besides, someone could drive up at any time.
The SUV was older but the tires looked good and it was clean. Peering in the window, he saw no blinking LED lights from an alarm. The back side window had a smaller separate pane and, after a quick look around, he shattered it inward with his elbow. It didn�t actually break, but fractured enough for him to push the safety glass inside and get his arm through the hole.
Three minutes later, the engine was running and his bags were on the seat beside him. The gas tank was about a third full, which was enough, and he pulled out of the parking lot and onto the road heading north. As he did so, a tan pickup truck came over the rise with its blinker on. As they passed, the other driver gave a cheery wave that the Sandman returned. From the rearview mirror he watched the truck turn in at the airport and stop. Then he was over the hill.
He�d already been on the road when the truck appeared. But if he knew the SUV and knew it had been parked at the airport� the driver�s wave could�ve just been a friendly one but maybe he also knew the owner of this car.
Continuing north, the Sandman decided there was enough indecision or supposition this early in the morning to permit him the sixteen miles he needed to cover. He�d take the chance and after that it wouldn�t matter. So with the fuzzy sun peeking over the tree line to his right, the mercenary held the speed at 5 mph over the limit and headed north.
* * *
�If NSA had gotten wind of this, then why wasn�t anything done?� Doug Truax sipped the lukewarm orange juice and grimaced at the plastic taste. Airline service was crap. At least in Coach.
�Because none of it could be correlated to an individual. We had no name, no pictures, and no hard proof.�
�More has been done with less.�
Karen nodded appreciatively. �Very true. But the stakes were higher.�
�And this isn�t high stakes?�
She shrugged. �So there�s one more mercenary in the world. This particular one never acted against the United States and even, occasionally, removed a few, ah, thorns from our side.�
�But not always?�
�No. But the additional contracts, the ones we know about anyway, had no bearing on our national interests, so it was left alone. Again,� she added, �we had no idea of who this man really was. Or is.�
�What about the �Others�?�
She glanced at him and chuckled. �You really are a babe in the woods with the intel world, aren�t you?�
Axe didn�t much like that, but despite himself, he was interested. And actually learning something from this woman. Besides, she wasn�t exactly difficult to look at. Fleeting whiffs of some vanilla-scented lotion or light perfume occasionally floated his way and he tried not to lean too close. If she noticed at all, Karen Shipman gave no indication and continued. �If CIA, DIA, or any of the Others knew anything, they certainly wouldn�t spread it around.�
�So much for information sharing and the Patriot Act.�
�So much for it.�
He stayed silent a few moments and stared out the window. The blue-green waters of the Atlantic had faded into the distance and he guessed they were somewhere over North Carolina. In theory the Patriot Act was supposed to foster inter-agency cooperation and promote the sharing of information. In practice, intelligence agencies remained notoriously territorial.
�Then why bring it up?�
�Because I happened to believe it. And this attack in Taiwan didn�t just have to be done right � which is a given for this type of man � it had to look right, and there aren�t many who could do that. I think this might be the same man. And,� she added, �I think he may be one of ours.�
�Which may be the real reason the powers that be left him alone.�
Karen Shipman shot him a quick, appraising glance that he didn�t see. Among other things, she was learning, Doug Truax had a sharp mind, and that was hardly surprising. She�d never known a fighter pilot who wasn�t a sharp thinker. Usually brash, very often arrogant, but never slow. However, this one, despite the fa�ade, had an analytical turn that she found encouraging. And, she admitted, appealing.
�That�s right. I came to the same conclusion.�
�Of course you did.� He snorted. �And no doubt much faster.�
�True. But only because I knew about it before you did.�
Axe chuckled. She was quick and didn�t take any shit. She managed to do it without the chip that most military females seemed to carry permanently on the their shoulders. Risking a sidelong glance, he admired her chest and decided there were worse people to spend the weekend with.
�Bad news about Colonel Neville.� She sipped her tomato juice and reached for the in-flight magazine. �Were you working on that too?�
�I was, but this is a higher priority.�
�That�s hardly a ringing endorsement of the guy.�
He shrugged. �Hey � what goes around comes around.�
�Meaning��
Axe looked at her. �You know the score. In many ways the military is no different than any other really big organization. A tiny fraction of guys get ahead by sheer competence and the rest�� He let it hang.
�Okay, so he was hardly a warrior. Did he, or anybody, deserve to die like that?�
�Oh, I don�t know. There are worse ways to go than having your necked snapped.�
�You know what I mean. Killed in the toilet and left with his head in pee stains.�
�Piss stains. Men don�t say �pee.� �
�I�m not a man.�
Certainly not, he thought again. She was watching him and half smiling. Like most divorced men, Axe was cautious with women. That is, women he expected to see on a regular basis. He knew this was not a woman to make a casual pass to. Not in the usual sense anyway. And her type would smell bullshit an ocean away. Don�t even think about it, dumbass, he told himself. He hated rattling around his big, empty house and he missed the little things most women did. But not enough to want another one around.
Clearing his throat he said, �So� Dan Morgan. Why did he make your short list?�
�Same reason he made yours.�
�Maybe. Any harm in comparing notes?�
Karen Shipman pursed her lips. �Princeton, class of eighty-six. Son of commercial developer who made a fortune buying up old marinas along the Chesapeake Bay, renovating them, and reselling at a five-hundred-percent profit. Officer�s Candidate School and straight into flight training.�
�Well, after the platoon leader�s course and all that other grunt stuff.�
�Right.� She nodded. �He was a Marine.�
�Is a Marine. Retired or not, the Corps gets into these guys and never really leaves. Worth remembering when talking to one.�
�He has a grudge.�
Axe nodded. �And that is exactly why he made my short list. And the fact that at one time he was probably the best Hornet driver in the world.�
Karen nodded, thoughtful. �And he was part of the merc world and may know something helpful.�
�Maybe.�
�You don�t think he�d help us?�
�That�s not what concerns me.�
She looked puzzled. �What then?�
�Why did he agree to see us at all?�
* * *
The Sandman handed his boarding pass to the gate agent, smiled, and got one in return.
�Welcome aboard, Mr. Tobin. Seat 3A.�
With just two small bags, he eased quickly into his seat and watched the boarding ritual without amusement. Unfortunate couples struggling with baggage and kids; the inevitable idiots who still hadn�t grasped the spatial relationship between the size of their bag and the capacity of the overhead bins. He leaned back to avoid several bulging buttocks that were wider than the aisle. A few minutes later as the door closed, the Sandman shut his eyes and sank back into the seat. He was tired � and hungry. First Class got breakfast, so he�d wait to sleep.
It had taken nearly an hour to get up the road into Branson and he�d pulled into the long-term parking garage at 7:55. This was not the type of airport that took pictures of car license plates and he could see no other external cameras. Again, not that it mattered. If his luck held, neither the missing SUV or the bodies in Texas would be discovered for at least four more hours and by that time he�d be long gone.
If it didn�t, no one could find him anyway. Any string leading to Missouri was cut, and a new one, totally unconnected to the plane or hangar, had started. He�d switched identities and Dan Tyler, the retired colonel from Texas, had gone in pieces into a small river halfway to Branson along with the Green Mountain Transport and Trendco Logistics credit cards. The AirTran reservation to Atlanta had been made in the name of Matthew Tobin and paid for by Latham Consulting.
Breakfast was an omelet, hash browns, and two glasses of orange juice. After it was cleared, the mercenary lowered the window shade, leaned back, and was thinking about the final part of his mission when he fell asleep.
* * *
�Flight�s on time and we should be in Valparaiso by sixteen hundred.� Karen Shipman sat on the stool next to him and produced two cups of coffee. They were in the caf� next to T.G.I. Friday�s in Atlanta Hartsfield�s B Terminal.
�You mean four P.M.� He didn�t see the point of using the twenty-four-hour clock outside of a military context. It annoyed him.
�Right. Sixteen-hundred hours.�
Hopeless. �Good. Should give us plenty of time to catch up with Dan Morgan at Benny�s.�
�Favorite hangout? Cheap drinks and teenage bimbos?�
�I don�t go for that.�
�Which one?�
�Cheap drinks. Grey Goose martinis for me.�
�But the bimbos are okay?� She flashed him another of those half smiles that always seemed to make him look twice.
�Well, yeah. I am a man after all.�
She switched gears. �So we assume that this mercenary is real. I mean, it could have been done by a Chinese pilot but��
�Or a Taiwanese one.�
�Right. But we both think this was an outsider, hired by either of those two governments.�
�Or our own.�
She shot him a strange look, then shook her head. �That�s the problem with the spook world, you begin to suspect everyone and everything.�
�All right � it�s a thin possibility but still a possibility.�
�The point is, we agree he exists. Men like this don�t train themselves and there is nothing beyond a military � and a top-tier military at that � that could produce one.�
Axe hated circular discussions and preferred to come straight to the point. �Exactly why we�re on this plane together on a Saturday to see the ex-Major Morgan.�
She ignored the testiness. �My point is this: these men don�t advertise, nor are they readily available. They all use other types of folks called fixers, who arrange these contracts.�
�A middleman.�
�A very trusted middleman. One who is sufficiently well connected in global business and foreign governments to put such contracts together.�
Axe stared at his coffee thoughtfully, then took a sip. �So you want to ask Morgan about these fixers first� before we start talking about other mercenaries?�
�I think we might learn more than we already know by beginning there.�
�That�s encouraging, since we don�t know squat yet.� He braced his arms on the table and leaned back. �For all we know, this guy may be friends with our mercenary and would clam up rather than speak.�
�Maybe, but I don�t think so. The few we have dossiers on are very reticent. Very low key. There�s not much at all,� Karen admitted. She looked very serious and not optimistic.
Axe finished his drink and picked up his carry-on. �C�mon, let�s head to the gate. Cheer up � if it was easy, then he wouldn�t be our man. I mean, if there were a truckload of known details, how good could he be?�
�I don�t need a truckload of details � just a few would do.�
Truax chuckled and slung his bag over his shoulder. �Yep. A location would be nice too.�
* * *
Thirty yards away, the Sandman came from the other end of the B Terminal. With his sports jacket, dark slacks, and leather bag, he looked like any other weekend passenger on his way someplace. Crossing in front of the Candy Kitchen, he disappeared down the escalator to the train platform.
Two stops later he stepped out and was funneled up the escalator with the rest of the crowd. Passing through the big, sunny atrium, he slung his jacket over one shoulder, kept his head slightly lowered, and strolled over to a caf� on the south side. Buying a paper and a coffee, he leaned against the narrow bar and quietly surveyed the crowd and the television monitor displaying CNN Headline News.
Nothing.
All around, people were bustling about their business, most with the weary determination and slightly angry expression common with travelers these days. Families pushing strollers annoyed a stream of men of men in suits. Others waited behind the security ropes for friends and blocked everything with their enthusiastic hugs. People with their faces glued to iPhones walked into one another and the furniture. It was a never-ending stream of interesting humanity; where else but an airport could you see Caribbean dreadlocks mingle with robed Buddhist monks?
Glancing at his watch, the Sandman stood and took a last look around. His train was due in eleven minutes and it was just past 11:30 in Texas. Nothing was being reported yet and he managed a small smile. Finishing his coffee, he picked up the bags, and walked behind the Information desk to the escalators leading down to the trains.
As he disappeared into the crowd the TV monitor changed to display the Breaking News banner�
MURDER IN TEXAS


Chapter 15

�I want another one.� Axe drained his margarita and stood up.�
�You�ve got salt on your lips.�
He wiped his mouth and paused. Benny�s was hopping on a Saturday night. Shorts and tight, brightly colored skirts were everywhere as the girls circulated. Axe noticed that none of them seemed to be alone � they all had at least one friend with them. The men, on the other hand, were mostly alone. Leaning against the bar, watching the girls, and drinking beer. There were very few couples like him and Karen Shipman. Not, he reminded himself, that we�re a couple.
She looked amazing.
The sundress wasn�t cut low enough to be slutty, but it was low enough to be interesting. Very interesting. He could just make out her thighs and was pleased to have his suspicions confirmed. Flawless skin and the type of smooth, long muscles that very fit women seemed to possess.
�If you�ve finished staring I�d like another drink too,� she said dryly. She wasn�t even looking at him, just gazing out over the beach toward the water.
He swallowed hard. Modesty, denial, or bravado. The situation called for one of them. Fast. Flashing a grin, he decided on bravado. �No worries� be right back.�
That earned him a frosty glance, so he left. Sighing, she watched waves rolling in and people strolling along the beach. She was a bit dismayed to be interested in this man, and hadn�t made up her mind about it. Physically, he was impressive. He was handsome, but not pretty, and very athletic without being overpumped like many men. He�d made a few comments in casual conversation that had revealed a considerable intellect and a surprising range of interests. This, of course, was usually hidden behind a nonchalant and infuriating facade.
She�d been down that road before and swore to never do it again. For all their talents, most fighter pilots were notoriously difficult to live with. There was also their strange love affair with the damn airplanes, not to mention the constant strain of knowing he could be killed at any time. No, Karen told herself. Never again.
As she shifted on the stool she saw the man sitting next to her from the corner of her eye. He was wearing a dark blue Hawaiian-type beach shirt and tan shorts. Startled, she leaned away.
�I�m not interested,� she said politely but firmly. �I�m here with someone.�
Middle-aged and tan, the man had prominent cheekbones and dirty-blond hair, and was calmly appraising her with a pair of hazel eyes. Leaning his thick, muscular forearms on the table, he gave a little grin. �You may be here with Axe, but you�re not here with him.�
It clicked. This was Dan Morgan, ex-fighter pilot and mercenary. How long, she wondered, had he been watching her?
�What makes you think so?�
He smiled again and she noticed it was only with his mouth. The eyes didn�t change.
�I know what an interested woman looks like.�
�Apparently not.�
�There�s one right in front of me.�
�I�m not his date, Colonel Morgan. Or yours.�
He leaned back, crossed his arms and yawned. �So. I see Air Force officers have gotten better-looking there, Major Shipman.�
�Karen is just fine. Thank you� I think,� she added. This man made her feel strange. Not threatened exactly, but on edge. He was looking directly into her eyes, and unlike most men, not stealing glances at her legs or breasts. She noticed a scar that ran down from his hairline past his left cheekbone.
Just then two twenty-somethings wandered by and one of them glanced at her, stopped and looked again. Both had the shaggy, casual beach-bum look � like high-school boys who had gotten older and done nothing special with their lives. The bigger one grinned and weaved over to the table.
�Hey.� By way of a greeting. He leaned over on his elbows and looked at her, ignoring Morgan.
Exhaling a bit, she shook her head slightly and stared past the man. He hiccupped and tried again. �Nice evenin�. You wanna drink?�
�Only with humans.�
He blinked. �Whazzat mean?�
�Means get lost. Go back to the primate cage where you belong.�
Blinking again, he lost his stupid grin. �Pri� primary age� what?�
�Just go, moron. No one here�s interested.�
He straightened up with that slow deliberateness common to drunks and jerked a thumb toward Morgan. �C�mon baby, you can�t hang out with your dad all night.�
She never saw the pilot move, but suddenly his fist dropped over the drunk�s right hand, jamming the knuckles together. The man�s eyes gaped open and he bent forward, but Morgan just squeezed harder.
�Hurts, doesn�t it? So here�s what you do.� A nasty little smile crossed his face. �Apologize to the lady for being a jackass.�
�I� no� I just��
Karen saw the muscles on Morgan�s forearm contract, and the drunk�s eyes widened with pain.
�Sorry!� he managed to gasp. His friend staggered over to see what was happening.
�Now apologize to me for wasting my time and interrupting my drink.�
The man twisted a bit and tried to pry his hand loose, but Morgan added pressure so he stopped, wheezing with pain.
�Hey man� what�s goin� on?� The other one finally figured out that all wasn�t well.
�S� sorry,� he blurted out.
Just then Axe appeared next to Karen, took in the situation, and sighed. Some things never changed around here.
�Leggo of �is hand, man!� The other drunk snarled. �He just wanted to buy the bitch a drink. What�s wrong wi��
Axe grabbed a fistful of long hair and slammed the man�s face into the table. He immediately released him and let the guy fall to the ground. Morgan wrenched the other man�s thumb straight back, dislocated it and let him go. Yelping with pain, the drunk stepped back, tripped over his friend and went down. Predictably, two bouncers in black T-shirts materialized almost immediately.
�What happened?� one demanded.
�Don�t know.� Axe shrugged his shoulders and sat down. �I think they�re drunk and fell over each other.�
The older bouncer took in the pretty woman and two well-dressed men, who seemed completely disinterested. The drunks on the ground were stirring and one moaned, �My hand� it�s broken.�
�Okay. We�ll take care of it.� He nodded at his partner. �Sorry for the trouble, folks.�
�Oh, no trouble at all.� Axe was the picture of innocence and Karen Shipman stifled a smile.
�He broke my fuckin� hand!�
�C�mon you two. Leave the paying customers alone.�
�But� but��
As they were led off protesting, Karen quietly thanked Morgan.
He shrugged. �Bad manners piss me off. Didn�t want to interfere if they were your type though.�
�Hardly. You don�t take much pushing, do you?�
�None at all. Never saw the point.�
Doug Truax sat down and stared at the other pilot. �Nice of you to come.�
�Your message was� intriguing. Besides��Morgan shrugged��Langley didn�t really leave me much of a choice.�
�Price you pay for being allowed back here to live.�
�True enough. So.� He glanced at Karen Shipman. �What�s it all about?�
She met his gaze and sipped her drink. �How many top-tier aviation mercenaries do you think are still operating?�
�Straight to the point, huh? Maybe five.�
�Including you?�
Dan Morgan smiled. �I�m retired � remember?�
�Right. Do you know them all?�
�Of them all. Personally, I knew three. Timo van Oste, Willie Reinholdt, and Charles McCallum.� He looked at both of them. �But Langley is aware of all of this. So what do you really want?�
Shipman and Axe exchanged glances and Truax shrugged.
�Okay. Cards on the table � we want their fixer. Or fixers.�
�Why?�
�We weren�t told why. The information is just needed.�
Morgan was expressionless. �So guess.�
She took another sip and looked directly back at him. �I�d say that someone in our government may want to contract with one of these men.�
Morgan crunched on an ice cube and was silent. Perfect horseshit, he knew. She was telling half a truth like all good operatives. After all, it had to sound convincing. Langley, at the highest levels, knew all about the fixers and had used them in the past. No, this was about Taiwan. Either they thought he knew something or could put them onto someone who did.
�Mr. Morgan � I answered you.�
�And it was certainly an answer.�
�So can you help us?�
He considered that. Three years ago, when he wanted to come back to the United States to live, he�d agreed to �assist� from time to time in areas that concerned his expertise. As she�d said, that was the price of his residence. Parroting back information that other branches of the same government already knew was hardly betraying anyone.
�Emil Mousa has the most extensive connections. Geoffrey Whyte is the most expensive.�
�And who is the best? I mean, if you were at the top of the food chain, who would you use?� Karen asked.
�I was at the top of the food chain.�
�So?�
�Rama Buradi.�
�How did you contact him� or vice versa?�
�Email. But the address I have wouldn�t work any longer. He always changed every few months.�
�Did he have a base location, someplace he worked from or returned back to regularly?�
�I don�t know. He had a place in Jordan, but I�ve no idea how permanent it was or if he still uses it.�
They all sat for a few moments. The band was playing Buffet�s �Cowboy in the Jungle� and the waitresses darted among the tables as the crowd grew. The warm, salty breeze floated in off the water as the evening tide began crashing in.
�Who else used Buradi?� Axe asked.
Ah, Morgan thought, but kept his face neutral.
�Van Oste, for one.� No conflict there. The Dutchman was a prick.
�Anyone else?�
Morgan shook his head. �I couldn�t say. It�s not a business that uses message boards or takes out ads.�
�Did you ever hear of any other Americans in this line of work?�
Morgan yawned. �Can�t say that I did. Not flying anyway.�
�Well we did. Or at least pretty good rumors to that effect.�
�If that�s true, what do you need me for?�
�Verification.�
�Just told you I didn�t know of any Americans.�
Karen smiled. �Mr. Morgan. I find it a bit hard to believe that we would have good intel on an American in this business and you, who were intimately involved, wouldn�t have at least heard a murmur or two.�
�Intimate involvement is no guarantee of an information exchange.� He smiled back. �You ought to know that by this point in your life.�
Touch�. Axe glanced at Major Shipman to see how she�d handle it, but Karen was unfazed. �No guarantee of performance either.�
Ouch. But Morgan only chuckled.
�Need I remind you,� she continued, �that your� status� here in America depends upon your cooperation.�
Morgan leaned back and met her eyes. �No, you don�t need to remind me.� After a few moments he sighed. �All right. There was a rumor. He was very high end. Remember the Iranian research facility outside Tabriz that just vaporized? Or the attack on that Israeli airfield that nearly started another Mid East war?�
�Him?�
�That�s the rumor. He also was believed to have done some work in Africa for the Nigerians� killing off Boko Haram.�
�You were there too. So how is it you never met?�
Morgan shrugged. �I was working for our Department of Defense. He was rumored to work for the Nigerian military. If he did exist, I never met him.�
�Any name?�
�You must be joking.�
�Well, then how was he referred to?�
�The rumor was about the �Sandman�� they supposedly called him that because he put people to sleep � permanently. But again, I never met him, and if he was real, just because he spoke English didn�t make him American. I believe there is such a man, but he could be British, Australian, or even a Canadian.�
Doug Truax sighed. This was a useless trip. He was certain Dan Morgan knew more than he was telling, but there was no way to get more from him if he didn�t want to talk.
�Can you think of anything else that would help us?� Karen Shipman asked, making small wet circles on the tabletop with her drink. �Anything at all?�
�Just this. If it�s Buradi you�re after, you may find him� or someone else may beat you to it. If it�s not Buradi you�re after, if you�re after a professional mercenary in this type of league, then you won�t get him.�
�Who said we�re after anyone else?� Axe replied. �We want Buradi or someone like him.�
Morgan smiled and again it stopped at the corners of his mouth. �If you say so. But if you change your mind I�d forget it.�
�Why is that?� Karen wanted to know.
Morgan stood and wiped his mouth. �Because a man like this finds out when people are asking about him.�
�Well, that would be good if we were looking for him, because he couldn�t really hide from us.�
The pilot chuckled grimly. �You miss the point. He wouldn�t hide from you � he�d come after you. And you�d never see it coming, so forget it. Thanks for the drink.�
With that he turned and walked away, leaving the two Air Force officers staring after him. Weaving through the crowd, he went down the stairs and exited on the beach side of Benny�s. Standing quietly under the stars, Dan Morgan waited and watched out of habit.
His problem was, of course, that he knew precisely who they were after. There were only two men in the world that could�ve pulled that off, and since he was one of them, then the man they wanted was the Sandman. He�d told the two officers the truth � to a point. Rumors about the Sandman had been quietly discussed in connection with several contracts but Morgan had never met the man. That is, until three and half years ago in Africa, when the other mercenary had saved his life for some reason.
Morgan had never known why.
His Super Tucano had been hit by an SA-18 shoulder-launched missile and he�d gone done in northern Nigeria. Morgan was minutes away from being flayed alive and beheaded by Boko Haram when an OV-1 Mohawk had appeared over the trees like a grotesque dragonfly, spitting cannon shells. Shells that had torn into the scattered jeeps, SUVs, and bodies of the most vicious Islamic insurgents in West Africa. The few survivors had fled back into the villages and Morgan watched in disbelief as the Mohawk came back around and landed along the road. Bouncing over bodies, it had slid to a stop next to his shattered Tucano.
The tail swung around as the cockpit opened and the pilot waved. Dragging a leg, Morgan hobbled toward the plane and managed to scramble up the side. Then he saw the gun. A big Sig Sauer pointed directly at his head. Opening his mouth to yell, he was too late and the pilot suddenly fired three times � over Morgan�s shoulder. With his other hand, the pilot yanked him into the cockpit and fire walled the throttles. Slamming down the cockpit door as they accelerated, Morgan saw two sprawled bodies that had sprung up with machetes as he�d passed them. Twice he�d been saved. Twice in five minutes.
Well, my friend, I did what I could for you, he thought, and slowly strolled down the beach to the next nightclub�s parking lot, where he�d left his car.
Payback.
* * *
�He knew.�
�Of course he knew,� Axe retorted. �Wouldn�t take a genius to figure out what we were after. So why would he bullshit us?�
�Grudge against the government. Or he�s just a crusty old guy.�
�Or since he knows what we�re after, he�s keeping the guy�s identity from us.�
She looked skeptical. �Why?�
�Dunno.� He leaned back. �But if��
Karen looked up. �But what?�
He was staring over her shoulder. Turning, she saw CNN up on the bar�s big screen. No words got through the music and noise but the caption beneath the talking head was plain enough.
TRIPLE MURDER ON TEXAS AIR BASE.


Chapter 16

The Sandman stretched, rolled over, and opened his eyes. The sheets were pressed and the fine Egyptian cotton was cool. Lying perfectly still, he savored the oversized pillows and thought about breakfast. After a moment he rolled over, called room service, and ordered. Switching the TV to CNN, he muted it and yawned.
Arriving at the Buckhead Ritz a little past two P.M. yesterday, he�d checked in as Matthew Tobin and paid in advance for three nights, courtesy of Latham Consulting. He�d eaten and then arranged for the delivery of a rental car the following afternoon. After that, he�d gone down to the fitness center and worked out the kinks for an hour. Soaking in the poolside hot tub, he�d tried to get a massage but the spa was booked up, so he�d gone back upstairs to his suite. Ordering from room service, he�d then fallen asleep by seven P.M. and slept for the next twelve hours.
There it was.
Toggling up the volume, he watched the reporter�s concerned face and listened.
�� likely been deceased since sometime Friday night. Local military authorities are not disclosing the identities of the dead, but our sources tell us that they were, in fact, senior Air Force officers. You can see behind me here��the reporter turned and gestured at Randolph�s main gate��that no one is being allowed into this facility unless they possess a military ID, so we�re unable to visit the scene.
�We did speak earlier with one of the, uh� base public affairs officials, and she indicated that several leads were being pursued in cooperation with local police. Speculation remains��her voice lowered in an attempt at drama��that these horrific deaths were terrorist acts. So��
The Sandman muted it again. Leads leading nowhere. And while they locked down the base and chased their tails he was a thousand miles away. Yawning again, he got up, opened the drapes, and gazed out the window. Atlanta was moving predictably slow on a Sunday morning but he expected that. Counted on it, actually.
As he watched the tree-lined streets of Buckhead, the memories tried to surface and he pushed them back down. Cocktails in the lobby bar, dinners out at any of the eclectic restaurants for which Buckhead was justifiably famous. Across the street a couple walked, swinging a small child between them. The Sandman saw them but he didn�t. His eyes lifted to the fuzzy gray Georgia horizon and he just stared. She�d told him right here, in this city, that she was pregnant with their first child. Swallowing hard, the mercenary took a deep breath and forced the ghosts back again. Soon, he told them.
Soon.
After breakfast the Sandman put on a soft terrycloth robe and, carrying his gym clothes, took the elevator down to the spa. This particular Ritz had a decent lap pool so he spent the next hour swimming two leisurely miles. A light workout took another forty minutes and he was back in his room by ten. Showering, he dressed in a clean pair of khakis with his black sports jacket and went down to the hotel business center. It was empty so he chose a cubicle at the back, facing the door, and checked into several accounts.
The first account showed no further deposits to the Royal Bank of Scotland. That was no surprise. The second account, through the BVI and a mail forwarding exchange in South Africa, contained two emails.
IMMEDIATE DELIVERY DESIRED � LOCATION YOUR CHOICE. MUST CONCLUDE BY MONTH�S END OR WILL BE FORCED TO FORECLOSE. KSH ENDS.

Interesting. There were several possibilities that would generate such a message. The Chinese could be nervous about his possession of the DTC and desperately wanted it back. However, they weren�t prone to fright and could always run along a string of denials regarding its presence. It could also be a setup. Since no money had been paid he was inclined to believe in the latter choice.
The other message was from Rama Buradi.
OFFER PENDING. SET MEETING TO CONFIRM. BURADI.

Leaning back in the chair, he frowned at the screen. He�d known immediately that this was not Rama Buradi. In the first place, contracts were never discussed in emails, even obliquely. In the second place, Buradi used corporate fronts and mail forwarding services just as he did and would never sign his own name. Lastly, all emails contained a personal recognition phrase and there was none here.
So.
So if the fixer was setting him up, the message would�ve been flawless. Nothing to arouse suspicion. So either Buradi intentionally botched the message to warn him or it wasn�t Buradi who sent it. Either way, it was certainly a complication worth thinking about. Sitting back up, the Sandman canceled his existing accounts and logged off. When he left the United States in a few days he�d open up new ones, but until then they weren�t needed. Tracing him through cyberspace, through the myriad of forwarding services and breaking the encryption used shouldn�t be feasible, but�
But.
There were really only two possibilities: the Americans or the Chinese, and either one had reasons for finding him. The Sandman considered that, softly tapping his fingers on the desktop. He could quietly abort and disappear again. That would mean leaving unfinished business here and he was loath to do it. There would likely not be another set of chances like this and he needed to settle it now.
Also, if his location was known already he would�ve been intercepted. At least by the Chinese. Sometimes the Americans waited and followed in order to scoop up everyone they were interested in. The Americans were also subtle enough not to send a bogus message � if Buradi hadn�t cooperated they simply would�ve done nothing.
It had to be Beijing, he decided. Well, so be it. He�d expected that anyway.
Standing and stretching, the mercenary left the business center and headed down the walnut-lined corridor toward the shopping arcade. Most stores in the Deep South were closed on Sundays, but the Ritz Carlton catered to international business travelers and he knew these stores would be open. Ninety minutes later he was back in his suite with a gray Simon Spurr suit, several shirts, and pair of black Varvatos oxfords. Black jeans, deck shoes, several plain T-shirts, and a short, black windbreaker fit nicely into a new dark leather tote.
Laying all his remaining documents on the bed, he placed the Tobin military ID and driver�s license to the side with both remaining credit cards. The two passports were still sewn into the leather carry-on so he neatly packed his athletic gear, a razor, running shoes, and flight suit into this bag and zipped it shut. All the other old clothes were wadded up and jammed in the backpack. As he finished up, the concierge called to tell him his car had been delivered, and would he please come down to collect the papers?
Dressing in his new suit, the mercenary took care of the car and drove down Peachtree into the Buckhead Village area. Finding a spot near Allen Park, he dropped the backpack into a municipal trash can, then walked down Grandview to the restaurant he remembered � the Anis Caf� and Bistro.
Spending a pleasant hour there, the Sandman enjoyed a large and expensive lunch. Well-dressed couples strolled past, some with children or pets. As it was after noon, several boutiques were open and women with oversized shopping bags crisscrossed the streets. The mercenary breathed it all in: the sights, sounds, and especially the smells. Why is it, he wondered idly, that smells evoked such strong memories? This part of Atlanta smelled green. Moist air, fresh-cut grass, and flowers mixed with the smell of damp concrete and a faint whiff of car exhaust.
Finishing his coffee, he stood and watched the people a moment. They looked cheerful enough, enjoying the day. Oblivious. How lucky most Americans were, to be totally concerned with their own issues and have so little regard for what happened in the rest of the world. Enemies took many forms, and the most lethal were usually the least obvious. He wasn�t an enemy to America but he was certainly a very real threat to several Americans.
Returning to the Ritz, the mercenary self-parked rather than use the valet and returned to his suite. Latching the door, he checked over his bags one final time, set both alarm radios and lay down.
Oblivious. It was a good word. He fell asleep thinking about the next American it applied to.
* * *
�Three more!� Kenneth Sturgis exploded. �Three more, in plain view on a fucking military base! Someone explain that to me!�
Doug Truax knew when to keep his mouth shut. Obviously, Karen Shipman did also. Not so with the security cop, Colonel Lawson.
�Not our base, sir. Besides, there�s no tie between Neville�s death and these three.�
General Sturgis shot him a contemptuous look. �If you believe that, then I should assign you to a radar site above the Arctic Circle before you infect anyone with stupidity.�
Lawson blanched and promptly shut up. Sturgis could and would do it.
�Well.� Sturgis loosened his tie and glared at David Abbot, the FBI agent. �What�ve you got?�
The agent sat calmly with his legs crossed and sipped a cup of coffee. Despite being in an office on a Sunday afternoon, he looked remarkably unaffected. Clearing his throat, he said, �It�s what we don�t have that�s instructive in this case. We don�t have a picture or a name or any DNA because we don�t have a suspect. Surveillance cameras here have turned up nothing usable. Oh, there are plenty of unidentified folks but they�re most likely harmless. Even if they weren�t, we can�t identify them so they�re of no use.�
He got up and walked to the coffee bar for a refill. �Every commercial flight out of Patrick Henry, Norfolk, Richmond, and Charlotte during a twelve-hour window following Neville�s death has been checked and the passengers are being verified. Same thing for AmTrak and the buses.�
�Rental cars?� Karen quietly asked.
Abbot stirred his coffee and nodded. �Those too. All agencies within a thirty-mile radius of the base. The cars are all accounted for or are still under contract. There aren�t any no-shows.�
�But he could�ve rented it for a longer period and just not returned it.� Axe added.
�True.� Abbot nodded. �That would be the smart thing to do, but there�s simply no way to know until a vehicle turns up overdue.�
�Or it could be a private vehicle � or stolen.�
�All possible. Again, there�s really no way to establish that unless we get a corroborating lead with something else.�
Sturgis snorted. �In the meantime we just sit here with our faces hanging out.� He stabbed a finger at the phone bank on his desk. �I was just chewed out by the Chief for this. He thinks these incidents are connected and he thinks that I, by running my own show regarding Neville, let this psychopath get away!�
Axe raised an eyebrow. Well, that would likely do it for Ken Sturgis�s career. An ass chewing by the Chief of Staff of the Air Force is usually permanent. Evidently, Sturgis had the same thought.
�My only hope is to end this by finding the bastard. And��he glared at each of them��it�s your only hope too.�
Meaning he wouldn�t hesitate to throw any or all of them under the bus to save his own hide.
David Abbot leaned against the coffee bar and pursed his lips. �As basic as it sounds, we need a face. With a face we get a name. With a name we have a past; we can likely find the money and paper trail that everyone leaves behind. We can then track him and catch him.�
�Brilliant.� Sturgis sat back and glared at the FBI agent. �I think we all know that. So?�
Tirades from military officers, even generals, didn�t worry Abbot much, and he continued evenly. �So we take the unidentified people from Langley�s surveillance shots and compare them to whatever we have at Randolph. We might get a hit.�
�I don�t think you�re going to catch this guy by giving us his picture.� Axe shook his head. �Even if you did, we still wouldn�t know who he is.�
�There is no way in our world today to avoid showing up on a camera somewhere,� Abbot said. �The trick is to find a match between Virginia and Texas. Once we do that and have a face, the rest is detective work.�
Axe didn�t think so but didn�t say that. Abbot was probably half right but he was thinking like a cop and this was a counter-intelligence problem. Some people didn�t leave clues. Karen Shipman thought so too, and said, �It would be a good start, but assuming these murders are related, and I�m not sure they are, we�re after a very unique type of man.�
�How so?� Sturgis sat up. Either to hear better or to stare at Shipman�s chest, which, incidentally, looked very good in a tight white blouse.
�A man who can get on and off a military base for one. Also, a man who would know that every law-enforcement agency in the country would be after him, and chooses to continue to another base and kill again.�
�Arrogance.�
She looked at the general and shook her head. �I don�t think so. I think he�s got a plan and he�s certain he can beat us at our own game.�
And since we haven�t caught him yet, Axe thought, he may be right.
They all thought about that and the conclusions weren�t pleasant.
�Well, maybe he�s finished.� Lawson, the Security Police commander, quietly suggested. Sturgis visibly brightened at that.
�Maybe not,� Axe replied. �But perhaps there�s another way to pin a name to this guy.�
�And that is�?� David Abbot asked.
�We find a tie between the four dead people. A joint assignment someplace� hell, who knows? Maybe they all come from the same town. Point is, if there is a connection to these murders, then they must have something in common.�
�Or someone,� Karen Shipman added thoughtfully. �That�s a very good idea.�
Sturgis stared at them a moment, then picked up the phone. �Major Dwyer, get in here.�
Before the phone was down the door opened and Sturgis�s aid stepped in. He must�ve been listening at the door, Axe thought. Sunday afternoon or not, the major was in his blues, impeccably tailored and squeaky clean. The perfect executive officer for a general. By comparison, Truax felt old, tired, and sloppy. He shook his head as the major strode across the room, shoes squeaking. He�d even shined the silly little space wings on his chest.
�Sir!�
�You call Colonel Donnelly at Personnel and get him over here now. I don�t care if he�s at church or on the golf course � get him here ASAP.�
�Will do, sir.�
�Then get me General Prendergast at Air Force Personnel. Buzz me when he�s on.�
�Will do, sir.�
Axe groaned softly and felt Karen Shipman kick him under the coffee table. Wincing, he realized that every time he came in this office he got kicked.
�Carry on.� Sturgis nodded at Truax. �Good suggestion, Colonel,� he said grudgingly. Axe returned the kick. �We�ll get some manpower on this and if there�s common thread we�ll find it. If you��he looked at the FBI agent��will please continue comparing the surveillance videos between the two bases, Colonel Lawson here will arrange for Randolph to cooperate in any way you see fit. Let�s all come back tonight at twenty-one hundred and see what we�ve got.�
They all stood. Axe wanted a long hot shower and five or six hours of sleep.
�You two stay put a few minutes.� Sturgis nodded at them and Truax sat back down, along with Karen Shipman. When the door closed, the general refilled his coffee and leaned against the desk. �So what did you learn from Morgan?�
�The fixer he used was an Iraqi national named Rama Buradi. The same one that was apparently used by this other American,� Axe replied.
�Was he certain about this? I mean, that this man is� one of ours?�
�Not at all. At least not that he would admit. He did confirm the rumors that such a mercenary does exist. First we�ve had.�
Sturgis rubbed his chin. �What about Morgan himself? What if all this is just smoke to throw you off the track? Why, it could�ve been him.�
�He�s not our mercenary,� Axe replied.
�Why?�
�Well, for one thing, he hasn�t left the United States in six months.�
�You mean he hasn�t left on his own passport. That doesn�t mean he didn�t leave.�
�It�s not him, General,� Karen Shipman said. �He hasn�t left the United States and I don�t expect him to.�
�And why is that?�
�Because he has pancreatic cancer.�
Sturgis exhaled. �Well� I suppose that would do it. So we�re back to square one.�
�Not entirely. There�s also Buradi. I think we should pass this up to the Agency and let them, ah, question him.�
�All right.� Sturgis surprised them both. �Write it up and pass it along to Major Dwyer tonight when you come back. That should take care of the Air Force�s obligation with this. Then I need you both on this murder investigation.� He nodded at the door. �That is all. Twenty-one hundred tonight then.�
They left and walked down the stairs to the back exit. Outside, it had cooled off a bit and long shadows fell across the road from the afternoon sun.
�They don�t know what to do.�
Karen arched her back in a big stretch and caught Axe staring at her chest. �That�s really annoying, you know.�
�Then don�t stretch.�
�Surely you�ve seen boobs before at some point in your life.�
�Not like yours.�
�Nice. Is that what passes for a compliment under the rock you came from?� Before he could answer, she surprised him. �C�mon. Let�s go down to the Crab Shack and get some dinner. I�ll drive.�
Following her to the car, he tried to think about mercenaries and killers, not her incredibly tight frame. Especially since anything physical was likely impossible with this woman.
�Yours isn�t too bad either,� she said without turning around, and Axe managed a weak smile. Maybe not so impossible after all.

Chapter 17

By five minutes to nine they were all back in Sturgis�s office. Even though it was Sunday night the general was still wearing his blue uniform. Probably has a matching bathrobe, Axe thought. His aid, Major Dwyer, was also in uniform of course, clone that he was. If Sturgis showed up in tighty whities and black knee-high socks, so would Dwyer. Axe was wearing blue jeans, docksiders, and a William and Mary sweatshirt. Even Jolly Lee, who�d joined them, was wearing civilian clothes, which surprised Axe, who didn�t think he owned any.
�So.� Sturgis opted for the edge of his desk, his wide butt spilling over the side. Running a disapproving eye over Doug Truax, he smiled at Karen Shipman, who, incidentally, was also wearing jeans and a sweatshirt. �What�s the FBI news?�
Abbot cleared his throat. �We�ve narrowed the still shots down to three persons of interest that were taken within the forty-eight hours following Neville�s death. We�re digitally enhancing the pictures now.�
�How are you eliminating suspects?�
�We don�t eliminate anyone. We�ll verify each pairing, then establish an identity and finally ascertain their purpose for being at both locations.�
�They are both military bases,� Axe noted dryly. �There are valid reasons for traveling to both.�
�Precisely,� David Abbot nodded. �But that�s also easy enough to verify.�
Karen Shipman added, �Also, just because someone had a legitimate reason to be at both bases doesn�t preclude him from being a murderer.�
�We considered that too. However, if any of these three are investigated to that level it would be very difficult to hide. Besides, there may be fingerprints, DNA matches, et cetera, at that point.�
Sturgis pursed his lips, then nodded. �Right. And all the commercial exit points are still negative?�
Abbot shrugged. �No face, no name, and therefore no matches. However, if one of these three turns out to be the man, then we can possibly correlate that to a commercial surveillance picture.�
So what, Axe thought, and stifled a yawn. It wouldn�t really matter then how the guy got away and to Texas because they�d know who he was. Glancing at Karen, he was rewarded with a slight smile and figured she was thinking the same thing.
They�d had a nice, relaxed dinner at the Crab Shack and talked. It had been pleasant sitting there on the water as the sun went down over the James River. He hadn�t done that with a woman he liked in a long time. He was certain there was some interest on her part, especially after that last remark she�d made.
But the woman was definitely a bit aloof and very hard to read. That, he had decided, was a by-product of living and working in the still very male world of the military. So he�d decided to let her make the move. A woman, he knew, would find a way to let a man know she was interested. Giving up the chase, so to speak, had actually loosened him up, and he was surprised how easy she was to talk with.
�When do you expect to finish analyzing the pictures?� Sturgis wanted to know.
�We�ll have the enhanced copies back by morning.�
He smiled slightly. �Fortunately the military moves a bit quicker. Dwyer!�
Looking pleased with himself, the major opened a folder on his knees and pulled out several pieces of paper.
�Through AFPC and Personnel here at Langley we discovered several interesting connections.� Everyone perked up a bit at that. �Colonel Neville and Colonel Smith were stationed together twice. The first time was at Kadena Air Base twelve years ago. The second time was at Randolph � Neville worked in the Fighter Assignment Branch and Smith was the Deputy Mission Support Group commander.�
�When?� John Lee asked.
�Four years ago, sir. Neville worked his own assignment to come here and Smith eventually took over command of the support group.�
�Is there any evidence that they knew each other?� Axe asked. �Randolph�s a big place.�
Dwyer smiled that flute-playing little smug smile of his. Like he�d been waiting for the question. �Actually, yes. They both sat on a lieutenant colonel promotion board while there. Neville was the board president.�
�Okay, so they knew each other. Doesn�t mean anyone had a grudge against them both unless some passed-over major went psychotic and whacked them. Or is that what you�re suggesting?� Axe tried to keep the sarcasm from his voice.
Dwyer smiled again. �Actually, that�s one possibility. Once Mr. Abbot gives us a face and name, we can compare it to any of the majors that year who weren�t promoted. There were a few pilots who didn�t make it,� he added, looking up at Truax.
�Well, they�d certainly be your best bet,� Axe replied smoothly. �Angry support pukes or space geeks certainly couldn�t kill anyone.�
Karen Shipman and the FBI agent chuckled. Even Jolly smiled at that. Dwyer blushed.
�Enough.� Sturgis glared at him, then looked back at his aid. �Go on.�
The major adjusted his spectacles and continued. �There�s no evidence that Brigadier General Fowler knew Colonel Smith. Though he and Colonel Neville might have known each other since they were fighter pilots.�
�They both flew fighters; that�s not the same as being as being a fighter pilot,� Doug Truax said. �Besides, Fowler flew Vipers and Neville was an Eagle driver. They wouldn�t have crossed paths much.�
�What about the wives?� Jolly Lee asked. �Any ties there, or were they just innocent bystanders?�
�With regard to Smith�s wife, I don�t think her best friend would call her innocent.� Major flipped a page over. �Heidi Smith, n�e Cosgrove. Three documented DUIs on various bases. Her husband managed to hush things up. Two more DUIs off base; one in Nebraska and the other in Texas. Nothing he could do about that. Several Officer�s Club altercations, at Randolph, and at least one affair � there were likely others.�
�Whaddya mean?� Sturgis asked, perking up a bit.
Dwyer continued reading. �Eight years ago, while her husband was TDY, she apparently got involved with an A-10 pilot � younger man, a captain. He�d been sent back to Randolph for PIT.�
Pilot Instructor Training. The Air Force�s little course to teach pilots how to instruct basic flying training. Fighter guys sometimes got nabbed for this.
�So this guy, who�s single, is seen several times visiting her house on base, and Ms. Smith, who can�t hold her liquor, is also seen pawing him at the O�Club. All of this is sufficient to warrant an investigation.�
Axe shook his head and looked away. A typical Training Command solution. Rather than just pull this guy aside and tell him to keep his wick dry they blow it all up and cause a big stink. Axe didn�t condone it of course, but neither did he share the military�s enthusiasm for butting into personal lives.
Sex within one�s chain of command or sex between officers and enlisted folks definitely caused problems and, unlike the civilian world, had to be dealt with for good order and discipline. Sexual harassment, real sexual harassment, was also something no one should have to deal with. But Heidi Smith was hardly harassed. In fact, by all accounts, she�d take it as a compliment.
�So?� Jolly asked. He too appeared annoyed.
�She denied the whole thing. Just friends, mentoring � all the normal explanations. The captain was asked directly and answered directly. Admitted the affair and was given an Article Fifteen.�
�So the Air Force loses an expensive and talented pilot for screwing an older woman who came on to him� gee, I wonder why we have a retention problem?�
Sturgis stared at him, his pudgy forehead crinkling into horizontal lines. �That�s enough, Colonel. Rules are rules and there for a reason. Go on, Major. �
Axe shut up and sighed. Crashing a jet, killing someone by accident� these were rules he could understand. But the mania for outward morality by officers with monk complexes surpassed understanding. The military should have more important issues to worry about than screwing.
�Colonel Smith refused to believe his wife was implicated, and after the A-10 pilot confessed he wanted to have the guy court-martialed. The colonel thought the Article Fifteen was too light a punishment for someone slandering his wife.�
Even Sturgis looked doubtful at that. If this woman really was as wild as rumored, then kicking over the hornet�s nest would be a truly stupid thing to do. Apparently the judge advocate at Randolph felt the same, which was why the A-10 pilot was offered non-judicial punishment in the form of an Article 15.
�How did it end?�
�The fighter pilot made a statement to his lawyer that if a court-martial was directed, then it wouldn�t be for himself alone. That he knew of at least a half dozen other affairs this woman had admitted to and they involved several men who were now general officers.�
I�ll bet that shut them up, Axe thought.
�So it ended there. Colonel Smith was given a new command to keep him quiet and Heidi Smith went back to seducing pilots at the O�Club bar.�
�And the Hog pilot?� Lee asked.
�He did his three-year tour in the Training Command, got passed over for major because of the Article 15, and separated from the Air Force.�
�Sounds like a man with a grudge,� General Sturgis mused. �Could he have done this?�
Major Dwyer answered slowly, not wanting to offend his boss. �Sir, I don�t think so. He, uh� joined the National Guard and flies for the airlines now.�
Making twice the money for half the work and none of the bullshit. Axe chuckled. Dwyer was correct. Why would a guy risk all that for some older slut?
�Was there any connection between him and Colonel Neville� or General Fowler?�
�None.�
�Well, that �s it then. Just a coincidence.�
�So where does all this leave us?� Sturgis didn�t look too happy.
No one answered. Something about that story tugged at Axe�s memory. He frowned, trying to remember, but it wouldn�t come. Then David Abbot of the FBI spoke up quietly.
�General, unless this man is a complete psychotic and unbelievably lucky, he�d need false ID to be roaming about the United States killing people.�
�Why is that?� Jolly Lee asked. �We don�t know his name, so how could anyone else? And why would he use false ID if his works fine?�
Abbot looked thoughtful and added, �Because these killings weren�t random. They were all carefully planned to the point where law enforcement in two states have got zip. Stands to reason that a man who can do that isn�t some sensationalist whacko looking to get caught or killed.�
�So he would�ve carefully considered his escape.� Karen Shipman nodded. �And planned accordingly.�
�Exactly.�
Sturgis shrugged. �Okay � it�s a possibility. You�ve just added another unknown to the pot here, so how does that help us?�
�The Bureau, and others, share an extensive database of forgers, document brokers, and the like. Some of these people are in prison and might talk to us.�
�Why would any of them help?� Axe wanted to know.
�Possibility of a reduced sentence. A move to a better location. I admit it�s a remote shot that we�ve got the guy we need � he may not even be an American � but we still might get some cross talk, pick up a hint or two that may help.� He shrugged. �It�s another angle to pursue.�
Truax thought about that and glanced at Karen, who nodded slightly. It was no different than talking to Dan Morgan about other mercenaries. �I suppose this is a pretty small field. I mean, for the really good ones.�
Abbot looked at him. �That�s right. Top-notch document brokers, those who can manipulate bar codes and electronic threads and hack into databases, are a special breed. And there aren�t that many.�
Sturgis folded his arms across his chest and yawned. �Well, go ahead if you think it will help. In the meantime, we�ll continue searching for common denominators among these victims and��he motioned to Major Dwyer��we�re thinking of raising the threat condition at all air bases within the continental United States.�
�What�s the advantage of that, General?� David Abbot frowned. �As I understand the THREATCON matrix, elevating it doesn�t change the entry requirements, just the response structure. I think we�d be tipping our hand to this guy and he might fold up and disappear.�
�So we let him kill again?�
�No. I think the best chance of catching him is letting him believe he�s undetected while we pursue these courses of action.�
The general rubbed his chin. �I don�t like leaving our people vulnerable like this.�
John Lee and Doug Truax looked at each other. Lee spoke up. �Sir, I don�t think the U.S. Air Force should go into lockdown mode over one man. We carry guns too,� he added.
Sturgis stared out of the window. The Air Staff had made this his problem since the initial incident happened on his turf. Like all political animals, he was keenly aware of pros and cons to him personally in any situation. There were, Sturgis knew, enemies in the Pentagon who would love to see him fail and then quietly shuffle him off into obscurity. The trick with any ambiguous or risky scenario was to ride the fence until a dominant position emerged. He would then support it decisively or condemn it as it best suited his ambitions. If he condemned anything, he always found a scapegoat. Or created one. He glanced at Colonel Truax. It was a formula that had always worked.
Until now.
Now, he was starting on one side of the fence and either had to bring everyone over the top. Or solve the problem.
�Okay.� He stood and so did everyone else. �Forty-eight hours. Or another incident. In the meantime��he looked at Lawson and Dwyer��get me a picture.�
�And the forger?� Lee asked.
�If he�s out there, then find him.�
* * *
Squinting as the afternoon sun lanced through the cockpit, he smoothly pulled back on the stick and began a climb. No need to check on his wingmen � he knew they�d be there. That was their job today. His was to get them to their targets and home alive.
�Scar is inbound� two by Fox-Sixteens� thirty minutes of play� Mavericks and Guns��
�Copy all Scar.� The controller on board the AWACs sounded like he was 200 miles away. He actually was� which is why they were generally so useless in this conflict. Amazing how fucked up things still were.
�Proceed to Eighty-four Alpha Whiskey. Contact Chieftain on Zinc Eighty-four.�
He shoved up the visor and took a quick swig of water. It was nearly 1500 hours, three in the afternoon, and he�d been airborne for five and a half hours already. Hell, it took well over two hours to get into the air, up to the Iraq border, air refuel, then fly to Baghdad. Squinting at the map, he eyeballed some rough coordinates close to the right part of Iraq and typed them in.
�Scar, push Zinc One.� He keyed the VHF auxiliary radio and got clicks from his three wingmen as they changed radio channels.
One hundred twenty-two miles to the point, his system said. About fifteen minutes. Too long. Whoever was in trouble down there could well be dead by then. Bunting the fighter over at 25,000 feet he leveled off and shoved the throttle forward to full MIL power. He could get there faster with the afterburner but wouldn�t have any fuel left to be of any use. Even heavily laden, the F-16 was still able to creep up to 514 knots.
Staring over the canopy rail, he tried to match visible features against the shitty map. It was hard at that altitude� the haze from the big rivers and blowing dust almost always left a milky film over the ground. Even worse, to the southwest an immense wall of chocolate-brown sand had been climbing into the sky since noon. Somewhere in the deserts of Saudi Arabia and Jordan the wind had begun to blow strangely enough to form this mess. Far below, the mottled green and brown earth of Iraq glided by and he tried to rub the fatigue from his eyes. Combat flying was like that. It took hours, sometimes days, of preparation to get to the right place at the right time. It was then you usually found out you had the wrong weapons or the wrong target. Things changed. That was the essence of combat airpower: adaptability. Even when zipping along at the speed of a rifle bullet deep in bad-guy land and running out of fuel.
�CHIEFTAIN� CHIEFTAIN� SCAR Seven One.�
Nada. Nothing except the continuous low-intensity crackle in his headset. CHIEFTAIN was a sort of information relay agency that decided where to send fast movers like him with lots of ordnance. Theoretically, they worked like a big air traffic center and had the latest and best information to pass on.
Swiveling around and staring back behind the wing line, he found his three wingmen. The other F-16s, called Vipers, were strung out to about three to four miles in a big wedge shape. Nice and loose. Good for fluid combat maneuvering.
�SCAR Seven One, this is CHIEFTAIN.� He jumped a little as the voice came through loud and scratchy.
�Go ahead.�
�Scar� confirm Fox-Sixteens?�
�Affirmative� four by with Mavericks and Twenty Mike Mike.� He glanced at the digital fuel readout. �We�ll have about thirty minutes of playtime when we get there.�
Where was �there�? he wondered. They�d just passed the Euphrates River at Diwaniyah. The ground became richer as the fertile crescent area between the two great rivers spread out before them like a green quilt.
�Scar� proceed to the center of Eighty-four Alpha Whiskey and hold at Base plus six� contact Broadsword on Bronze Twenty-nine.�
He clicked the mike in reply. Broadsword would be the forward air controller, or FAC. Some poor bastard of a fighter pilot assigned to the army precisely for this reason. To speak to airborne pilots in their own language and talk them onto a target.
He switched the flight over to the new frequency and checked the distance: 69 miles. Quickly removing his helmet, he poured some water on his head and scrubbed it into his itchy scalp and flat, matted hair. He splashed more onto his face and into his dry eyes, blinking away the burning. Shrugging his shoulders, he eased the ache a bit, then replaced the helmet.
Better.
Showtime.
�Broadsword, this is Scar.�
�Scar�� the reply was immediate. A calmly desperate voice with an edge only found in combat. A man realizing he was probably going to die� unable to accept it but professional enough to continue doing his job. Mostly because he needed something to hang on to.
�Scar this is Broadsword� We need them now, dammit!� The FAC sounded strained. Who could blame him? Trapped down in the shit with the grunts facing a mass of pissed-off Iraqis.
�Copy all� we�ll try.�
Just then the radio erupted again. �Attention on the net� attention on the net� this is Broadsword on guard� Emergency! Air support needed at north� thirty-one� twelve� fifty-two� east� forty-six� twenty-eight� eighty-seven� repeat� troops in contact� they�re coming from the� from the north and east� they�re��
The voice abruptly broke off and the radio crackled.
�Broadsword this is Scar� overhead Nasiriyah� ready to play� request Five-Line.�
Nothing.
�Broadsword� Scar� acknowledge!�
They were over the city now. Looking off the rail he could see lines of vehicles on the main roads leading up to the city from the south. That would be the Marines, he knew. The First Marine Expeditionary Force had been given the delightful job of fighting its way up the river valley to Baghdad. The problem with that is most of the people in Iraq lived in the valley and there was a shitty little pissant town every few miles along the road. Each shitty little town had its own collection of shitty little �freedom fighters� determined to die as martyrs. Nice.
He shook his head and looked at Nasiriyah. From the air it was a bewildering spiderweb of roads and canals. The buildings looked like they were cut from a mold. All the same height, shape, and color. And viewed through the smoke, sand, and haze. And at least he didn�t have a CAS map.
Swell.
He set up a big left-hand wheel and toggled the autopilot back on. His wingmen fanned out comfortably and throttled back also. This was a good administrative type of formation that allowed everyone freedom to maneuver, save gas, and scope out the target area. Giving up on Broadsword, he switched back to the Chieftain frequency and keyed the mike.
�Chieftain� Scar� no contact with Broadsword� overhead Nasiriyah and ready to play.�
The FAC came back immediately. �Scar� Chieftain� Broadsword�s off the air.� The pilot felt a lump in his throat. They were too late. �Contact Grizzly on Violet Six.�
�Copy Violet Six.� He rifled through the plastic phone book but couldn�t find it. �Ah� Chieftain� how about just giving me the freq.�
Surprisingly, he did. Passing it to his flight, the pilot stared over the wing line as they arced east of the target area. There were hundreds of sparkling flashes on both banks of the big canal that cut through the town. There were several bridges and he could see armored vehicles on the south side. Occasionally a bigger white smoke trail would shoot across from the northern side as the Iraqis tried to get one of Marine tanks.
�Triple-A� ten o�clock� level!�
His Number Three man�s voice stabbed through the helmet and he looked up to the left. Sure enough� a whole popcorn cluster of white puffys. Fifty-seven millimeter anti-aircraft fire. He instinctively dumped the nose and dropped down to 20,000 feet while checking the flight further north. The pilot knew it would take some minutes for the gunners to recalibrate the change in altitude and heading.
�Grizzly this is Scar� Grizzly this is Scar.�
�Scar� thank God� this is Grizzly� say your position!� The FAC sounded nearly frantic.
�Grizzly� Scar is overhead Nasiriyah� four Fox-Sixteens� ready to play!
�Scar� stand by Five-Line� call ready� call ready!�
The pilot could hear the same small-arms crackle in the background. This guy was close.
�Grizzly� Scar� I need a talk on� we don�t have CAS maps� repeat� I need a talk on.�
A talk on took time but was absolutely necessary if friendlies were fifty yards from the target. He�d never whacked a good guy yet and had no intention of starting now. Besides, this was the first taste of combat for his three wingmen and they couldn�t afford a mistake.
�Grizzly copies� tell me what you see!�
Shit hot, the pilot thought. The guy knows his business. That was always the way to start.
�I see an east-west canal cutting the town in half. I see an north-south canal bordering the town to the west.�
�Okay� do you see the three bridges across that east-west canal?�
The pilot rolled up on a wing and stared down into the muck. One� two� only two! Where was the third one? The crisscrossing arcs of tracer fire had intensified� there wasn�t much time.
�Ah� Grizzly� I only see two.� He checked the altitude. Time to shift again. He pulled the fighter up again several thousand feet to confuse the gunners and continued staring at the ugly brown city.
�Scar� do you see the bridge closest to the north-south canal?�
�Affirmative.�
�Triple-A� left eight and drifting aft.� Number Three on the VHF freq again. He clicked, or zippered, the mike in reply.
�Okay� use the distance from that canal to the first bridge as one unit of measure.�
�Continue.� A unit of measure was almost always established. It was often the fastest way to get a pilot�s eye onto a target.
�Go one unit east and look on the north bank of the canal� what do you see?�
He did. There was a blockhouse or something like it hunched on the bank. Even as he watched, a ropy strand of orange tracers spat over the canal from the building.
�I see a blockhouse� and tracer fire.�
�Scar� that�s your target. We�ve got wounded friendlies on the bank� no evac possible until that thing goes� copy?�
He flipped his Master Arm switch to ARM. �Scar copies all� I�ll run in from the south and egress west.�
That would keep his Maverick from hitting any Marines on the way in and put him directly in the sun on the way out.
�Makes sense Scar� with positive ID you are cleared in hot� call �in�� abort will be in the clear� acknowledge!�
�Scar copies all.�
He keyed the VHF. �Scar Two� stay west of the north-south canal and stay above twenty K� Scar Three and Four stay east of the canal above twenty K.� He�d neatly split up the flight. Now they could watch the target area without worrying about flying formation.
He glanced at the map and used his fingers to measure the distance to the nearest tanker track. It was called Twitch South, just over the Iraqi border in Saudi Arabia� and 150 miles away.
�Scar Three� call up Luger and see about getting the Twitch tanker moved north if we need it.�
The mike clicked. The pilot leaned forward against the seat straps and stared at the battlefield. More vehicles had moved up from the south and spread out along the canal and side streets. Even from 15,000 feet he could see the tiny specks of men as they darted back and forth. Tracers still shot both ways across the water in skinny bright arcs. Molten blobs from the heavier weapons moved slower� seemingly more deliberate as they smashed into buildings and men.
Flying by feel alone, he didn�t take his eyes off the blockhouse. The cockpit smelled like hot nylon, old sweat, and urine. He�d removed the white leather flight gloves and his fingers played lightly over the stick and throttle. Without really thinking, he changed displays, checked the engine instruments, and quickly scanned the radar. There were always other jets tooling around and they frequently didn�t talk to anyone. Navy usually.
He dropped the nose and descended as he passed through southwest in the arcing left turn. Large numbers of trucks and cars were pouring into the outskirts of the city from the north carrying Iraqi reinforcements and supplies. There was even a school bus.
�Scar� this is Grizzly!� The man sounded out of breath. �We�ve moved� falling back on the bridge� probably have to bug out to� on the south bank of the��
He pushed the throttle up and descended to 10,000 feet. The haze made it hard to see.
�Scar� we�re bugging out!�
A small knot of men burst from the outbuildings and ran for the bridge. Even as he watched, an Iraqi personnel carrier spotted them and began careening down the street.
Bastard�s trying to cut them off� the pilot�s eyes narrowed and he immediately flipped the jet over and dove out of 10,000 feet. The little group had made it to the bridge but they weren�t going to make it across before the APC caught them. It was about a half mile up the road and coming fast.
Three thousand feet and dropping fast. He pulled the throttle back and stole a glance at the Maverick video display� focusing back on the HUD, he put the big bore cross on the truck and released his thumb. It wandered off and went sideways.
Two thousand feet. He cracked the throttle back more. Sweat ran down from his forehead and into his right eye. Blinking furiously, he squinted and tried to lock the Maverick again.
Passing 1,000 feet he suddenly caught a flicker of movement from the right side of the road. Two multi-wheeled vehicles bounced out of the rocks and up the embankment to the road.
Shit�
Instantly adding power, the pilot pulled back hard on the stick directly toward them. Bristling with gun barrels, both ZSU-23-4s, called Zooces, slid to a stop.
Bunting forward, he booted the rudder and lined up the Maverick cross on the nearest Zooce as its turret lurched to a stop. Mouth dry, he released the switch and the missile locked around the vehicle. As the four guns began to lift, he mashed down on the pickle button and the Maverick kicked hard off the rail.
Rolling hard left, the pilot slammed the stick forward and his helmet thudded hard against the canopy. Reversing and pulling back, he shoved the throttle into afterburner as both Zooces started firing. Bunting wildly, the first deadly streams of 23mm tracers passed over and behind him. At 400 feet, he popped the F-16 up and yawed it sideways to keep the Triple-A guns in sight. pressed hard against the cockpit bulkhead, he called up the second Maverick, rolled the jet on its back and pulled toward the other Zooce. As the jet�s nose lined up on the dirty brown vehicle, the pilot snap-rolled upright and the first Zooce disappeared in a nasty orange-and-black flash. In a freakish moment of time distortion, he saw the intact turret catapult into the air, flipping end over end into the desert.
Fingers dancing, he wriggled the fighter�s nose until the big missile pointing cross touched the remaining Zooce. Slapping the throttle back out of burner, he let off the Gs to stabilize the lock and saw the turret spin in his direction.
Eyes flickering between earth, HUD, and the Zooce, he released the switch passing 300 feet�
Son of a bitch! It wandered off and he immediately slewed the cross back and tried to re-acquire as the guns roared to life. Letting go of the stick, he smacked the bulkhead countermeasures button and chaff shot out behind the jet. Kicking hard left, the F-16 skidded sideways as the Zooce opened fire. Bunting savagely, the pilot bounced off the bulkhead and pulled straight up for half a second, then bunted forward again and reversed to the right. Tracers passed exactly through the place he�d just been and tired to correct � like a water hose. rolling out, he released the cross and saw it hold steady on the Zooce. The tracers were walking back to him and he saw the bright orange balls pass over the wingtip�
Now!
The last Maverick came off the rail but as he started to pull, violent blows struck the F-16 and rocked him sideways. Icy fear shot through him and he tried to pull up� up away from the earth and the firing Zooce� up� but the jet continued mushing toward the ground, smoke filling the cockpit.
�WARNING� WARNING��
All the caution lights were lit up. ENG FIRE� OVR HEAT�
The horizon vanished as the ground rushed up. The Zooce was pointed directly at him as acrid black smoke watered his eyes. As the Zooce fired, he pulled the ejection handle and tensed�
Nothing�
Oh, my God� he groped for the arming lever but it was down where it should be. Oh, my GOD� the fighter was coming apart as the guns fired and he pulled again� nothing!
In rage and desperation, the pilot opened fire with his own cannon as the shattered jet fell out of the sky and the Maverick hit the Zooce. Brown earth� people running and fire everywhere. Bushes, rocks�
�Ahhhhhh�� he screamed as the F-16 pancaked into the ground, cannon spitting shells�
�Ahhhhhh�� The Sandman rolled out of bed, covering his face with his arms and thumping onto the floor, breathing hard. Gulping for air, he scrambled into the corner and tried to press himself against the wall.
Firm and cold. Dark.
The faint hum of air conditioning. A heavy thumping in his chest.
No fire. No Zooce. No smashed jet and mangled body in the desert.
Very slowly, the mercenary lowered his forearms and opened his eyes. Staring into the semidarkness, he saw lights from outside reflected on the big flat-screen TV. Carpet. He was sitting on carpet, not the rocky soil of Iraq. Gradually his eyes focused and his breathing slowed. Drapes, television� a big bed.
Hotel.
Then he remembered. Of course it was a hotel. The Ritz Carlton in Atlanta. Exhaling, he straightened his legs and leaned his head back against the wall as the thumping subsided.
Closing his eyes, the mercenary lifted a hand to his forehead and wiped away the sweat. For several long moments he sat perfectly still and listened. It wasn�t the worst dream he had but it was close � a nightmare combination of a real mission with real fears and his mind�s horror at what could have happened.
�� and we�re up! Good Monday morning to you, Atlanta!� The clock-radio alarm burst to life and he glanced at the glowing red numbers: 2:35. �Weather today will light rain giving way to scattered clouds and, you guessed it, humidity. Temps will��
He turned it down and stretched. Walking to the blinds, the mercenary pulled one side back and stared outside. Low clouds covered the tops of neighboring buildings and even at this hour there was traffic on the streets.
The dream.
Sighing, he pushed it back down and felt the last clinging horror leave him. It was, he�d decided long ago, some sort of psychological price for the life he�d led. In any event, it didn�t interfere with life now or with what he had to do next.
Showering, he shaved and dressed in the new jeans and deck shoes, and slipped on the dark windbreaker over a black T-shirt. His bags were packed and waiting by the door, so after tugging on a Chicago Bears cap, the Sandman left the room. Taking a newspaper from a table by the elevators, he kept his head slightly down and read. Crossing the lobby, apparently engrossed in the headlines, he left by the side entrance and ambled casually across the parking lot.
Minutes later he accelerated onto I-75 south back toward Atlanta. With little traffic the mercenary followed the yellow lights around the city and merged onto Interstate 20 heading east toward the South Carolina border. It was 3:20 A.M.

Chapter 18

Governments employ all sorts of people for the special skills they possess. Hackers, smugglers, arms dealers, and of course mercenaries. They also employ forgers.
Everett Womack was one of these. Raised during the computer revolution, he was a Gen Xer through and through. Physically unimpressive, with weak blue eyes, large hips, and narrow shoulders, he was the sort you see in alternative bookstores and coffee shops. The kind of misplaced and misunderstood genius who either makes a fortune or works in a convenience store.
Shy and introverted, Womack had never formed a close friendship, played no sports, and never had a real girlfriend. His father, a mining engineer, had little tolerance and even less use for a boy he didn�t understand. Everett left home at eighteen and never went back.
Unlike most of his kind, he also loved art. He�d studied commercial art during his brief college career but dropped out and returned to his native Denver, Colorado. Working as night janitor at the Denver Mint, he�d amuse himself by sketching new designs for coins on the production floor. He did beautiful multi-dimensional renditions in plain chalk, then washed them off as he cleaned.
One night the assistant supervisor for Dies and Engravings worked late and watched, dumbfounded, as the sloppy young man in coveralls created line drawings, by hand, for a proof set of coins.
Recognizing the talent for what is was, the supervisor promptly arranged for the young man�s career change. Everett learned computer-aided drafting, a smattering of metallurgy, and the latest biometric security procedures. Astounded that some good luck had come his way, he happily continued working at the mint, designing and manufacturing the dies.
Finding a girl, he was actually content for once in his life. That is, until the mint became a private enterprise in 1995 and he was let go. The girl left him and in the span of few weeks he found himself out of work and alone.
Bitter and unemployed, Everett remembered several high-profile counterfeiters that mint employees had been warned about. One of them, after paying his debt to society, actually lived in nearby Evergreen, Colorado. Everett Womack paid the man a visit one day and his life was never the same again. The counterfeiter no longer actively worked but was still angry enough to help the younger man. More important, he still had contacts, and Everett Womack, with his computer and artistic skills, was suddenly in business.
His specialty was documentation. Driving licenses from any state, national identity cards, academic transcripts � whatever was needed to build a �legend,� a complete alternate persona. There are many forgers but what made Womack so valuable was his ability to forge electronically. Perfect copies of documents were all well and good until the computer age but now a document can always be verified against a database somewhere. Everett could not only create perfect paper, but he could also hack into virtually any database and create the supporting files.
And so he did. Working from a small but meticulously equipped studio outside Santa Fe, New Mexico, Everett Womack developed a small but regular clientele who needed the best � and would pay for it. Having just finished a set of documents for a regular customer, Womack had decided he�d made enough to live comfortably and anonymously for the rest of his life.
Then, several months ago, the old counterfeiter, his mentor, asked him to complete one further contract. Several wealthy and discreet individuals needed documentation, they claimed, for a financial venture in South America.
Womack did a masterful job and delivered the Bolivian passports, entry visas, and beautifully executed InterPol clearance letters one month ago. The only problem was that both men were ICE agents, and for the second time in his life, Everett Womack had the floor fall out from beneath him. America after the 9/11 attacks became nationally paranoid regarding terrorists and terrorism. A man such as Everett Womack, who could create untraceable false identities, was viewed as a high threat and a danger to the security of the United States. Instantly cooperating, he�d even turned over a partial client database. It didn�t appear to matter to the Feds, however, because he was still sent to the U.S. Federal Correctional Complex in Florence, Colorado. Deemed high risk, he was placed in the USP (High) facility to await trial.
This facility is adjacent to the Florence ADX, or Supermax, as it�s also known, home to the most dangerous prisoners and having the tightest controls in the United States. Described as a �cleaner version of Hell,� �Supermax� was home to Timothy McVeigh before his departure to the real hell. Former FBI agent and traitor Robert Hanssen is an inmate, along with assorted terrorists, drug traffickers, and Mafiosi. Humiliated and terrified, Everett Womack lived a nightmare every day. He would�ve gladly killed himself if there had been a way to do it, but even that opportunity was denied.
However, once in a great while, even at the bottom of a hole, something unexpected happens to restore a spark of hope. And so it was for Everett Womack on this bright Monday morning, when two federal agents, accompanied by another man and a woman, flashed their creds and walked into the holding area where he waited. Since his capture, Womack had nurtured the hope that someone in the government might decide he was more useful to them on the outside than rotting in a cell.
�Morning, Everett.� The taller agent sat on the edge of the table and took a sip of coffee from a Styrofoam cup. �We�d like to talk about your client list.�
Everett blinked several times. Maybe, he barely allowed himself to think, maybe this was it. He thought about green grass and sunlight. Maybe even a real hamburger again.
Actually, he knew, this was better.
* * *
The Sandman passed south of Lake Murray and entered the outskirts of Columbia, South Carolina, at 6:15. Stifling a yawn, he considered stopping for breakfast but decided to beat the morning rush hour first. Taking the I-26 loop around the city, he followed the signs for I-77 and took the Garner�s Ferry Road exit east of Columbia.
Stopping to fill up, he paid cash for the gas and sat down at the attached diner for breakfast. It was surprisingly good: eggs over crisp toast, lean bacon, and a perfect cup of black coffee. No grease, grits, or hash browns. The others at the long counter were a mix of hardworking locals, truck drivers, and several men in suits. They were all chatting amiably enough amid the clinking of dishes, hiss of frying bacon, and the low babble of the television.
The Sandman remembered mornings like this. On his way into the base he�d sometimes stop at a diner for a breakfast. How right everything had seemed with the world then � at least his world. He�d been at the top of a profession he loved, had a wife and child and a pretty good idea of what he was doing with life.
It was a long time ago. Forcing himself back to the present, the mercenary pushed the memories back before they bubbled up. Now was not the time. Wiping his mouth with a napkin, he left a tip and slid off the seat. Once again, no one took the slightest notice. Pulling out, he continued east on Garner�s Ferry Road through the low-country swamps of central South Carolina. It was ten minutes till seven. 650.
* * *
�Great day to fly, isn�t it?�
Colonel �Lucky� Mike Halleck, the 20th Fighter Wing commander, looked up from his desk. Scott Richards, the Vice Wing commander, was leaning against the doorjamb with a steaming mug of coffee in his hand.
�Damn straight. And of course, today we get to cancel everything on the schedule to play war.�
Richards nodded glumly. A hurricane that pummeled the Caribbean had left several weeks of bad weather in its wake and shattered the complex training schedule that all flying wings lived by. The 20th was badly behind their yearly numbers and needed good weather to make it up. Good weather that happened to coincide with an Operational Readiness Inspection, or ORI. Air Combat Command (ACC) Headquarters loved them. They were supposed to give a quantitative assessment of a wing�s ability to go to war.
�Are the evaluators here?�
Halleck leaned back and laced his fingers behind his head. �They got in last night. Skip Cranston is running their show.�
�You know him?�
�Not since we were captains.� The commander shrugged. �He was a good guy then but who knows now? People change.�
Scott Richards, himself a full colonel, watched Halleck thoughtfully. That, he knew, was very true statement. No one should be more aware of it than the man sitting at that desk. They�d known each other for years and, though professional colleagues, certainly weren�t friends. They�d flown together in Europe and the Far East, slowly moving up the endless ladder of promotions and better jobs. Their paths diverged when Halleck had been selected for the Fighter Weapons School and Richards did a flying exchange with the Royal Canadian Air Force. Lucky had stayed on at Nellis after getting the Patch, the mark of a graduate, as an instructor.
�So we start this sometime later today?�
�Or tonight. Haven�t decided yet.� Halleck shuffled some papers together on his desk. �We have to give them a minimum of forty-eight hours for the eval, but I want to get the morning meetings out of the way at least.�
Every military organization was suffused with meetings. And more meetings. The 20FW took care of all its administrative items for the coming week on Monday morning. There was another, shorter round of operational meetings on Wednesdays, but Monday was worse.
�I hate these things.� Scott Richards shook his head. �I always thought the Air Force should just do No Notice evaluations. It�s always worse when we have some time to prepare � everyone starts overthinking things. What a pain in the ass.�
Colonel Halleck looked at his vice impassively. That attitude, he knew, was why Scott Richards would retire as a colonel. You played the hand you were dealt, realistic or not. Those who could do it wound up with stars on their shoulders. Those who couldn�t faded into oblivion.
�Be that as it may, we will ace this pain in the ass. You might pass that along to the Ops Group commander and the others.� As if they didn�t know it. He met Richard�s gaze. �The consequences for fucking this up are career-ending.�
�Yessir. I think everyone�s aware of that.�
Halleck�s eyes were steady, black, and impassive. �See to it.� He reached for the phone. �And shut the door, please.�
Richards backed out of the doorway into the anteroom that separated his office from the wing commander�s. Normally an executive officer, sort of a military secretary, sat here. He took care of protocol and ran interference for the commander. The anteroom opened onto a much larger outer office containing several leather couches and chairs � and Cynthia.
She�d been here probably since the Vietnam War and handled everything else relating to the business of commanding a fighter wing. No one got past Cynthia. She wasn�t in yet, nor was the exec, so he got his own coffee refill, then entered his own office to QC the wing�s response to the evaluation scenario. Somewhere along the way, Mike Halleck had changed from first-rate fighter pilot to careerist. The vice wing commander had never suffered at his hands but knew of others that had been walked over, stomped on, and thrown under a bus on Halleck�s way up. Staring out of his window at the flight line, Colonel Scott Richards decided that he wasn�t going to be one of them.
* * *
At 7:26 the Sandman came over a low hill and saw the overpass ahead. Joining the cars exiting to the right, he slowed down and stared at the main entrance to Shaw Air Force Base. There was a line of cars to his left going over the overpass that was met by another stream of vehicles coming to the base from the nearby town of Sumter. Inching up to the stop sign, he saw that the little strip mall he�d remembered to his right had expanded. Lulu�s, an old familiar coffee and pancake joint, was hemmed in by a convenience store, a bar, and a bank outlet. As he watched, several officers in flight suits got out of a car and walked in for breakfast.
The mercenary followed a silver pickup slowly across the overpass. Most of the vehicles were SUVs of one color or another. There were also the Mustangs and Camaros favored by enlisted men mixed in with a few minivans. Officers were usually easier to spot in Audis or the odd Lexus. Then a black Porsche flickered in and out of traffic across the highway and darted into the front of the line. It was too far away to see the driver�s face but one arm, with a flight suit sleeve pushed up to the elbow, rested on the open window. Some things never changed.
Coming over the rise, the Sandman started to pull out his ID card, then froze. Fifty yards ahead were two security policemen, as expected. What he didn�t expect during rush hour was to see them passing ID cards under the their handheld scanners.
That would never do since the bar code on the back of his ID was gibberish. As the line crept forward, he ran through options in his head and only came up with one solution. Twenty yards before the gate there was a turn lane to the left that would put him back out on Garner�s Ferry Road heading west. Rather than do a U-turn, which might attract attention, the Sandman eased over, signaled, and slowly accelerated back down toward the highway.
The digital dashboard clock said 7:39, so he still had plenty of time. But how to get on the base? There were two other gates, but he assumed that if IDs were scanned at one then they would be for all. Also, there were cameras everywhere around military bases and the same car turning around in front of another entrance would get someone�s attention.
Tapping his fingers on the steering wheel, he had an idea. Another half mile ahead was a turnabout connecting both sides of the highway and he took it. Heading back eastbound again, he pulled into a rest stop about a mile from the gate, turned the car around and backed into a corner facing the road. Traffic zipped by between the trees but no one turned in.
Yanking the larger of his two bags into the front seat, he pulled out the rolled-up flight suit and flying boots with plain white socks inside. Removing his jeans and docksiders, he left the black T-shirt on and slipped into the flight suit. Twisting sideways in the seat, he tugged on the socks, laced up the boots and straightened the undershirt. Zipping his pants and shoes into the bag, he pushed it into the backseat.
Glancing in the mirror, the mercenary checked his patches and transferred his ID and money into the little shoulder pocket. The blue flight cap with a silver oak leaf on one side was already in his left leg pocket. Lastly, the Sandman loosened his watch and turned it around, pilot style, with the face on the inside of his wrist.
Pulling back onto the highway, he took the base exit again and followed the cars to the stop sign. This time, however, he turned right into the strip mall. Pulling around to the side away from the street and restaurant, he got out and stretched a moment, eyes flickering beneath the dark glasses.
There was still a steady stream of traffic onto the base. Across the highway near the runway, he caught flashes from the strobe lights on a pair of fighters waiting to take off. Bending down to tighten his bootlaces, the mercenary stuck the car keys up under his front bumper then stood up, put his hat on and strolled toward the restaurant.

Chapter 19

�You look like shit,� Colonel John Lee said cheerfully as he walked into Doug Truax�s office.
Axe looked up bleary-eyed and said nothing. He didn�t have to � his expression said it all.
�Ouch.� Jolly kicked a swivel chair from under a desk and plopped down in it. Truax looked at him distastefully. Jolly, of course, was wearing clean Blues, looked like he�d just gotten a haircut, and his teeth sparkled. Oh, and his shoes were perfectly shined.
�I hate you.�
�I know.�
Axe stretched painfully, then lifted a stained coffee mug to his mouth and sniffed carefully. He and Karen Shipman and the FBI agent, David Abbot, had come straight back to Langley from Colorado yesterday afternoon. They�d immediately gone to work analyzing the forger�s information. The biggest problem was that it was all verbal � Womack had realized that he really had something the Feds wanted and wouldn�t provide any backup hard data until he was out of Florence. This was something Abbot had to arrange with D.C., and he was across the street now using a classified line trying to do just that.
�Here�s a transcription of the recording we made during the interview.� He yawned and tossed a sheaf of papers across the desk.
Jolly ruffled them. �Anything?�
Axe got up and walked to the windows, cracking one open. The parking lots were beginning to fill as Langley came to life. Balancing coffee cups and cradling briefcases, men and women were funneling into the big red brick buildings. Disappearing from reality for another day. Forcing himself to concentrate, he turned and sat on a desktop.
�In the past five years, this little shit Womack did twenty-three document sets. We�ve eliminated nineteen of these so far.�
�How?�
�Six were women, two were African and four have been confirmed dead by InterPol.�
Jolly rubbed his chin. �And the remaining ones?�
�If we�re assuming that this guy is either European or American, we can knock off four South Americans, two Indians and one giant Swede.�
�Leaving four.� John Lee picked up several pieces of paper and waved them gently. �These guys, I guess, since you put big purple stars on them.�
Truax nodded and Jolly scanned them. After several minutes he looked up. �Shit.�
�That�s right.�
�It could be any of these.�
Axe yawned again. �He could also be a non-American or non-European. He could also be an Agency asset that turned bad. If that�s the case, we won�t have anything on him because his legend was prepared up the road.� He jerked his head toward the north and the other Langley.
�We need pictures.�
�Exactly. And the fingerprints that had to go with the original application. He couldn�t fake those, or any Customs officer would nab him with a mismatch. With that stuff we can search every database in the world.�
�Okay.� Lee stood up. �And that�s what Abbot went off to do?�
�Yep. He expects authorization within an hour. The local Fibbies in Colorado will get the data from Womack and email it across the street. Hopefully��Axe glanced at his watch��we�ll have pictures in a few hours.�
�Then?�
�Then we send them to each of the services, here and abroad, and see if anyone turns up. Also the FBI and its counterparts around the world.�
�Good enough.� Jolly looked around. �Where�s the major?� Meaning Shipman.
Axe nodded toward the small office at the back of the room. �Asleep.�
�How�s she doing?�
�Actually, very well. She sent copies of the transcript to her DIA buddies hoping they might pick up something we missed. Smart girl behind that colossal chip on her shoulder.�
Lee chuckled. �No bigger than yours.�
Doug Truax stretched his aching shoulders, then stopped. Something from the conversation rang a tiny bell. A connection to something else. What was it?
Jolly paused and looked back. �Nothing more you can do at the moment. Get some rest yourself.�
Axe stared at him and tried to think. Like that was going to happen.
* * *
�Mornin� fellas.� The Sandman sauntered up to the booth with a cup of coffee in his hand. �Sit� sit.� He waved a hand as the three other pilots, all captains, started to stand up.
�Morning, sir,� the one closest to him replied, giving the polite smile required to an unknown more senior officer.
�Mind if I join you?� He slid onto the leather bench without waiting for a reply as the others all shook their heads. Dishes clattered and the low hum of conversation mixed with CNN filled the room.
Sipping his coffee, the mercenary knew their eyes were on him and he gave them a few seconds. The oldest-looking pilot cleared his throat. �Are you here for the ORI, sir?�
�What makes you think that?� The Sandman smiled and continued watching the TV.
The others laughed.
�Maybe the ACC STAN EVAL patch on your shoulder gave you away, sir.�
Standardization and Evaluation on any air base was responsible, among other things, for giving check-rides � aerial exams � to all pilots. It was a very necessary part of flying fighters, but the evaluator pilots, called SEFE�s (Standardization and Evaluation Flight Examiners) understandably made most people nervous.
Chuckling good-naturedly, he turned his head and grinned at the captain. �And maybe I�m just here to give you a No Notice check.�
�Ouch!� One of the others said. But the captain stared him right in the eye and replied, �Let�s do it, sir! I�m always ready.�
The mercenary�s smile widened. The perfect answer and the kid seemed to mean it.
�Good� maybe you�ll get your chance.� He nodded at the pilot�s right shoulder patch. It was a fanned-out deck of cards, sevens and Aces. �Might hafta pay the Gamblers a visit. Good patch.�
All three of them beamed with the genuine pride of belonging to a top fighter squadron.
�I want one like that, sir.� The older one dipped his head toward the Sandman�s left shoulder. �I was the alternate on this last board.� The other two pilots also stared at the black-and-yellow Fighter Weapons School patch on the mercenary�s arm � there was no higher achievement for a fighter pilot than to graduate from that six-month-long course. It was essentially a PhD in tactical aviation and the art of killing. Each fighter wing sent its top instructor pilot out to Nellis AFB to be torn down and remade. It was a brutal school, and the Patch, as it was called, was the prize a grad would wear for the rest of his career.
�So did I when I was sitting in your seat,� he said calmly. �More than anything.�
They all nodded. They could all understand that.
�So you really are here for the ORI, right, sir?�
The mercenary added sugar and stirred his coffee again. �Well, I like Shaw but I wouldn�t be here for the sights.�
�What sights?� One of them laughed.
�Exactly. So yes, I�m here for the exercise. The one, incidentally��he looked around at them with a bemused expression��that none of you are supposed to know anything about.�
The older one snorted. �Well, when we have a Dash One party, pencil whip the nonflying training bullshit, and the cops stack up orange cones everywhere, it�s not too hard to figure out.�
They all laughed again. Making paperwork pretty was part of any evaluation, so Stan Eval in each squadron usually got all the pilots together to go through their individual flying publications prior to a big inspection. This included checklists and systems manuals, called Dash Ones, and all the gradebooks containing permanent records of their flights.
�Yeah� there aren�t any secrets in a fighter wing. But��he glanced at his watch��I�d say you guys don�t hafta worry for a few hours yet.�
�Well that�s good news,� replied one of the others, a stocky redhead. �I�ve got a flight physical this morning.�
�He just can�t wait to get Doc�s finger up his pooper,� the other pilot said, then winced when the redhead slugged him on the arm.
�Closet Eagle Driver, huh?� The Sandman deadpanned and the others grinned. F-15 pilots were always the brunt of any homosexual joke due to one isolated but highly discussed old incident. But he saw his opening.
�If you guys are headed in, I�d appreciate a lift. Gotta run by the flight doc too, and my rental car bit the big one.� he jerked a thumb toward the parking lot.
�No problem, sir. We�re about to head out right now�0830 Mass Brief.�
He nodded. Some squadrons still did that, especially on Mondays, to get everyone together and discuss the upcoming week. Throwing a ten-dollar-bill on the table, he stood up. �Thanks, I�ll run get my things then.�
Minutes later the pilots filed out, flipping on their blue flight caps and stuffing change in their pockets as they strutted toward a dark blue BMW.
�Shotgun!� one of them called, for the comfort of riding in the front seat.
But the driver, the redhead, said, �The colonel gets it, numbnuts.�
Smiling broadly, the mercenary shook his head and put his hand on the back door, away from the driver�s side. �Fair�s fair. He called it. Not sure I wanna be that close to him if he�s think�n� about fingers up his butt.�
Hooting loudly, they all piled in.
The line to the gate had thinned out a bit. As they crept up to the waiting security policeman, the Sandman pulled a plain black notepad from his backpack and began scribbling. The redhead passed his ID to the cop, who looked at the front and the back and scanned it. He glanced at the reader, then bent down and peered into the BMW. Seeing three other uniforms, he straightened, gave the ID back and snapped a salute.
�Thank you sir, have a good day.�
�Same to ya.� The redhead casually returned the salute, replaced his ID, and slowly drove through the main gate of Shaw Air Force Base. Sliding his notepad into a leg pocket, the mercenary gazed out the window and listened to the pilots talk about their upcoming day.
The main drive split around an immaculate white wooden church and they veered off to the right on Houston Avenue.
�You know, I should drop in on the OG before heading to the flight doc. How �bout dropping me there on your way past?�
�No sweat, sir.�
The Operations Group commander was responsible for flying combat operations. Since it was his neck on the block for the ORI, then it seemed normal that a visiting evaluator would pay him a visit. As the BMW careened into the little parking lot next to the flight line, the Sandman punched the driver�s arm. �You guys rock, and thanks for the lift. Won�t forget it.�
�So I suppose we�ll see you later, sir?�
The mercenary got out and smiled. �You never know, now, do you?� He stepped back and waved as the car drove off. It was 8:16.
* * *
�So what�s the latest?� General Sturgis said without preamble. In twenty minutes he had his normal 0900 Monday-morning �look ahead� meeting to go over the coming events of the week. He knew there�d be questions about the Neville investigation and the latest incident in Texas.
Lieutenant Colonel Lawson, the Security Forces commander, took the plunge. �Sir. In conjunction with the local police, TSA, and FBI, we�ve eliminated, as suspects, all commercial airline passengers from Norfolk International, Patrick Henry, and Richmond International airports for the period of Colonel Neville�s death.�
�Murder.�
�Yessir. Murder. Also one thousand fourteen out of one thousand one hundred fifty-two AMTRAK passengers have also been eliminated.�
�How?� Jolly Lee asked.
�The lists were initially cut down by about seventy-five percent by discounting anyone under twenty and over sixty, all females, and anyone physically handicapped.�
�He could be feigning a handicap � been done before,� Axe added.
Lawson looked up. �We verified each case with a relative or physician.�
�And the remaining train passengers?� Sturgis asked. �What about them?�
�The last thirty-eight are being located through their credit-card companies, state IDs, or passport information.�
�And if they paid cash and didn�t use an ID?� Axe asked again. Like a professional would do.
�They have to show some ID to board a train, and all train stations have security cameras. If we can�t identify someone, then we�ll frame-check the cameras from the stations in Newport News, Norfolk, and Virginia Beach against the face the FBI will provide. Then we�ll have a face, a name and a train to start from.�
That sounded pretty thin to Doug Truax, and glancing at some of the others� faces he saw they felt the same.
�What else?� Sturgis looked at his watch.
�Rental-car companies have all cooperated and come up negative. As for charter aircraft��he flipped a page over��all but two have accounted for their passengers.�
�What�s their story?�
�Well, one of them left for South America � Brazil, I think � the day after Neville�s death. If that was our killer he�s long gone. The other one, Sundowner Aero, is a mom-and-pop outfit with one aircraft, and neither principal can be located.�
�Sounds promising.� Sturgis sat up, interested in this.
�Sounds like a fishing trip to me, sir. Or a weekend in Atlantic City.�, Axe said.
John Lee shot him a warning glance as Sturgis�s eyes went beady. �But getting the jet�s N number should be easy. It would have to be on any flight plan filed, and the FAA would have a record of it.�
�Unless he killed the owners, dumped them in the back, took off VFR, and flew to the Bahamas.� Axe frowned at Jolly. Staff work had made him stupid.
Sturgis held up a hand. �Okay. It�s not failsafe, but it is something.� He looked at Lawson. �Find out what the FAA has. Anything else?�
The cop shook his head.
�Anyone?�
Axe looked around, and despite another glare from Jolly Lee said, �What about private aircraft and boats?�
�It�s a long way to Texas on a boat.� Karen Shipman finally joined in.
�He doesn�t have to go to Texas. Just out of state� say North Carolina or Maryland, then catch a flight from there while we�re all searching Virginia.�
�That�s pretty clever,� Lawson replied, and Axe tried to keep his eyes from rolling. The sky cop had no imagination. One of those who only thought in black-and-white, and colored inside the lines.
�He�s a professional, Colonel. We can�t afford to discount any of these possibilities.�
To his surprise, Sturgis was nodding his head. The general had just seen his nice tidy options blown away and knew he had to cover his ass. �Colonel Truax is right. Cover both angles.� He stood up and so did everyone else. �I�m done at noon and we�ll meet back here then to hear what you�ve learned. And someone find the FBI by then.�
* * *
The Sandman passed an hour sitting quietly in a gazebo near the flight line. There were four or five of these, mainly for families, scattered between the OG building, fire department, and alert facility. A lieutenant colonel walking around an air base would get someone�s attention, but sitting here within sight of the runway looked completely normal.
It was all familiar.
There were cars heading down the road toward the fighter squadrons, firefighters washing one of their trucks in the morning sun, and small groups of enlisted kids wearing plain white T-shirts running in formation.
And the spine-tingling whine of jet engines. Farther down the flight line, the morning missions had gotten cranked up. Crew chiefs surrounded each plane, checking and rechecking while the pilots ran through their myriad of systems checks. Strobe lights flashed and engines spooled up as other F-16s began the taxi to the runway.
He knew it all intimately.
He�d been out there once.
He�d been out there on a day like today when his wife died.
She�d called the hospital at Langley Air Force Base complaining of pains and bleeding. She was seven months pregnant with another baby girl. Young Sergeant Nobody had told her that she wasn�t covered for any hospital other than Fort Eustace, an Army base thirty-seven miles up the peninsula. Langley, of course, didn�t have the facilities. They were sorry, but it was, after all, her �primary provider.� TRICARE, the military answer to health care, said so. And the sergeant, like a lot of sergeants, was incapable of independent thought.
A newlywed and unfamiliar with the military, his wife thought she had to do what they said. And they never bothered to tell her any different. It wasn�t in their Standard Operating Procedures. Their Brain in a Book.
And he wasn�t there to tell them to fuck off. To hell with reimbursement and primary providers and all that bullshit. He was a colonel and could afford to send his wife wherever she needed to go.
He�d been flying and she couldn�t call him. She wasn�t due for another five weeks so it seemed all right. He�d gotten recalled in flight. Knowing it had to be his wife, he flew home just under the speed of sound and landed in a rush of speed brakes and smoking tires.
The rest was a blur. She�d hemorrhaged, they�d said, trying to drive all the way to the hospital at Fort Eustace. She�d managed to stop on the shoulder and call 911. He�d heard the tape. Heard it cut off by the tractor-trailer rig that had clipped the SUV and sent it, and his family, spinning into the James River. And no one had stopped to help her. All the good people of the world that he�d protected for so many years. They�d done nothing.
Oh, she�d been rushed to a real emergency room, not a military base, but it was too late. The little girl had drowned and the unborn baby, another little girl, had died with her mother.
He shouldn�t have even been there. His assignment had been canceled and he�d been kept at Langley to test and evaluate the F/A-22. He�d told them all it was underperforming and overpriced � that it would never be the fighter attack aircraft they wanted it to be. His section chief, a lieutenant colonel; his division chief, a colonel; and the general in charge of his directorate had all ignored the data and recommendations. He hadn�t realized that they were doctoring the test reports to give the Pentagon what it wanted � true or not. They�d canceled his follow-on assignment because no one knew that mission like he did. His professional credibility was beyond question and they needed that. He hadn�t realized how badly the lieutenant colonel wanted eagles, the colonel wanted to be a general, and the general wanted another star.
He stared unseeingly at a taxiing F-16. There were three other hospitals within ten miles of their home. But they hadn�t told her that because those hospitals weren�t on the �approved� list. They would cost the government more money than was authorized for �dependent medical care.�
More money.
Each fucking F/A-22 cost upwards of $190 million and still didn�t work as advertised. Yet people mattered so little to military that they went cheap on medical treatment. He�d looked it up months later�$119.26. That was the difference in cost to the government to use a civilian facility.
$119.26.
The mercneary breathed out slowly until his eyes focused. Two of the three were dead and the third one would be soon. Turning, he stared at the headquarters building a quarter mile away. Killing his target was never an issue. But altering his plan to get on the base now meant he needed a way off the base since he had no vehicle.
Mentally discarding options, he watched a group of medical folks setting up a simulated field hospital in the grass beside the headquarters. As a blue staff car pulled into the command parking lot and two officers in flight suits got out, a slow smile crossed the mercenary�s face.
He knew what to do.

Chapter 20

�All right, that�s it then.�
All around the long, polished table, men and women pushed back their chairs and stood up. As they gathered up papers and Day Planners, Colonel Mike Halleck slipped out and headed back to his office. One of the perks of being wing commander was a private bathroom adjoining his big corner office. A sanctuary where he could retreat, not answer phones and not listen to the endless stream of complaints and demands on his time. It was 1020 and he had ten minutes before his next meeting � long enough for a cup of coffee and trip to the head.
Nodding to Cindy, he tried to pass through the outer office unscathed but had no such luck.
�Sir, there are messages��
�Yeah. I�m sure the Rotary Club is desperate for me to speak, some pro jock wants a photo op, and my wife called.�
Cindy regarded him through layers of makeup that she still thought kept her perpetually twenty-eight years old. �No jocks, sorry. Actually the Rotarians did call. So did General Sturgis.�
That stopped him. �Himself?�
�Well, no� it was his exec. But the general would like to speak to you when you�re done this morning. I told him you�d call at noon.�
Must be some heads-up on the ORI, he thought, nodding. Sturgis was a bomber toad and a prick, but he was also the ACC commander. Halleck knew him from Langley, when they�d both been part of the Directorate of Requirements.
�Right. I�ll do it.� He ducked toward his office.
�Oh, Colonel� your wife called.�
* * *
The Sandman walked into Wing Headquarters a few minutes after 1100. Carrying his black notebook like everyone else, he glanced up at the ceilings and hallway corners as he made his way to the lavatory.
No cameras.
There hadn�t been a few years ago, but the War on Terror had changed many things. He washed his hands until the other two men left, then looked at his watch. It was 1109. The last round of pre-lunch meetings had started and most everyone was occupied.
It was time.
The building�s interior was laid out in two concentric squares. The outer square held the commander section offices on the edge closest to the flight line. The other two corners were cube farms: lots of people at computers doing vital stuff. The inner square was mostly the enormous conference room, where Colonel Halleck now sat with twenty other officers planning something crucial to the wing�s combat readiness. Like a morale picnic or sexual harassment training.
Lucky Mike Halleck.
Not so lucky today, he thought.
Stepping back into the hallway, the mercenary walked a few feet into an alcove containing a coffee bar. This was mainly used for visitors waiting to see someone in Headquarters. Everything was just as he�d remembered it. A major wearing ACUs, the Air Force version of battle fatigues, was stirring a cup of something when the Sandman walked in.
�Good morning, sir. Care for a cup?�
�You didn�t make it, did ya?�
The other officer chuckled. �No sir. Kathy, our secretary would shoot me if I messed with her pot.�
�In that case I�ll take a cup.�
As he poured the mercenary saw the man take in his patches. Nodding, the major smiled and ducked out. Leaning against the table, the Sandman stared at the big corkboard on the far wall. It was a mix of silly Air Force slogans and generally useless information. And, just as expected, there were paper clips scattered around the floor and on the table next to the stapler. Picking one up, he pulled the coffeemaker cord out of the wall and slipped the clip over the prongs on the plug. Listening for a few seconds and hearing nothing, the Sandman jammed the plug back into the socket.
Sparks flew and there was a large crackle, smoke, and the pungent smell of burning plastic. The lights also flickered and went off. The reaction outside was immediate: at least one female shriek, a few curses, and several bursts of laughter. That stopped as he pulled the fire-alarm handle next to the entryway.
�RRRIIIINNNGGGG��
The noise was deafening in the little room. Swiftly yanking the appliance plug back out, he winced and dropped the hot paper clip on the floor. Leaving it in place would�ve been an immediate clue that the alarm was false. Stepping back into the hallway, the mercenary saw that the LED emergency light at the end of the corridor had switched on and added a weird, red glow to figures pouring toward the exit.
�All right � everyone out!� He shouted over the din. �This way� this way�� the Sandman waved his notebook toward the door. Men and women, uniformed and not, blundered past. As someone opened the front door he could hear the outer siren wailing, adding to the confusion.
Walking away from the exit doors, he made a show of directing traffic and getting people to safety. All anyone saw was a tall officer taking charge of a bad situation. If someone had been watching, they would�ve seen him round the corner and disappear in the direction of the Command Section.
Pausing by the darkened office door, the Sandman stared inside and saw nothing. The secretary, he knew, was a permanent fixture in this place. Nothing short of a mandatory evacuation would�ve cleared her out. But she was gone. Everyone was gone. Crossing the floor, he was gratified to see that the wing commander�s door was cracked open. There hadn�t really been time for Halleck to lock it but it could�ve been done � not that it would�ve stopped him from getting in. Easy was better. He smiled and slid into the dark inner office.
* * *
�What a goat fuck.� Colonel Mike Halleck almost kicked the front door open as everyone began filing back into the building. �Thirty fucking minutes wasted when anyone can see the place isn�t on fire.�
�They gotta do what they gotta do.� Colonel Richards shrugged his shoulders.
Halleck stepped to the side, once through the doors, and pulled his vice with him. �Listen� I�ve gotta call Sturgis at ACC by noon. That means about now. So have everyone wait in the conference room and we�ll finish up as soon as I�m done.�
�And the exercise?�
Halleck hated to be pushed and hated sharing information with subordinates. Waving a hand irritably he replied, �Early afternoon. I�ll decide after talking with Sturgis. Go on and keep them busy for a few minutes.�
The fire chief wanted to talk to him but he simply said, �See Colonel Richards,� and strolled toward the back office.
�No interruptions,� he barked at Cindy and shut his door. Sitting down, Halleck selected the speakerphone option and hit the fast-dial line to Langley and got Sturgis�s exec.
�Sorry, sir� the general wasn�t expecting your call till after twelve hundred. He�s in a conference.�
Sighing, Halleck said, �Okay, Major� let him know I called and will call back in fifteen minutes.
Hanging up, he stared at the wall and frowned. Was nothing going to go right today?
* * *
�Forty-seven private aircraft left the Tidewater area within twenty-four hours of Neville�s death. Of these, thirty-two were local flights, and all returned.� David Abbot glanced down at his notes. �Of the fifteen that didn�t come back, seven have been verified as legitimate cross-country flights through the pilot or owner.�
�By telephone or face-to-face?� John Lee asked. They�d all met back in General Sturgis�s office at 1130 to receive the FBI agent�s update.
�Face-to-face. Now, concerning the remaining eight.� he spread out a TPC (tactical pilotage chart) of the Virginia Peninsula with circles drawn on it. �Colonel Truax and I discounted four more.�
�How?� Sturgis asked, leaning over the table. The others craned their necks to see.
Axe cleared his throat. �We drew a two-hour radius from Langley and assumed that this guy wouldn�t go any farther than this if he was in a hurry to get away.� He tapped the big black circle centered around Langley Air Force Base.
�Why is the top cut off?�
�I don�t think a man in a hurry would try to escape up I-64. Too many delays. So I cut the northern part off at Williamsburg.�
They all nodded. They�d all been through the I-64 hell before.
�Okay,� he continued. �That said, we also discounted the big commercial airports like Patrick Henry, Richmond, and Norfolk. Also the military fields at Langley and Oceana.�
�That left eight airfields. One of the four remaining aircraft took off out of Chesterfield County, on the other side of Richmond, so we discounted him.�
�That leaves three.� Jolly Lee looked up. �Where did they come from?�
�None of them filed flight plans. A Cessna 310 from Hampton Roads Executive, a Beech Baron from Chesapeake Regional and a SkyMaster from the Suffolk Executive Airport. The 310 and the SkyMaster are both corporate registered. Billings Medical and Trendco Logistics respectively � we�re digging into those. The Baron belongs to a local doctor.�
�So he�s out.�
�Not necessarily,� Abbot replied. �It could�ve been stolen. Incidentally, there were no reports of any aircraft stolen within seventy-two hours of Neville�s death.�
Axe pointed at the largest circle. �This is the normal unrefueled radius of a Cessna 310 and the Skymaster � about eight hundred fifty miles. So we, that is the FBI, are searching for the registration numbers in the FAA database and contacting the airfields at two-thirds the radius and beyond to see if anyone has seen them.�
�But there must be hundreds of places they could�ve landed.� Sturgis frowned. �Talk about the proverbial needle��
�True,� Abbot answered. �But we�re starting with the most likely paces. Those with fuel facilities and night lighting to begin with.�
�Also those without a control tower. If I were this guy, I�d want as few witnesses as possible.�
For a minute no one said anything, they just stared at the map. Jolly Lee broke the silence. �Of course, we�re assuming he went by airplane� that�s a big assumption in my book.�
�I agree.� Axe nodded. �But if we�re thinking that this murder and those in Texas are connected, there�s no other way for him to get there in time but by air. And the commercial flights all turned up negative, as did the railroad. He couldn�t have driven it but the rental cars also turned up with zilch. No.� He tapped the chart. �Air is the only way.�
�He could�ve chartered a plane,� Sturgis volunteered.
�Yes � but that involves other people and more clues left behind. The only two charter questions we had were resolved � the mom-and-pop company took their own plane to West Virginia for a camping trip. Besides��Abbot looked up��we�ve already established that this is a guy who knows air bases and has no trouble blending in on one. So it�s not too far-fetched to suppose that he might be a pilot himself.�
They didn�t like that.
�Still a needle in a haystack,� Sturgis persisted.
The FBI agent straightened. �Every investigation has to have a starting point. Most crime scenes have an abundance of clues � or a motive is obvious. This one has neither. This airplane angle is the most reasonable place to start��he looked around��and if we can tie one of these aircraft to both crime scenes, we have a suspect and a focus for all these combined federal resources.�
�So what�s next, then?� The general sounded testy and for once Axe couldn�t blame him.
�It shouldn�t take too long to run these companies down and get answers back from the airfields. Amazing the effect a badge has on folks.� He smiled a bit. �So we�ll let you know as soon as something turns up. In the meantime, the local cops are still running down a few missing folks from the trains. And I�ve got the other information you requested.� He looked at Axe, then at the general.
�Right.� Sturgis sighed and waved at the door. �Colonel Truax, you and the major remain, please. You too, Jolly.�
After the others left, David Abbot pulled a file from his briefcase and dropped it on the coffee table. �These four files were scanned and sent thirty minutes ago from Colorado.�
�Right � the four most promising mercenary files from that turd Womack.� Sturgis leaned forward and leafed through them.
�Complete with pictures.�
Axe stared at them. �Pretty crappy pictures.� They were grainy and vague.
�Yes, well, the Caribbean authorities aren�t noted for their attention to detail.�
�All four?� Karen Shipman frowned and looked at the pictures. �All four are Caribbean-issued passports?�
�One each from Barbados and the Caymans. The third from Aruba, so it�s really Dutch. The last is from Nevis and St. Kitts.�
Axe and Jolly looked up, then looked at Karen Shipman. They all had the same thought. Sturgis saw it and was irritated. �What?�
�Aruba is a Dutch possession. One of our prime suspects for this rogue mercenary is Dutch,� Shipman answered.
�Timo Van Oste,� Axe muttered.
�Could be a coincidence,� Jolly said.
�I don�t believe in coincidences,� Sturgis replied. �I�ll get on to USAFE Headquarters and have them talk to The Hague. We should have a picture of this Van Oste within a few hours.�
He rubbed his fleshy little hands together and smiled for the first time that day. �What did you do to Womack? You�re not really going to move him are you?�
David Abbot smiled humorlessly. �Oh, we always keep our word. He�ll be moved, just as we agreed. For exactly twenty-four hours. Then straight back into Florence. We don�t deal with traitors.�
* * *
Halleck glanced at his watch and decided against ducking back into the meeting. Unlike most fighter pilots, he actually enjoyed meetings � as long as he was in charge. Standing, he turned and glanced out the window. The medical unit had erected several big dark green tents to simulate a field hospital and were hammering in the last stakes now.
ORIs could either be highly effective or a colossal waste of time, depending on how much simulated bullshit was permitted. The safe play was to simulate as much of the ground stuff as possible and go with conservative tactics in the air. It was all a numbers game and he intended to see that the numbers worked out.
Stretching, he decided to take a long, slow call of nature, then call Langley back. Yawning, he opened the door, then stopped. His first reaction was shock that there was a man in his private bathroom. Then indignation.
�What the fu��
Then recognition.
�You!� His face darkened and he immediately understood. He was moving into a defensive position when the pain came.
Lucky Mike Halleck was fast, strong, and a born fighter. But he lost a critical second in reaction time because he was taken by surprise.
The Sandman had no such issue. His left arm shot out and his hand, thumb spread, caught the other pilot�s throat in a vicious �V� strike that sent Halleck tumbling backward into his office. The colonel hit the ground hard but managed to roll sideways and came back up. Staggering into a half crouch, one hand holding his throat, he faced the mercenary.
Eyes gleaming with hate, Lucky Mike opened his mouth to speak but couldn�t. Throat crushed, he was trying to snort air in through his nose when the Sandman�s foot shattered his right kneecap. Toppling sideways, he crashed into the desk, knocking the lamp off.
Surprisingly, he came up again, one leg dangling. Arms apart, he gave the classic �come on� gesture with his right hand and the mercenary smiled.
�What would be the point? You�re a dead man, Lucky.�
Gagging and spitting, Halleck shook his head furiously. But his skin was already graying and the colonel grabbed the desk for support. Swaying, he stared at the mercenary, mouth opening and closing.
�Why?�
. �You know why,� The Sandman answered calmly.
Halleck slipped to his knees, the hate fading to fear as he realized he couldn�t get enough air through his nose to stay conscious. Or alive.
�They died. There shouldn�t have been an accident because we shouldn�t have been there. You prick.�
His hand shot out again and this time shattered Halleck�s nose. The colonel collapsed on the ground, real panic in his eyes. He couldn�t breathe at all now.
Suddenly there was a knocking at the door. Halleck�s eyes rolled toward the sound but he couldn�t do anything about it.
�Colonel Halleck,� Cindy called. �Are you all right, sir? I heard a noise.�
Clearing his throat loudly, the Sandman called back gruffly. �S�okay� just dropped my lamp over. I�ll clean it up.�
�Uahhh� uahhhh�� Halleck gasped, staring wildly up at the man standing over him.
�All for your fucking career� and a jet that didn�t work anyway. And my family is dead.�
�Ahhhhh�� the air wheezed out of the colonel�s ashen face and the light faded from his eyes. The Sandman knelt down so the dying man could hear him.
�And now you are too, asshole.�
�Hhhhhh��
Mike Halleck�s chest gave one convulsive heave, then shuddered, deflating like a balloon. Head lolling sideways, his sightless eyes fixedon the ceiling.
Remaining where he was for a moment, the Sandman looked at the dead face and remembered other times. Flying with this man, drinking and singing with him � even going to war with him. There should�ve been a loyalty between them that nothing could break. As he watched a thin stream of blood trickle down Halleck�s cheek, the mercenary remembered the soul-killing feeling he�d had when Halleck betrayed him. The utter disbelief that a man he�d trusted had done what he�d done.
Eyes hard, the mercenary stood then. It wouldn�t change anything, but it was justice. The thought of Halleck and the others living out happy lives while his had been torn apart was unimaginable.
�Colonel Halleck!� Cindy�s voice penetrated the door and brought him back to the present. �Sir� General Sturgis�s office is on the line.�
Rapidly crossing to the door, he locked it, then stepped back to the bathroom.
�Sir?� Cindy called again.
�Yeah, all right,� the Sandman snapped irritably from the bathroom. He hoped the distance, the door and the slight echo would mask his voice. �I�ll call in five��
There was no chance of walking out the front of this place. Confusion got him in and he knew confusion would get him out. Stepping over the dead man, he picked up the phone and hit the button marked CP, for Command Post.
�Twentieth Fighter Wing Command Post, Airman Giles speaking� how can I help you, sir or ma�am?�
�Colonel Halleck here� put the duty officer on.�
A moment later a deeper voice answered. �Major Bennett.�
�This is Colonel Halleck with an exercise input� you will go to Alarm Red immediately, followed in five by Alarm Black. StartEx is��he looked at his watch��1207 hours.�
�Yessir. Alarm Red immediately. StartEx.�
He hung up the phone. Grabbing each of Halleck�s ankles, the Sandman dragged Lucky Mike into the bathroom. There was a single shower against the far wall and he opened the door, hefted the corpse by the armpits, and dumped it into the stall. As he shut the door, the mercenary heard the Giant Voice, the base public address system, come to life.
�EXERCISE, EXERCISE� ALARM RED. REPEAT ALARM RED.�
Walking back into the office, he pulled Halleck�s B-4 bag off the sofa and opened it. A large duffel bag, it was used in this case to carry chemical response gear. �Alarm Red� meant that the base was under attack. �Alarm Black� meant the presence of chemical weapons and everyone in the area had to don protective gear and gas masks. It was totally silly and unrealistic, but it made the exercises that much more miserable, therefore, by perverse military logic, more realistic.
�EXERCISE, EXERCISE� INCOMING� INCOMING� ALARM RED!�
He heard scuffling and muffled voices outside and ignored them. Civilians like Cindy didn�t have to dive under desks or wear chem gear, but they did have to remain at their workstations � another reason he couldn�t just walk out the front door. Pulling on the pants and snapping them around his waist, he then donned the jacket and walked to the window.
The base was a beehive as grown men and women played war. At least, their version of it. Everywhere, people were jumping into tents designated �simulated� shelters � taped-out squares on the grass.
�EXERCISE, EXERCISE� ALARM BLACK� ALARM BLACK.�
Taking Halleck�s keys from his desk, he opened the private back door, slung the gas mask over his shoulder, and stepped out. The crowd on the grass was too busy putting on plastic hoods and cinching up straps to notice him, which was precisely what he wanted. Crossing the ten feet to the blue staff car, he slid in, started up, and drove away in a matter of seconds. Pulling out onto Lance Street, he glanced in the rearview mirror and was pleased � everyone on base would be too busy for the next thirty minutes to give their wing commander much thought. He did not see the secretary, Cindy, standing at her office window staring after him.
Taking a left on Shaw Drive, he drove carefully � but not too carefully. Alarm Blacks usually lasted about fifteen minutes, so he had about seven minutes remaining to get off the base. Not that anyone would bother a staff car with a Stan Eval colonel inside. Still, once the Black condition passed, roads would be blocked off and extra security checkpoints set up to �play the game.�
No, heading straight off the base was the safest and quickest plan, so he followed Shaw Drive all the way out, past the chapel and the aircraft static displays to the main gate. The security cops were focused on people coming in, not going out; nevertheless, the mercenary flipped the sun visor down and sat up a bit higher in the seat as he passed through. They never even turned their heads.
Accelerating to the right, he merged onto Garner�s Ferry Road and eased into the left lane. Past Patriot�s Parkway about a quarter mile, he turned around in the same place and came back in the eastbound lane of Garner�s Ferry Road. Pulling back into Lulu�s, the mercenary drove around to the back side and parked under the trees.
Pulling off the chem gear, he got out, dropped it in the trunk and locked the car. Leaning against the back bumper, he looked around, then kicked the license plate off and picked it up. To a casual observer, it was just a plain blue car sitting in a quiet lot. Taking the plate and pocketing the keys, he strolled over to his own vehicle, unlocked it, and got in.
Sitting a moment with his hands on the wheel, the Sandman gazed out at the distant air base. It had once been his home. He�d devoted nearly six years of his life to this place, the mission of the Air Force, and the people who did it. For a moment he felt a twinge of regret when he knew he�d never see this place again. Maybe this was enough. Maybe it was time to disappear and leave forever.
Pausing by the road he looked both ways. He could turn left, head back into Columbia or Atlanta and be gone within hours.
Then he saw their faces again. His wife and little daughter.
No. It was never enough for that.
Turning right he joined the midday traffic that would eventually take him to Interstate 20 near Florence, South Carolina.
From there, he�d head north. To finish.

Chapter 21

�Trendco Logistics.�
�What�s that?� Doug Truax looked up and blinked. He�d put his head down for a few minutes and woke up seeing David Abbot.
�Trendco Logistics. It�s an LLC registered in Delaware.�
His brain still fuzzy, Axe yawned. �And I care about this� why?�
�Because it used Carter Aviation, an aircraft broker right here in Virginia Beach, to buy a Cessna. Incidentally, a SkyMaster holding an N931SM registration number.�
Axe sat up now, wide awake. �So I was right?�
The agent shrugged. �No way to tell for certain yet. But the missing 310 was found in Ohio � corporate owned and belonging to a televangelist who was off ministering to the needy.�
�What needy?�
�A few very needy call girls outside Cincinnati who regularly receive the� blessing of the Reverend Timmy Childress.�
Axe put his head back and laughed. Childress ran an extremely large, very profitable nonprofit organization dedicated to a god that required heavy funding. Evidently a different God than everyone else knew.
�And the local doctor with the Baron?�
�Medical convention at the Biltmore in North Carolina. Verified.�
�Just because the SkyMaster hasn�t shown up doesn�t mean it�s our guy.�
Abbot smiled. �I thought you�d say that.� He opened his notepad. �Trendco Logistics used an accommodation address here in Suffolk. A post office box.�
�Even so��
�� that claimed three pieces of mail the day Neville was killed.�
The pilot thought about that, then shook his head. �I�m sure people got mail all over the country the day. They couldn�t have all had grudges.�
�True.�
�So why do you look pleased?�
Abbot chuckled. �Because we traced the claim checks back to the sending addresses. One of them was to an incorporation service in Delaware that proved remarkably uncooperative until faced with several unsmiling FBI agents in their offices.�
�Guns and badges.�
�Right � this company registered two LLCs in Delaware about a week apart. The first was Trendco and the second was Green Mountain.�
Axe was interested now. �Paid for� how?�
�Ah, yes. Always follow the money. Apparently both were paid for by Green Mountain Transport � and its account was opened with an international wire.�
Clever.
�So it�s a dead end.�
�Not really. Foreign banks have become much more cooperative under U.S. pressure after 9/11. Amazing how much influence we still wield. Anyway, we�re working with the Justice Department to trace the wire origin and we�ll get it. May take a day or so though.�
�So what do we have, then?�
�Two companies, formed under non-traditional methods, doing business in the United States that no one seems to know about. Two companies that had mail picked up thirty miles from Colonel Neville�s murder scene and within ninety minutes of his death.�
Axe pursed his lips and stared at the FBI agent. �And one of these companies bought an aircraft that left this area the same day and hasn�t been located.�
�Well, yes and no.� Abbot smiled again. �It did leave but we have located it. At least one of its stops anyway.�
�Where?�
Abbot unfolded the same chart they�d all looked at earlier. �Your estimate of the radius was pretty accurate.� He tapped a speck on the map. �Here. Someplace called DeWitt Municipal Airport� in Arkansas.�
�How�d you track it down?�
�By N number�931 Sierra Mike was filed out of DeWitt to Seward, just west of Lincoln, Nebraska.�
Truax frowned. �But flight plans don�t necessarily mean that�s where the aircraft went. But it was physically at the airport in Arkansas?�
�I spoke to the airport manager himself. He remembers the plane. And��Abbot looked up��he remembers the pilot.�
�Good enough to compare to pictures?�
The agent nodded. �They�ve already been sent to the field office at Little Rock and a pair of agents are on their way to the field.�
Axe whistled softly. �Lucky break.�
�You take what you can get. As I said, there has to be a starting point in any investigation, and this one had nothing at the crime scene. All of this,� he waved a hand over the chart, �could be circumstantial� probably is. But we have to chase down everything remotely connected or suspicious. This is��he looked up at Axe��a very smart and dangerous man.�
�Seems fairly promising though,� Axe replied hopefully. He�d woken up by now and was staring hatefully at the coffeemaker. �How about a real lunch? There�s a little pub in downtown Hampton Roads I know� great shepherd�s pie. We�ll be back for Sturgis�s P.M. meeting.�
Abbot shook his head. �I�ll stay. I want to see what else we can get from this. Also, I�ve got to keep after the mercenary case.�
�You�re on,� Karen stood and stretched, both men staring at the tight sweater as it pulled across her chest. With her eyes still closed she said, �your car keys aren�t in my sweater. You find them and you can drive.�
* * *
�Is the boss in?� Colonel Scott Richards walked across the office, headed for Halleck�s door.
�No.� Cindy didn�t look up from the papers she was reading. �He�s missed two calls, one appointment, and didn�t bother to tell me where he was going.� She sounded peevish, as only a secretary can sound.
Richards rattled the door anyway and frowned. �That�s strange. We were supposed to decide together when to kick off the exercise,� he jerked his head toward the window. �But it�s plainly started.�
�Looks like he doesn�t consult you any more than he consults me.� Cindy sniffed.
�He�s scheduled to fly this afternoon too. Maybe he went down to the squadron to help plan the mission. If he does check in, let me know, will you? Ask him to buzz me. �
She shrugged and went back to reading.
Richards gave up and walked back to his office. It was 1230.
* * *
�So?� Axe said, sitting gingerly on a wet, metal chair outside O�Dowd�s Irish Pub. It was on a side street in the historic section of Hampton Roads, and was the sort favored by yuppies, lawyers, and military officers from Langley.
She waited for the waiter to leave, then said, �At DIA one of the areas I worked related to approval for the sale of American weapons to foreign buyers.�
�What? Like ITARS?�
International Traffic of Arms Regulations were the Bible for arms dealings for any defense contractor or government organization wishing to sell American-made weaponry.
Karen shrugged. �ITARS is for deals done by the book. There are plenty that aren�t.�
�Like Saddam Hussein�s endless supply of �agricultural credits� back in the eighties?�
�Exactly. If he was willing to kill Iranians, then we kept him happy.� Axe understood it from a practical point of view but in his case, much of that same stuff had come back at him during the Gulf War.
�Anyway,� Shipman continued, �Our concerns didn�t just deal with hardware. American expertise is also considered a very valuable commodity. So we kept tabs on certain� defense consultants and extended-training specialists.�
�Mercenaries.�
She shrugged again. �It�s just semantics. Most of these men had the tacit approval, or in some cases the outright sanction, of our government.�
�Iran � Contra.�
�And many others.�
�You said most of them.�
She sipped her drink. �A few years back, the Israelis had a problem, and for reasons best known to them, decided to use the services of a professional mercenary. When the operation was complete, they decided his knowledge of the whole affair was too much of a liability so they killed him.�
�Sounds like an occupational hazard in that kind of business.�
�Right. Except we don�t think he really died.�
�Why not?�
Karen looked out over the street and wondered how much she should tell him. He had the right clearances but up till now hadn�t had that elusive �need to know.�
�Well� the incident in China, to begin with.�
He leaned back and stared at her. �You mean you think you know who might�ve done this? And you�ve known all this time?!� His voice came up a level.
�Lower your voice,� she took another drink and glanced around. �I didn�t say that. We�d become aware of this man due to the Israeli situation and, working backward, were able to probably assign four other high-level operations to him. Ops that no one had claimed credit for and no one could be tracked.
They looked at each other a moment and Axe noticed again the tiny flecks of brown in her green eyes.
�He�s that good?� the pilot said at last and Karen nodded.
�He�s that good. And cagey enough to make the Israelis believe that they�d killed him. Otherwise he�d spend his life looking over his shoulder.�
�So where do we fit in?�
�I wasn�t certain there was a connection until we had Womack�s files and I saw that one of the document sets was from Nevis and St. Kitts.�
�And this means something?�
�Maybe. When we investigated this Israeli affair one of the only clues about this man lay with some old documentation he�d used� years before.�
�And it was from the Caribbean?� Axe put his elbows on the table and his head in his hands.
�Nevis and St. Kitts.�
He whistled. It could be a coincidence. It could be an error or a dozen other things. But his gut said it was real. �Is that all?�
�No,� she took a bigger swig of Guinness and stared at his face. �The rumor going around was that he was an American.�

Chapter 22

�What the hell do you mean, he�s missing? How is that possible with fucking satellites and surveillance gadgets out the wazoo?� General Kenneth Allen Sturgis glared at the FBI agent then at everyone else. �How?!�
David Abbot sighed and leaned back in the big leather chair. �We don�t have all that stuff pointed at NoWhere, Arkansas, General. The information only came in this morning. Barely enough time to get a field agent out there, much less change a satellite�s orbit.�
Truax said nothing. He was still mentally reeling from Karen Shipman�s revelation about the American mercenary. It was 1:30 P.M. on Monday and he wished he was on a boat someplace drinking mai tais.
�So what do you know for certain?� Jolly Lee asked, glancing at the general�s red face. �I mean, we do know that plane was there, right?�
�Right. SkyMaster N931SM landed at DeWitt Muni around seventeen thirty, local time. The airport manager was getting ready to leave for the night but said the pilot was very accommodating. Just wanted gas and a cup of coffee.�
�So there�s a fuel receipt?�
Abbot shook his head. �No. He paid cash and left a big tip. Said he was in a hurry to meet a lady in Omaha.�
Sturgis snorted.
�What about a flight plan?�
�There was one filed. To Seward Airport, outside Lincoln. But it was never activated.�
�Takeoff time?
The agent flipped a piece of paper over, then gave it Truax. �I can�t read these things.�
Axe scanned it rapidly. �Eighteen thirty local.� He pulled the chart across the table. �Assuming this is our guy, he�d have to make the approximate takeoff time in case the airport manager happened to check. Also, any witnesses would say that a light twin did depart around that time.�
�Why is that important?� Karen Shipman asked.
�To throw people like us off the trail.� Axe was nodding his head. �I bet he even headed north before turning in case anyone was watching.�
�Turning where?�
�That�s the question, isn�t it?� Axe extended his pinky and thumb into a straight line and used his right hand like a ruler. �Certainly not north, and why would he come back east? So my money is on south or west. Four hours at two hundred knots gets him anywhere along this radius.� He measured it out and slowly moved his hand in a circle, then abruptly stopped.
�Son of a bitch�� Jolly whispered softly.
�What is it?� Sturgis leaned forward to try and see the chart, and David Abbot smiled.
�San Antonio, Texas.�
* * *
Shit. Captain Jon Matheson swore silently and slowed down. He looked at the �no signal� message on his cell phone, glanced in the rearview mirror, and swerved into the right lane. Pulling into Lulu�s parking lot just west of the base, he was rewarded with enough bars to call, and hit the redial button. �Sorry baby.� He drove slowly around to the back and stopped. �Listen� I should be back in a few hours. I didn�t know anything about it� It�s a No Notice kind of� evaluation.�
He was trying to sound upbeat for the woman on the other end but was seething inside. He�d specifically taken leave for the next week and his fianc�e had flown all the way in from Alaska. Now this. He�d been recalled, leave canceled, and told to report by 1400. As the squadron�s weapons and tactics officer, there wasn�t anything he could do but comply. He�d have to take whatever silly scenario they gave him and plan his squadron�s response.
Wasn�t it enough that he�d missed the past three Thanksgivings and Christmases because of Middle East horseshit? Wasn�t it enough that he worked at least twelve hours every day and usually the weekends too?
Now this.
�Thanks� I�m sorry.� He listened and smiled slightly. �You�re a good sport. I�ll call back as soon as I can.�
Hanging up, he sighed. She�d understood but the disappointment in her voice was plain. Shaking his head with disgust, he pulled around and caught sight of the blue staff car parked back in the corner.
�Fucking bastard,� he muttered. �Recall all of us to the dirty work and you sneak off to Lulu�s for pancakes. Prick.�
Dropping the phone on the seat, his mind now occupied with the ORI, he drove off and promptly forgot all about the car.
* * *
Cindy had received two manila folders with red and white covers marked SECRET, for the attention of the 20 FW commander. It happened all the time and she always just handed them off to Colonel Halleck. It was after quarter till two and she wanted to take a smoke break but couldn�t with the folders on her desk. Colonel Richards wasn�t in either, so she heaved herself to her feet and crossed to the commander�s door.
Unlocking it, she peeked in, saw nothing and waddled over to his desk, carefully placing both folders on the blotter. As she left, Cindy pulled the door shut but it didn�t close, and anxious to smoke, she didn�t bother locking it.
* * *
The Sandman rounded a bend on Interstate 20 to the sight of an enormous red-and-yellow sombrero sticking up above the trees. This gave way to a yellow-painted tower and signs proclaiming you�d arrived at �Pedro�s South of the Border.�
He knew this place � well. It was a brilliantly tacky collection of cheap hotels and bargain-basement shops for those who couldn�t afford a real vacation. Built directly across the border in South Carolina, it provided gambling, fireworks, and other types of entertainment that were illegal in North Carolina.
Passing the Mexico Shop, Rocket City, and the Pedroland park, he pulled between the gigantic red legs of another Pedro sign and parked next to a big pink flamingo. Pleased to see that the cyber caf� he remembered was still there, the mercenary got out and stretched.
Yawning, he leaned on the hood and glanced around like any weary traveler. Minivans and pickup trucks seemed to be the common vehicle. Overweight women in tight clothes were everywhere, trying to keep hold of rowdy kids � many of them barefoot. Most of the men wore goatees, cargo shorts, and tank tops. They crammed food in their mouths and gawked at the shops and other women.
Snapshotting as always, the Sandman saw nothing suspicious. And why would there be? Given the confusion and the exercise at Shaw, he was counting on at least two hours before Halleck was discovered. A light breeze carried the smell of deep-fried food and warm, meaty burgers across the parking lot as he turned and walked into Bordertown Cyberworks and Coffee.
* * *
�What a load of horseshit.� Captain Matheson, also known as Toucan because of his nose, stared at the map provided by the exercise mission planners. The scenario was built around a fictitious country labeled Nobistan about to use nuclear weapons in retaliation for an attack by Matzoland. Toucan shook his head. Why not just say Iran and Israel? He hated this kind of silliness, especially since it was keeping him from his fianc�e. Matheson was trying not to think of her, warm and sleepy and wearing one of his T-shirts, when a finger tapped him on the shoulder.
�Little change to your lineup this afternoon.� Major Ian Toogood, inevitably called Notso, leaned over the big table and frowned at it.
Suppressing a sigh, Toucan looked at him and raised his eyebrows.
�Colonel Halleck seems to be unavailable, so we�re sliding Lt (he pronounced it El Tee) Bradshaw in his place.�
�Terrific. What happened to Halleck � early tee time at the golf course? Little League game?�
Toogood chuckled. �Believe it or not, no one can find the guy. Once the exercise started he disappeared someplace and left us to deal with this shit.� Peering at the map for a half second, he snorted. �Iran and Israel again��
Matheson straightened up and arched his back. �No, no. That might make someone feel bad. This is Matzoland and Nobistan. �Then the major�s statement penetrated his frustrated and horny brain and he remembered something.
�Hey� I saw a staff car parked behind Lulu�s when I drove in.�
�Was it Halleck�s?�
He shrugged. �Dunno. It was parked nose first.� The captain frowned. �Come to think of it, there wasn�t a plate on the back.�
�So how do you know it was his?�
�I don�t. But who else drives staff cars and who else would leave the base during an exercise?�
Major Toogood rubbed his chin. It didn�t make any sense for a wing commander to leave like that but no could seem to find him. Maybe he passed out in his waffles. �Okay.� He nodded. �I�ll see about it.� He turned away, leaving the other pilot with his charts and maps.
�By the way � what were you doing behind Lulu�s??�
That earned him a bleak look. �Calling Liz� since you made me come in for this goat fuck, I had to leave her at home.�
�Sorry, man.� Notso chuckled again. They both knew this was simply the breaks of the game. �I had no choice either. We were heading to Charleston tomorrow.�
�Life�s a bitch,� Toucan muttered unfeelingly and went back to his planning.
* * *
Scott Richards walked into Wing Headquarters a few minutes past two o�clock. He�d just come from the Command Post after receiving a phone call from the 77th Fighter Squadron. Major Toogood told him that Colonel Halleck hadn�t shown up for the daily Mass Brief � an inviolable requirement for anyone on the flying schedule that day. Even wing commanders.
The major had gone on to say that a staff car was parked behind the restaurant just off base. Richards was surprised but not alarmed. Wing commanders didn�t answer to anyone within their own wing so Halleck could do what he wished within reason. Though he disliked the man personally, Richards acknowledged that Lucky Mike was a good fighter pilot and, though a micromanaging bastard, a decent commander � as long as he wasn�t crossed.
Butting in on something that Halleck had going on off base was an excellent way to cross him. The vice commander was old school enough to believe that what men did off base was their own business as long as it broke no laws. This included women, which is what Richards surmised his boss was up to. But right now there was an exercise being conducted that was critical to all their futures, and pussy could wait.
So when he saw the door cracked, Richards walked over, knocked twice and pushed it open. Better to get it out of the way now, he thought, and stepped into Halleck�s office.
Nothing.
Then he noticed small, shattered pieces of ceramic on the carpet. There was also a lampshade in the trash can. Striding to the desk, he then saw the classified folders on the desk and his eyes narrowed. Halleck would never do that. Colonel Richards shook his head� he�d have Cindy�s ass for this.
Exhaling, he looked around and noticed there was no chem bag. Maybe he was off somewhere doing an impromptu, incognito inspection of his people. Perplexed, Richards looked out and saw that the staff car was indeed gone. But if Halleck was stuck someplace with engine trouble he would�ve called.
Scratching his head, he turned to leave, then decided to use the bathroom. What the hell, he thought. Stepping through the door, his nose immediately crinkled. Shit. It smells like shit in here. What the fuck has Halleck been eating?
As he stooped to lift the toilet lid he saw a spot of blood on the white tile. Then another. Looking up as the droplets trailed off toward the shower he saw something dark through the opaque glass and thought it must be a towel. Frowning, he opened the door and found himself staring into the glazed eyes of Lucky Mike Halleck.
* * *
�Thanks! No, I�ll remember where it came from!� David Abbot hung up the phone and turned toward Doug Truax with a smile. �That was the agent from our San Antonio office who was running down our missing aircraft.�
Axe looked up and blinked. His eyes were tired and even the sight of Karen Shipman�s marvelous chest didn�t arouse much interest. �So it�s good news or you wouldn�t be grinning like the last village idiot.�
�He was about to leave, uh� Huber Municipal or Regional or whatever it is � it was his third and last airport. There had been a SkyMaster there but the tail numbers didn�t match. He�d asked the courtesy question we all do about anything else strange or unusual happening��
�And something did?�
Abbot got up and walked over to the little mini fridge in the corner, opened it, and found nothing. �This place is really low rent, Axe.�
�Get to the point.�
�Right. So the airfield manager says no, then says, well� yes. A rental car was left here that no one can account for.�
Karen Shipman looked up at that. �So he traced it to� where?�
�The little town next to this airfield. Uh� Seguin. So the Hertz lady is very happy about it but says the car wasn�t due back for a few days.�
�Trendco Logistics?�
Abbot shook his head. �No, unfortunately.� He glanced at his notes. �A Daniel Tyler. Girl said he was a teacher in town for a job interview at the local college.�
�And they said� what?� Axe asked.
�They said they�d never heard of a Daniel Tyler from Dallas, Texas.�
�Easy enough to check out,� Karen added. �You need a driver�s license to rent a car, so there had to be a number and address.�
�There was. And Mr. Tyler of Dallas was surprised to learn that he�d rented a car in San Antonio since he�s permanently paraplegic and living in an assisted living facility.�
Chairs creaked as they all thought about that.
�So, it�s our guy,� Axe said at last.
�Just to be sure I sent the agent to the regional Air Traffic Control Center and they could find no flight plan or communications record on a SkyMaster leaving anywhere around San Antonio within the past forty-eight hours.�
�A pilot can take off VFR � visually � then file a flight plan once airborne. Were there any in flight pickups for the same period?� Axe was awake now and thinking.
Abbot shook his head. �I asked for anything pertaining to a SkyMaster and there was nothing.�
�So he�s gone again.� Karen didn�t see what the excitement was about.
The agent shook his head and so did Doug Truax. �True. But we�ve got his new N number. N9818M.�
Axe thought a moment, scribbled on the desktop and nodded. �I suspect when we find the plane we�ll see that the original three and S were made into eights, probably in Arkansas.� He pointed at his handiwork.
Jolly Lee walked in looking stern and sat down.
�We�ve also got something else we didn�t have.� Abbot smiled. �A picture off the Tyler license. It�s being sent from Texas right now. �
�But he�s still two or three steps ahead of us,� Karen Shipman persisted. �Each time we have a lead it�s a dead end. We still have no idea where this guy is or who he�ll kill next.�
�Wrong.� Jolly Lee sighed and they all turned to look at him. �Wrong on both counts. He�s in South Carolina� and he�s just killed the commander of the 20th Fighter Wing.�
* * *
The Sandman came out of the cyber caf� and walked directly to the car, thinking hard. Several things had happened that gave him pause. First was Rama Buradi � or whoever was using Buradi�s email accounts to entice him into a meeting. The Sandman was fairly certain the Chinese were behind it and he had no intention of playing along. There�d be time enough to resolve that when he was done here.
He got in the car and started it. Did the Chinese know he was in the United States? It was possible, of course, and he would remain on guard, but he doubted it. The Chinese still hadn�t overtly moved � no further bank deposits had posted � so he was convinced they would move covertly.
The second concern was Everett Womack. Despite the forger�s precautions, the mercenary was well aware of his true identity and location. Womack was the weak link in the chain � he�d undoubtedly kept records and copies of each legend transaction he�d finished and if those fell into Federal hands� the Sandman�s eyes narrowed at the thought. There was no reason to believe anyone in the U.S. government had made a connection between the mercenary they sought for the Taiwan raid and whoever was killing Air Force officers.
Still.
He�d have to think about that. Womack wasn�t answering email either, but there could be many reasons. In any event, the Sandman was well aware that Womack would eventually have to be permanently retired.
The other email was equally troubling.
Sam is chasing your shadow. Payback. Thanks again�
That was it. The sender was 27moago.
27moago. It had to mean 27 months ago. The Sandman had been in involved in Africa at the time and had saved another American mercenary from evisceration. Morgan� that had been his name. This had to be from him and it was a warning. Sam meant �Uncle Sam��some branch of the U.S. federal government. Chasing your shadow probably meant they knew about a mercenary but did not have a name. He smiled. Nor would they.
The federal angle was, he admitted, of some concern since Everett Womack had prepared the identities he was using now. He didn�t doubt for a moment that they knew a killer was among them. Still, there was no real record beyond corporate visas and the Texas driver�s license to tie him to any of the killings, and he�d left enough dead ends to frustrate anyone trying to track him. The Tobin identity he was now using hadn�t been activated until he left the SkyMaster in Missouri and the Latham Consulting credit card was a virgin, as they called it. As far as the world was concerned, Matt Tobin and Latham Consulting had originated in Atlanta, and there were no connections to Virginia, Texas, the aircraft, or his first rental car.
Eventually they would probably be uncovered � they almost always were � but by then he�d be out of the country and beyond reach. Besides, he had two sets of escape documents: the Irish identity locked in the Virginia bank box and the Lebanese passport safely hidden on his boat.
Pulling out, he threaded back slowly through the parking lot and stopped, facing the intersection. Facing him across the road was an enormous pink storefront with six-foot ice-cream cones built onto the fa�ade. Traffic meandered past, people slowing to look at the sights, and the Sandman looked to the left. He knew he could stay off the Interstate by following Highway 301 back south. It was an easy drive to Wilmington, North Carolina, and the coast. Anywhere from there up to Cape Lookout, he could buy a boat and be in Bermuda in four days, leaving the American authorities pounding their cluttered desks in frustration.
For ten long seconds he stared at the southbound road and the way out. Then, smiling a little, the mercenary pulled out and joined the traffic back onto I-95 heading north.

Chapter 23

�So one of these guys could be the mercenary.� General Kenneth Allen Sturgis peered at the four expanded photographs on his desk.
�Could be, sir.� Colonel John Lee and Major Shipman were standing behind the general, looking over his shoulder. There would be another meeting to discuss the manhunt progress as soon as Sturgis was brought up to date on the Taiwan situation. Though both officers could plainly see the investigation of an international mercenary was rapidly taking second place to a person who deliberately killed military officers.
�Womack�s additional files were a gold mine as far as the FBI is concerned. But these are the most likely in my opinion.�
�Why?� Sturgis tried to focus but the news from South Carolina had unnerved him. Another dead officer�
�If we continue assuming this guy was a U.S. military officer, then it�s reasonable that he might use American places and names � maybe even locations he was familiar with,� Karen said.
�I think that�s a stretch.� Jolly Lee was staring at the pictures.
She nodded. �Probably, but not something to be discounted. Also��she pointed at one of the pictures��this is the oldest so it�s likely the first one he used.�
�From the Caribbean� Nevis and St. Kitts,� Sturgis muttered.
�Right. And the DIA has information that this guy was an American. And these other pics��she tapped one of them��all appear to be the same man.�
The general leaned forward, frowning, and Jolly Lee did the same. The chin, he thought. Something about the chin tugged at his memory.
�See, several have glasses and the hair is parted differently. This one�s head is turned at a slight angle and this one�s head is lowered a bit.� She looked up. �All simple techniques to subtly change an appearance.�
Sturgis nodded somewhat absently. �I think I see that.� He leaned back and the other two moved to the sides of the desk. �So where does that leave us?�
Major Shipman started to reply, when there was a knock at the door.
�Come.� Sturgis raised his head and Doug Truax walked into the room, shutting the door behind him. �We were just discussing this mercenary,� Sturgis continued. �Major Shipman has some pictures, courtesy of the FBI, and they all seem to think this person is American. I seem to recall a possible Dutch suspect you had mentioned.�
Sturgis nodded as Truax gestured toward the coffee. �That�s true, General. Timo van Oste was a very likely candidate. Problem is, The Hague says he went missing in Syria during the uprising. He�d been employed by Assad�s government as a sort of advisor. Several MiGs have been shot down so it�s possible he was in one of them. In any event, if he was there he could hardly be responsible for the Taiwan raid.� He walked toward the desk. �Pictures?�
�Later, later.� Sturgis waved an arm. �Get the others in here and let�s talk about South Carolina.�
�Any idea how this maniac got inside the headquarters building and all the way into the commander�s office?� General Sturgis was rubbing his forehead, eyes closed.
Colonel Lee looked up from his notebook. �They don�t know for certain, but there was a fire alarm about an hour before Colonel Halleck was killed. It�s possible � no, probable � that he got inside then. Colonel Truax was just on the phone with the Shaw vice wing commander.�
�What caused the fire?� Karen Shipman asked.
�Uh� coffeemaker, they think. Just a short.�
�Any idea how he got from Texas to South Carolina?� Sturgis still hadn�t opened his eyes. What a fucking mess. He expected a call at any moment from the Chief of Staff of the Air Force. A call he was certain would end his career.
�Had to be by plane,� Lee replied. �No other way to do it.�
�And why can�t we find the fucking thing?�
�Doesn�t really matter, sir.� Colonel Lee shrugged. �He had to use the plane to get back east. No other way to do it fast enough.�
Abbot had walked in and was leaning against the bookshelf. �Oh, it matters. Could be lots of forensic evidence in that thing. Fingerprints, DNA� could all be used to finally ID this guy.�
�You�re right.� Sturgis nodded at Jolly. �It doesn�t matter at the moment. We may never find the plane or discover how this animal got from Texas to South Carolina. But we do know he was there.�
�Assuming it�s the same man.� Axe spoke up. �Even wing commanders make enemies� jealous husbands, a double life someplace. It happens.�
�Correct. And we�ll be looking into all of that,� Abbot agreed. �But for now, it�s too coincidental that another officer has been killed. It is almost certainly the same man.�
�How was he killed?� Karen Shipman quietly asked.
�Crushed larynx,� Doug Truax answered. �I just got off the phone with Scott Richards, the vice down there. He said Halleck was surprised in his office by the killer.�
�Hence the throat strike.�
�Yeah,� Axe nodded. �Can�t cry out or even fight back when you can�t breathe.�
�And it�s consistent with the other killings,� Karen added. �He always gets in close and uses his hands or something readily available like a knife.�
�Not needing a gun makes travel easier and less complicated.�
�It�s not that.� Abbot shook his head and the others looked at him. �He wants his victims to see him, to know who is killing them.�
�Sick bastard,� muttered Major Dwyer, Sturgis�s twerpy little aid,
Axe�s eyes narrowed. �No, not sick.� He looked at Jolly Lee. �He obviously knows them if he wants their last sight to be his face. We must�ve missed something. There has to be a connection between all these people. Someone who has a grudge against them all.�
�Are there any surveillance videos from Shaw?� Abbot asked Colonel Lawson, who nodded.
�Yes � the SP commander down there is emailing four hours plus or minus from the time they think Halleck was killed.�
�Where�s the camera?�
�There�s one in an overhead light at the entrance to Wing Headquarters and one at each gate that may be of use. But��he paused and looked at the agent��it seems pointless, since we don�t what he looks like.�
By way of an answer, David Abbot removed a picture from one of the folders he carried. �This is a still shot taken from one of the BX security cameras the morning of the killings at Randolph.� Everyone crowded around. It was a grainy black-and-white image of a man standing next to a car in what appeared to be a parking lot. Abbot placed the enlargement next to it showing a man standing next to a dark car. Given the height of the camera and the angle of the man�s head, it wasn�t much of a picture.
�That�s it?� Sturgis sounded incredulous. �That could be Truax here. Why do you think this is our man?�
Smiling a little, the agent placed a third enlargement on the table. It was the back quarter of the car and showed a partial license plate ending in 265. �Texas switched to a seven-digit mixed-case plate format some years ago. But this��he tapped on the picture��is a plain black-and-white plate with no graphic behind it. They didn�t do this until 2012, and it makes the number much easier to read.�
�Okay� great. You can read the plate.� The general was plainly irritable. �This could be anyone.�
�I remembered the statement made by the agent who went to Huber Airport about a rental car being left. He said it was a Camry, so, on a hunch, I checked with Hertz in Seguin with this partial plate and��
�And it�s a match.� Axe was impressed. �Okay. So how did this guy get to Shaw Air Force Base in South Carolina? Did he fly himself in that damned SkyMaster, or did he fly commercial?�
�If he flew himself we could spend another week trying to find the plane. And for what?� Lee asked. �As I see it, it doesn�t make much difference. I mean, we�re working under the assumption that it�s the same guy anyway.�
�Why does that even matter? He got to Shaw and killed Colonel Halleck, so why thrash around finding out how he got there?� Sturgis moved back to his desk and sat down. �I�m more interested in where he�ll go next. �
�That�s exactly the point,� Abbot answered. �If we find out how he got to South Carolina, then we�ll know what identity he�s using now. Unless he�s paying cash for everything, then the electronic money trail will lead to him.�
�What makes you think he�s using a name other than Dan Tyler?� Major Dwyer asked.
�Because the leads we did have, Blue River Literary and Trendco Logistics, haven�t been used in twenty-four hours. Because we still don�t know who he is and because everything we do know indicates superb planning and execution. These are all marks of a very experienced and dangerous professional who has remained on the loose in our backyard. This is not a man who makes many mistakes.�
�So he�s moved on to be someone else.� Karen nodded. �It�s what I would do. So what�s the best way to fly commercial into that part of the country?�
�Well, Atlanta for one,� Jolly suggested.
Axe sipped his coffee and thought about that. �There�s also Charlotte in North Carolina. And Columbia and Charleston in South Carolina.�
�That�s a lot of surveillance video,� Lawson, the cop, said skeptically. �Using this?� He pointed at the picture.
Abbot nodded. �To start with. But we might also get something from Shaw. Until then��he looked at Sturgis��we�ll put out alerts concerning Dan Tyler and the two companies we do know about. Also, I think increasing the official Threat Condition on all military bases would be prudent.�
�I can do that for ACC bases. I�ll need Chief of Staff concurrence for the others.� Sturgis glanced at Dwyer and jerked his head toward the door. �So let�s get on it� goes without saying to inform me instantly of any new developments.�
Doug Truax and Karen Shipman waited for the FBI agent to gather his papers then they left together. Down the stairs and out the door they stepped into the breezy Virginia afternoon.
Axe took a deep breath, happy to see the sun and be out of offices smelling of coffee. �Can�t be that simple. Upping the base security conditions.�
Karen Shipman said nothing and stretched, just a bit longer than necessary, Axe thought.
David Abbot turned and looked at him. �You�re right. Whatever this man�s up to, I�m sure he�s thought of that. We�re not gonna catch a guy like this that way.�
�Then why bother?�
�We�ve got to do something, and,� Abbot added, �maybe we�ll get a break.�
* * *
As the three of them entered Axe�s office just after three P.M., the phone was ringing and he went to answer it. Plopping down in a chair, David Abbot spread out his material again, and he and Karen were poring over the material when John Lee came in.
�Where�s Axe?� he sounded excited.
Karen pointed toward the closed door and Abbot looked up. �What�s that?� He jerked his head at the folder in Jolly�s hand.
�From Shaw.� He sat down, grinning like the cat with the canary. �Take a look.� He spread out several pictures. �These are still shots from the camera over the headquarters� main entrance.�
The best one revealed an officer in a flight suit coming around the building�s corner and he was looking up. Though in a shadow, the image had been lightened enough to provide a decent picture of the man�s face.
�The hat and big sunglasses don�t help.� Abbot frowned. �Still��
He pulled out the other picture from Randolph, laid it alongside and the three of them compared the two.
�Same build. Can�t see much of his hair or features in either one,� said Karen Shipman. �He generally keeps his head down a bit. Like he�s expecting cameras to be around. It could be the same man.�
�Maybe.� David Abbot was still staring intently and John Lee�s forehead crinkled as he leaned closer. That chin again. Something�
�So who is he?� Karen asked.
�That�s the kicker. No one seems to know. Nothing was thought of it initially because��he slid an enlargement on top that showed the pilot�s torso from the neck down as he entered the building��he�s wearing Stan Eval patches.� Abbot looked up. �ACC Stan Eval patches. Everyone assumed he was part of the exercise evaluation team.�
The back office door opened and Doug Truax strode out. He also looked excited. �From Shaw! That was Scott Richards again. He�d just gotten off the phone with a major named Toogood in, uh� the 77th Fighter Squadron. Three of his pilots gave a lift on base to a lieutenant colonel this morning. A guy they never saw before.�
�But they figured he was there for the ORI.� Karen sighed.
Axe looked surprised but Abbot interrupted. �So if these idiots gave him a ride would he have to show ID at the gate?�
�Probably not. Just the driver. How did you know about the ORI?�
Shaking his head slightly, the FBI agent pushed the enlarged picture over so Axe could see it.
�Sonofabitch.�
�Exactly. Did these pilots happen to remember his name?�
Axe was still staring at the picture. �Only his call sign� which was all he was wearing on his name tag.�
�What was it?� Karen asked.
�Blaze,� he tapped the picture. �Just like this.�
They all leaned forward again and, though at an angle and hard to read, the name under the command pilot wings said �BLAZE�.
�Why would they do that?� Abbot wanted to know. �Bring a stranger onto a base? How fucking stupid is that?�
Jolly chuckled. �This isn�t the FBI, you know. A pilot wearing oak leaves and ACC patches on the very morning a surprise ORI kicks off asks for a ride from three junior captains. What do you think they�re gonna do?�
�Couldn�t they tell he was, well, not legit?�
Lee glanced at Axe but he was still staring at the other picture � the full-length shot of the pilot.
�My guess is he is legit. Or was at one time. This is a guy who has slipped into and blended on three air bases. He can obviously �talk the talk and walk the walk.� What�s up, Axe?�
�Haven�t seen his picture in a while. Why d�you have it here?� He leaned on the desk and stirred his coffee.
The others looked up, surprised. �What are you talking about?� John Lee waved a hand at the mess of papers and photos. �Who?�
�Who? Him� who else?� Axe nodded at the full-front surveillance shot that had been covered by the enlargement.
Lee and the agent looked at each other and Karen Shipman moved closer. Finally, Abbot cleared his throat. �You, ah� you know this guy?�
The pilot snorted. �Of course. Where�d you dig up the picture?�
�I didn�t dig it up from anywhere.� Abbot leaned back and gazed up at him. �Who is he?�
�Why do you have a picture of him?�
Jolly Lee exhaled. �We think this guy is our killer.�
For a long moment nothing happened then, to everyone�s surprise, Doug Truax burst out laughing. �That�s impossible.�
�Why is that?�
Axe reached over and tapped the picture. �Because he�s been dead for nearly five years.� He turned, sat in one of the chairs, and folded his arms smugly.
�This picture,� Lee quietly replied, �was taken from a security camera at Shaw Air Force Base� this morning.�
It was Axe�s turn to look surprised and he inhaled sharply.
Couldn�t be. It just couldn�t be.
The man was dead.
He�d been to the funeral.

Chapter 24

�� late breaking news from Sumter, South Carolina� Local authorities and a spokesman for the U.S. Air Force confirm a death at Shaw Air Force Base near Sumter. The body of a senior military officer was discovered around twelve noon today. No cause of death is confirmed at this time but terrorism is not suspected and the State Law Enforcement Division is working closely with federal authorities. The name of the officer hasn�t been released pending notification of the his next of kin. This is WRHI, Rock Hill, AM Thirteen Forty��
* * *
I know his name. The Sandman smiled, turned to a station with music, and glanced at the dashboard clock: 3:34. He�d hoped to be across the next state by the time Halleck was discovered. As it was, he�d just passed the town of Wilson, east of Raleigh, North Carolina, and had another sixty miles to the line.
State Law Enforcement, the radio had said, working with federal authorities. All military bases were federal installations but the feds rarely intruded, even with a capital crime. So they�ve finally connected the killings, he thought. About time, and not unexpected. What did they have? he wondered. There were no financial or electronic trails to follow, so it had to be surveillance. Or the few personal contacts he�d made. Or both. Still, they wouldn�t have gotten much of a look at his face � he could be almost any pilot. And they couldn�t have traced the car.
Or could they? He frowned. Anything was possible and he�d stayed alive by believing anything could happen. The FBI commanded much larger resources than any state law enforcement, plus they could field helicopters. And put up roadblocks. With that thought the Sandman changed lanes and took the next exit at the town of Rocky Mount. Making the green light, he slowed to the posted speed limit and headed east on Highway 64.
* * *
Truax very gently took the photo and held it up to the light, looking carefully. It was the way the man was standing. His posture. Axe had seen it a hundred times before. Stood next to him, in fact. He peered at the face. The cap and sunglasses obscured most of it but the downward angle of the camera had caught part of the cheekbone and the chin. Axe nodded. It was him.
�Axe.� Karen Shipman�s voice was soft.
Unmistakable. Impossible � but unmistakable.
�Axe.�
Truax handed the picture back and exhaled.
�So you know this man?� Abbot prodded. �Who is he?�
Axe looked at Jolly Lee. �Stormy.�
The other pilot�s mouth literally dropped open and his eyes widened. He�d personally known Kane very slightly. But by reputation� the man was, or had been, nearly a legend in the closed world of fighter pilots. Of course. That chin.
�Stormy?� The agent sounded impatient. �That�s this guy�s name?�
Both pilots were still staring at each other.
Axe finally glanced at Abbot. �That�s his call sign� like a nickname.�
�So?� the agent looked from one to the other. �So who the hell is he?�
Doug Truax exhaled, folded his arms across his chest and stared out of the window. �Kane,� he finally replied. �His name was John Kane.�
�I don�t get it,� Abbot frowned. �Why �Stormy�?�
�Hurricane. Hurra � Kane� Stormy� get it?�
�Not really.�
�And every bit as dangerous as one,� Jolly Lee added.
Axe shook his head slowly. �That�s how he got the name. Utterly ruthless bastard when it came to fighting. Weapons School Grad, triple-war combat vet� not a finer pilot alive.�
�Right. I�m terrified.� Abbot tapped the picture. �But is he capable of doing this?�
�No. He�s dead.�
The agent rolled his eyes. �Okay. If he was alive could he do this? All of this?� He waved a hand at the pile of maps and papers.
Axe met Jolly�s eyes, then glanced at the agent. �Oh yeah, he could do it. He could�ve done it all and things you wouldn�t even think of. But you�d better pray to whatever god you believe in that I�m wrong. That this��he pointed at the picture��is just an amazing look-alike and a horrible coincidence.�
Fighter pilots, Abbot had learned, often hid behind a shallow fa�ade that masked much deeper feelings. In the brief time he�d known these two men, he�d never really seen them serious. Now as he looked from one to the other, he realized they weren�t just serious � they were visibly shaken.
�John Barrett Kane,� Axe breathed quietly and looked out the window. �God help us.�
* * *
He�d been here before, long ago. A windy, late-summer day that had outwardly been bleak and cold. But he�d been happy. His daughter had been a baby then, fat and happy. And despite the chill, he and his wife had walked along the beach dangling the little girl between them. They�d eaten she-crab soup, drunk wine, and enjoyed the simple pleasure of being a small family. A pleasure he�d never known.
Or would again.
The mercenary�s hands tightened on the wheel. No payback was equal to the lives they�d stolen but it was all that was left. He couldn�t have continued knowing they were living and breathing in the world and his family was not. They were all gone now, those who were responsible for this. Passing through Williamston, he slowed and stopped at a T intersection and waited for the light.
They were dead.
All but one.
As the light changed, he turned left on Highway 17, north for the Virginia state line.
* * *
�You�re certain.� For once General Sturgis looked straight into Axe�s eyes. �No doubt?�
Doug Truax slowly nodded his head. �I knew the man, General. We were in three separate squadrons together � including the Kosovo fiasco and the Second Gulf War. We also went through Fighter Weapons School together. You don�t forget someone like that,� he added.
Sturgis leaned back, eyes closed. �Major Dwyer, refresh our memories.�
The aid cleared his throat and referred to the folder spread out on his knees. �Yes sir. John Barrett Kane. Commissioned a second lieutenant after graduating from the University of Maryland. Pilot training at Vance� standard RTU and survival courses. Arrived at Spangdahlem Air Base, Germany, in the fall of 1988. Normal officer performance reports. Awarded a Distinguished Flying Cross with Valor and some Air Medals in the �ninety-one Gulf War.�
�Did you know him then, Truax?� Sturgis interrupted, still sitting with his eyes closed.
�No sir. I first met him at Nellis.�
Dwyer went on. �He, uh, attended the Defense Language School at Monterey for Arabic and then did an exchange with the Moroccan air force. Graduated Fighter Weapons School� did a tour at Hill AFB, then back to Nellis with the Aggressor Squadron.�
�Was that normal?� Karen Shipman asked. �Seems he should�ve gone off to a staff at that point.
�Too young,� Axe said. �Stormy came up real fast. Besides, the Gomers � sorry, the Aggressors � really wanted him. That�s where we met up again. His combat experience and language ability made him a natural, though he only did it for a year before they snagged him at the 422 Test Squadron.�
�I remember that now,� Lee chimed in. �That was when the Block 50 version of the F-16 was finishing development.�
�Right. Stormy was one of the very few F-16 Patchwearers who�d been a Wild Weasel. They needed him.�
Sturgis waved a hand and Dwyer went on. �Superb OPRs� lots of awards. Squadron Officers School� by correspondence.� The little shit smirked at that and Axe wanted to punch him. Stormy, like most fighter pilots, had been too busy doing real work to attend the silly academic course the Air Force made all captains go through.
�Masters degree in aeronautics,� He looked up, �from Duke. More flying. Shaw, Kunsan. Air Command and Staff College� and back to Shaw for the Second Gulf War.� He whistled. �A Silver Star and two more Flying Crosses with Valor.�
�A complicated man,� Karen Shipman remarked quietly.
�So doubly dangerous.� Axe nodded. �Yeah� Stormy was always a bit different.�
�In what way?� she asked, and Axe was surprised to be annoyed at her interest.
�Oh, he could drink and sing and cause trouble like the rest of us, but� I don�t know, he never lost control or just completely cut loose. Wild enough, but in a sort of quiet way.�
�I only met him once,� Jolly volunteered. �Just before he left Shaw. His wingman ground aborted, so Stormy took off alone and fought the four of us by himself.�
�How�d he do?� Axe chuckled, already knowing the answer.
Lee looked at him, smiling sardonically. �He got us all� the last two using only the gun.�
Axe chuckled. �Gun� shots, using the 20mm cannon, were extremely difficult against other jets moving three-dimensionally at 400 knots or so. �He did that sort of thing all the time.�
�But why is he here, now, killing Air Force officers?� Karen asked. �It wouldn�t be random.�
�No, it wouldn�t. There has to be some connection between him and the others.�
Sturgis got up suddenly and stood facing the window, gazing out at the brick buildings and overcast sky. He felt a drop of sweat roll down between his shoulder blades and was glad to be wearing the blue dress coat. He knew. Now that the man was identified, he knew. The others were watching him, surprised.
�There is a connection,� Sturgis took a breath and turned around. �Me.�
No one spoke.
Finally, Jolly Lee cleared his throat. �Ah� maybe you�d explain that, sir?�
The general sat down heavily and stared at the far wall. Axe noticed that his normally red cheeks were several shades lighter. �A little over, what, five years ago, I was the Director of Requirements here at Langley.�
�And for my benefit, what�s that?� David Abbot asked.
�This directorate within the staff, called A8, that establishes future requirements and the budgets that match them. Equipment and weapons� that sort of thing,� Jolly Lee answered. �
�And aircraft.� Axe was looking at Sturgis. �That�s probably the biggest piece of it.�
The general nodded somewhat absently. �Right. Well, Jimmy Neville was the division chief of A-8T, the section of A8 that dealt with the F-22 Raptor.� He cleared his throat. �The Raptor had been having� difficulties� so the branch that was responsible for the testing had a lot of� pressure� to, ah, solve the problems.�
Axe shook his head slowly. To justify the enormous budget and excuse the cost overruns, Langley tried making the Raptor into a multi-use fighter. The F/A (Fighter Attack) -22. It hadn�t worked. And would never work. The aircraft wasn�t designed for it, and in any event, dropping a fifty-pound Small Smart Bomb from thirty miles away wasn�t close air-support.
�� so we needed an expert to make that happen,� Sturgis continued. �The A-8TT branch chief knew an officer with the, ah, right qualifications.�
Truax remembered. �John Kane.�
Sturgis looked around at him. �Right. He was a Patchwearer. An F-16 weapons officer with probably the most air-to-ground combat time in the Air Force. He was also right here, finishing up a staff tour and waiting for his next orders. An ideal choice, really�� His voice trailed off.
The FBI agent was looking back and forth between them. There was plainly more to the story than this. �So?�
�So the branch chief forced the issue � needs of the Air Force and all that � and we kept Lieutenant Colonel Kane here.�
�And the branch chief was�?� Karen Shipman asked.
�Mike Halleck.�
Axe saw it all now, clear like the ringing of a single chime on an enormous bell. �Son of a bitch�� he exhaled.
�What?� Karen looked at him strangely.
�The reason he was waiting for his assignment to come through� There was a sexual-harassment claim brought against him, Axe quietly said. �Some woman in an O�Club claimed he groped her. The woman had a shitty reputation but was married to a full colonel who knew a general here at ACC and they pressed the matter. Even so, the case had been dropped by the time this thing with the Raptor came up.�
She saw it too. �So they used it, didn�t they? They used this harassment issue to keep him here.�
�That�s exactly what happened,� Axe replied, the bitterness plain in his voice. �And then� his wife� there was an accident.�
�I heard about that too,� Jolly said. �A car wreck, wasn�t it?�
�Not exactly. His wife was about seven months pregnant and some medical nobody told her she had to use a hospital across the James River someplace. Well, Stefanie, that was her name, was young and didn�t know the military and Stormy wasn�t here to cut through the bullshit. So, she and their little girl � maybe three years old � start across the bridge and she hemorrhages. Stefanie got the car stopped and was calling 911 when a truck hit the back of her car and sent it into the river.�
Karen inhaled sharply and John Lee looked away.
�A hemorrhaging pregnant woman and a little girl in a car seat� they had no chance at all.� Axe added quietly.
�What did Kane do?� David Abbot asked after a moment.
Truax glanced at Sturgis. The man was expressionless. He went on. �Nothing, outwardly. I mean, he wasn�t emotional anyway� not the kind of guy you could ever really read. But��
�But you knew him,� Karen said, her eyes softer than he�d ever seen them.
Axe nodded. �I suppose so. Better than anyone else anyway. I mean, he wasn�t unfriendly and the guys liked him. Just always a bit� aloof, I guess. But yeah, I knew him. He was torn up � bad. You see, Stefanie had made a human out of him, and the little girl � Rachel was her name � she was everything to him.�
�When I was over at their home a few times, he was a different man. Relaxed, even joking. I was amazed �cause I�d never seen that side of him. But when they died� well, he just kind of checked out��Axe tapped his chest��here. I never saw him smile again,� he added.
�That�s a terrible story,� Karen nearly whispered. �How would you get over something like that?�
�I don�t have to,� Axe answered. �And he never did.�
The agent had listened carefully. This explained a great deal � at least by way of motives. But he still had questions. �You said at first that Kane was dead. How did he die?�
�Flying accident, the first report said. Fuel starvation or spatial disorientation.�
�But you don�t believe it?�
Axe snorted. �John Kane could fly a jet fighter in the worst combat conditions imaginable and come out okay. I saw him do it. No, I don�t believe it. A guy like that isn�t going to get turned upside down in a Cessna and fly into the water.�
�That�s what happened?� Karen sat back and tried not to look at General Sturgis. She�d actually admired him at one time for his apparent dedication and drive. Now she realized it was a sham that covered a much worse man than she�d have thought possible.
�That�s what the FAA initially supposed. He�d taken off from someplace around here, at night, under an IFR flight plan. About thirty minutes later they lost contact with him, though the plane stayed on radar, flying a big, slowly descending circle.�
�Where?�
Axe pointed over his shoulder toward the coast. �About five miles that way� at the entrance of the bay. Then they found the wreckage. Some of it anyway. The pilot�s door had a bullet hole in it that the crime scene wizards said was fired from inside. So he became a suicide. That�s what the second report concluded.�
�But a body was never found?�
�No body. But that�s where the Chesapeake Bay and Atlantic Ocean come together, so no one was expecting it. As for the suicide��he looked away��I don�t know. Under any other circumstances I�d emphatically say no� but Stormy was never the same after� after the accident. I mean, he still functioned, but it was more by rote than anything else. And he became even colder than he�d been before. Even to me.�
Everyone was silent, absorbing what had been revealed.
David Abbot looked up, a thoughtful look on his face. �The Smiths� who were killed two days ago. Where were they during all this?�
�Randolph.� Sturgis spoke and they looked at him. �Heidi Smith was the woman who brought the charges against Colonel Kane.� He sighed and swiveled around to look out the window again. �She was always� loose. But we didn�t have any reason to doubt her, in this case.�
�Except there were three other witnesses who said Heidi was drunk, pawing at Stormy and finally openly belligerent when he gave her the brush,� Axe retorted. �He let me read the report. Besides, if there had been anything to it, he would�ve been hammered legally, not just kept here against his will.�
Sturgis flushed but said nothing.
�You were the general at Langley her husband called?� Abbot asked.
He nodded slowly, then became conscious of the stares and his face hardened. �The man was a loner� not a team player. He resented authority� he��
�� was someone you needed here,� the FBI agent replied.
�Service Before Self,� Axe said bitterly.
�That�s right!� the general snarled, spinning around and glaring at him. �There were bigger issues at stake here beyond one man�s career. It�s not like he was going to be a general someday. The needs of the Air Force come first.�
No one said anything to that. Axe was plainly contemptuous and Karen Shipman looked appalled. Even Jolly Lee, company man that he was, seemed uncomfortable.
�Halleck and Neville�s butts were on the line because the Raptor was such a cluster fuck. Kane was their way out. Except it didn�t work out that way, did it?� Axe nearly spat it out. He was dangerously close to insubordination but frankly didn�t care.
Sturgis didn�t reply.
�Why not?� David Abbot asked. �What happened?�
�Stormy wouldn�t play ball,� Axe replied. �He wouldn�t massage the data and give them the bullshit evaluation of the Raptor that they wanted.�
�I never knew that was him,� Jolly looked thoughtful. �I heard about all the big stink it caused but never knew who was responsible.�
�Big stink.� Sturgis sat up. �Damned near cost us the whole program. All because some pissant lieutenant colonel wouldn�t see the big picture.�
�You mean an aircraft that will actually work in combat?� Axe replied.
Sturgis�s eyes went all piggy as he stared at Truax. �Those issues would�ve been fixed.� He was angry now, and raised his voice. �Everything would�ve been fixed. But we had to keep the program alive to do that. Kane��he stabbed a finger at Axe��was just like you! A black-and-white kind of guy��
Abbot was surprised and it showed. Karen Shipman was too. Dwyer looked openly shocked at seeing his boss lose his cool. The general stood up, breathing hard, then abruptly strode out of the room. It was suddenly very quiet except for the methodical clipping of a gardener outside the window.
�Wow,� Abbot finally said and looked at the military officers. �Guess you don�t see that every day.� Standing up, he walked over to the coffee bar and poured a cup in the plain white mugs the Air Force loved so much.
�Most of this makes sense now. So here�s what we know. We know the �who,� certainly the �how,� and now we know the �why.� We don�t know exactly how he got from Texas to South Carolina and probably won�t. Nor do we know where he is at the moment. Abbot turned, stirring his coffee and looked at them. �But if we assume this was all motivated by revenge, then we now know where he�ll go next.�
�Right here.� Lee said bleakly. �No wonder General Sturgis is worked up.�
�Simple enough,� the agent replied. �He just gets out of town.�
Major Dwyer spoke up then. �He won�t do it. He can�t.�
�Why is that?�
�The ACC Commander�s conference starts Wednesday morning and General Sturgis is giving the keynote address.�
�And that�s more important to him than his life?�
Dwyer shrugged his shoulders. �I couldn�t answer that. But his participation sets the schedule and without him there�s no conference. It�s the centerpiece of his tenure at ACC.�
�Is there any safer place for him to be than on a military base?� Lee mused. �I mean, now that we know about Kane, how could he get on a base that�s alerted for him?�
�I dunno.� Axe got up stiffly and stretched. He hated offices. �But he�s been a few steps ahead of us the whole time, so I wouldn�t doubt he�s already considered that.�
�Not a comforting thought,� Karen Shipman remarked. �But I think you�re right. In any event, we can�t take the chance with a man like this. How did he know where all these people were going to be anyway? Seems an awful risk to take on speculation.�
A man like this�
Axe�s head came around sharply and he stared at her. She�d said that before. His eyebrows knitted together� what was it? Suddenly, his eyes widened at the thought; the implausible, utterly simple answer to both questions.
�Fuck me,� he whispered.
To her credit, Major Shipman didn�t kick him. She just looked surprised. �What was that?�
Axe blinked. Then blinked again and realized he was holding his breath. � �A man like this.� That�s what you said.� They were looking at him like he was crazy. Shaking his head, he turned to the FBI agent. �Your folder, with the Womack files� lemme see it.�
�Stupid,� he muttered, flipping through the pages. �Fucking stupid.�
�What?� Abbot demanded.
�� right here all the time� stupid.�
Jolly frowned and the others just stared at him. �Here!� Axe triumphantly pulled a piece of paper from the back of the folder. Running his eyes over it, he tapped a section and again shook his head in disbelief. �Right here.�
�You gonna share this or keep it to yourself?� Lee sounded irritated.
Axe looked up, his eyes bright. �The name John Kane used in Texas. Do you remember?�
�Tyler,� Karen Shipman sat up, staring intently at him. �Dan Tyler.�
Waving the paper slowly back and forth, Axe nodded. �And Womack made a complete legend for a Daniel Tyler� from Dallas, Texas.�
�But� that� that�s the mercenary file,� John Lee stammered.
David Abbot, however, sat back down and swallowed hard. �Shit,� he breathed out slowly.
�Exactly,� Axe leaned against the desk, gripping it hard with his free hand. It was so impossible that he didn�t doubt it for an instant. It was also the only answer to all their questions, in both cases.
�John Kane is the mercenary.�

Chapter 25

The Sandman emerged from the Hampton Roads Bridge Tunnel just past sunset. Passing Fort Monroe, he was able to exit on Mallory Street just before traffic stopped in the normal I-64 rush-hour gridlock. He�d detoured long enough to swing through Suffolk and retrieve the Irish identity papers from the his bank box. The delay had put him squarely in peak traffic. Turning continuously north and east, the mercenary worked his way through Phoebus toward Buckroe. Passing through the park, he turned on First Street to head north with the beach and the Chesapeake Bay off his right shoulder.
The houses were typical beachfront. Mostly wood, generally old, and too close together. This part of Virginia was old by American standards and Buck Roe Plantation had been used for silkworms and tobacco as far back as 1619. As he drove past a quaint bed-and-breakfast, the trees and tight neighborhoods suddenly opened up onto the Salt Ponds. In the daytime, the fuzzy green earth ran right up to the beaches and the bay. A constant salty breeze mixed with the smell of fish for a distinctly Chesapeake landscape. But now the bright lights of expensive waterfront homes were reflected off the placid waters of the pond and it was completely dark.
A few hundred feet farther, the Sandman turned left and entered the marina. Following the roundabout, he drove slowly past the main pool and offices to the back of the parking lot. The light poles were only at the corners, which created a dark zone in the middle of the lot. Stopping on the back row, he parked facing the Water�s Edge Bar and Grill.
Sitting for a few moments with the lights off, he just watched. Several cars came into the lot but their occupants got out and headed into the restaurant. A couple, fairly tipsy and obviously feeling no pain, stopped to grope each other by a white Jaguar before tumbling inside and driving off. Sliding out of the car, the Sandman stretched his cramped muscles and took a few deep breaths of the heavy sea air.
Pulling his bags from the trunk, he checked the car�s interior, then locked it. Cars were left here all the time by the yacht-club crowd and boaters, so one more would attract no attention. Slinging the larger bag over his shoulder, the mercenary walked down past the white painted resort buildings and, avoiding the lights, entered the slip area.
Several boats were lit up and the sound of laughter carried easily across the water. One man, dressed in a light blue windbreaker and shorts, was coming toward the clubhouse and they nodded to each other as they passed. Another couple, dressed for dinner, also passed and greeted him. There were five floating docks arranged in typical T fashion and the Sandman calmly strolled to the fourth one. There, at on top of the T, was the Wanderer.
* * *
Several hours later, after a hot shower, three potpies and a liter of Pellegrino, the Sandman finalized his preparations in the main salon. A black wetsuit was laid out on the polished wood deck, complete with booties, mask, and fins. He then brought out the diving gear and carefully checked the BCD, regulator, and tank. Into a fine mesh dive bag he dropped a roll of duct tape and a waterproof case containing a pair of night-vision goggles.
Then he went to work on the failsafe. This was an emergency escape option that he always had, in any situation, in case the shit hit the fan. In the past five years he�d only used it once, but knew, with no doubt, that it had saved his life.
In this case, the mercenary unstrapped the emergency signaling case from the bulkhead and opened it. Leaving the breech-loading pistol alone, he removed two of the 12-gauge flare shells from the padded lining as well as a single Mk -7 handheld flare. Taping the two shells halfway down the flare�s body, he then cut several lengths of heavy-gauge wire and reinforced the tape. He now had a simple but very effective detonation device that, if dropped into one of the Wanderer�s two engine scavenge ports, would cause a massive explosion.
Sitting back on the padded bench that ran along the starboard side, the Sandman opened another Pellegrino and looked around the salon. He�d grown up with boats and had always loved them. A boat was a refuge. A boat was independence and freedom of movement.
Knowing the military, he was assuming that all sorts of alerts had gone out and security had tightened to a stranglehold. It was the sort of heavy-handed overreaction they did best.
Which was precisely why he would take the boat around Floods Hole into the Back River. There used to be moorings all along the Brittain Point side of the river and if not, he�d simply anchor. Either way, it was less than a six-mile sail from where he now sat. A bare half mile from there, right on the water, lay General�s Row, home to Kenneth Allen Sturgis.
John Kane took another sip and stared at the bulkhead. Sturgis was the last one. He could�ve overridden Halleck and Neville all those years ago, and more to the point, he could�ve immediately dismissed Heidi Smith�s phony accusations.
But he didn�t.
The mercenary could picture the man, rubbing his fat little hands together over the whole thing. A perfect reason to keep the man he needed around, regardless of the personal impact. And a chance to stick it to a fighter pilot. Everyone was well aware of Sturgis�s most obvious dislike � he did little to hide it. Still, the thought that a general would do this to an officer who�d given so much over the years was unimaginable to Kane himself.
The shock of it, the betrayal, had left him hollow. He�d always believed in the brotherhood of fellow flyers, even those who weren�t fighter pilots. They�d all still taken the same oath and wore the same wings. To have that shattered and discarded in the name of politics was a body blow. It had been replaced by a cynicism and coldness that would never leave.
He had decided to put his papers in and retire. He�d done enough for the Air Force and the country, so it was time to live free of all that. Maybe go to the airlines or one of the big defense contractors � just get away and live life with his family.
But they�d taken that too.
Neville, the Smiths, Halleck� and Sturgis.
Exhaling, he forced the latent rage back down and swallowed hard. He knew Sturgis had to give the keynote address at the Commander�s Conference tomorrow. The general would never miss a chance to stand up and be important. His ego wouldn�t let him miss it. So he�d be at home on General�s Row, secure on the base, surrounded by people who would protect him.
The bulkhead clock read 2105�five minutes past nine P.M. Stifling a yawn, he got up slowly. Time to check over the dinghy and then get underway by eleven P.M., as it would take about two hours to cover the distance and anchor the boat. He�d plan on visiting the general anywhere between 0130 and 0200. Wanderer could clear Flat Gut to the Chesapeake Bay by 0430, and they�d be through Lynnhaven Roads and out in the open waters of the Atlantic by 0700.
Topside, he paused at the top of the companionway and listened. The faint echo of music drifted down from the yacht club and countless metal stays clinked from the gently rocking boats. Shoeless, he climbed up on deck and made his way forward to the dinghy. Once he was under way, it would trail behind the boat on a thirty-foot line, but in the narrow confines of the marina that was impractical.
A fourteen-foot Zodiac with a 50 hp motor, the dinghy had an aluminum floor and was painted dark gray over black. Flashlight in hand, he checked the engine and made certain the fishing gear was securely stowed. Night fishing was common along the bay so no one would notice one more dinghy trolling for croakers.
Removing one of the three detachable extra fuel tanks, he carefully moved forward along the port side. The Gulfstar had a big center cockpit which also gave direct access to the engine room. Opening the hatch, the Sandman carefully climbed down and lashed the five-gallon tank back in the tool compartment.
Back up in the cockpit, he closed the hatch and bent down to fasten it, then smelled the man. A nearly imperceptible whiff of old cologne that didn�t belong there. It saved him.
�Pffttt� pffttt��
As he threw himself sideways, two silenced shots thudded into the decking where he�d just been. There was a whisper of movement from the starboard entryway off the dock, and catching a glimpse of a dark shape crouching on the deck, the Sandman rolled out of the cockpit onto the aft deck, grabbing a winch handle as he did so.
The unknown assailant was very, very quick. Instead of trying to fire over the big boom, he dove under it onto the deck, forward of the cockpit. Coming up in a classic crouch, the gun was lifting as the Sandman threw the heavy winch and immediately launched himself to follow it.
�Pfftt��
The iron handle hit the man a split second before he fired, spoiling the shot. Then Kane crashed into him, sending both men thudding against the boom. The assailant dropped the pistol and savagely chopped at the mercenary�s head. Wincing from the hastily aimed blow, Kane drove his hand up in a vicious throat strike.
But the other man had regained his footing and slapped the hand away, raising his other arm up for a hammer blow. The Sandman instantly kicked for the kneecap and, as the assassin twisted away from it, his foot caught a piece of trim and he tumbled down into the salon.
Dropping through the companionway like a cat, the mercenary landed on his toes and blinked in the soft light. It was the man from the dock� the one he�d passed earlier with the blue windbreaker. He was crouching, but favoring his right leg. The light showed him to have regular features, dark hair and to be very fit. There was no expression on his face nor did he speak � a professional.
Stepping forward on the left, the Sandman forced him to pivot on his hurt leg. Suddenly the man�s right hand went behind his back and came out with a six-inch combat knife. Spreading his fingers out, palms down, the mercenary circled to the left. As the man�s weight shifted, Kane lashed out with his left foot and the assassin backed away. Immediately dropping down, the mercenary kicked straight out with his right leg but the man turned and the foot glanced off his shin instead of shattering a kneecap.
The knife slashed down and Sandman felt the cut even as he yanked his leg back. Instantly reacting, Kane uncoiled from the crouch and drove hard into the assailant�s chest, pressing the knife hand across man�s body. Locking it with his own right hand, Kane slammed them into the bulkhead. Off balance, the assassin tried to twist away, but his injured leg lacked the power.
The Sandman bent the man�s wrist back and slid his own fingers up around the knife, wrenching it loose. The assailant shifted again and as the right knee shot up toward the mercenary�s crotch, Kane half turned and felt his thigh go numb from the blow. The other man�s left hand clawed toward the Sandman�s eyes so he bent back away, bringing his own left elbow around to smash into the assassin�s temple.
As the man�s head snapped back against the bulkhead, the mercenary thrust the knife hard up under the sternum and, pressing the assassin against the bulkhead, shoved again with all his might, driving the blade even deeper. The man�s eyes widened in shock and he opened his mouth. Kane twisted the knife back and forth, his face inches from the other man.
Convulsing powerfully, the assassin almost broke the grip, his good leg kicking against the hull. But the Sandman held tight with all his strength and turned the blade again.
�Ahhhrrhh�� The assassin made one, horrible gurgle, then went limp, but Kane didn�t relax. He shifted his footing again for better traction, then, his hand wet with blood, thrust upward again.
The assassin gave one final convulsion, then sagged heavily against the Sandman. Certain he was dead, Kane gasped for breath but kept the knife buried in the man�s chest until his own breathing slowed. Withdrawing the knife, he flipped it out of reach and immediately brought his right hand up to the man�s chin. As his left hand pulled the head back, he jerked the chin hard sideways and felt the vertebrae snap. Then, and only then, did he drop the body and back away.
* * *
�So what else can we do?� Axe hung up the phone, crossed the last name off his list, and looked at David Abbot. He�d just finished personally calling a dozen Air Force and Air National Guard wing commanders on the East Coast. They now all knew about the increased Threat Condition and why, though Kane�s real identity had been kept out of it. They, and every state police headquarters from Florida to Maine had been given each of the aliases from Everett Womack�s files, including the Americans Daniel Tyler and Matt Tobin, along with a Canadian named Bonville.
�Nothing.� Abbot shrugged and looked at Colonel Lawson. �Assuming you�re all squared away.�
Lawson nodded. �No one gets onto Langley without two forms of ID, and the best pictures we have of Kane have been circulated to all three gates.�
�And General Sturgis?� Karen asked.
�We have a marked unit outside his official residence and he�s agreed to call our CP if and when he leaves, which he has no plan to do until eight A.M. tomorrow morning.�
�What about his wife?�
�He�s divorced,� Lawson replied.
�Okay then� I�m outa here.� Axe got up and rubbed his eyes. He hated this job. �You staying?�
Abbot nodded. �Kane instantly made the Top Ten Most Wanted, so I�ve been told in no uncertain terms that my future and his are joined at the hip.�
Axe chuckled. He�d decided he liked David Abbot. A bit straight-laced, like most Fibbies, but a smart man.
�I�m going too,� Karen yawned, and the two of them left the cops to their work.
Once outside, Axe stopped and looked up. Cloudy but with big enough holes for some stars to shine through. They started for the parking lot across the street.
�It upsets you, doesn�t it?� she suddenly said. �About John Kane, I mean.�
�Yeah. But not in the way you probably think.�
�What do I think?�
�That he�s a psycho. A crazy killer.�
Surprisingly, she stopped and grabbed his arm. �That�s not what I think at all. I think he has an incredibly sad story. And I�m sorry about his family.�
He looked at her. Those eyes were still sharp but not with the casual disdain he was used to seeing. Slowly, Axe nodded. �It was a waste. He wasn�t a nice guy, but he was a brave man and a superb pilot. There wasn�t anyone I�d rather go across the line with, and he didn�t deserve what they did to him.�
�Do they deserve what he did to them?�
He sighed and looked at her. Not for the first time, Karen Shipman was struck by the range of emotions that could play across this man�s face when he allowed it. Right now he looked pensive, and sad.
�I think only he can answer that.�
She gazed at his face and nodded. It was a good answer. Suddenly she knew what she wanted. The stress of the last few days, the emotional ups and downs� they�d catch Kane or not, but either way it was over. Gazing up at his face, she realized he was thinking the same thing.
But she knew he�d never ask.
Smiling slightly, Karen took his arm and turned him toward her car. �C�mon. My place is closer.�
* * *
Grabbing a galley towel, the Sandman pressed it tightly over the cut on his leg. The killer had tried for the femoral artery and sliced through the quadriceps instead. Kane winced. Good thing, or he�d be looking at my dead face, he thought.
After a moment, he retrieved the first-aid kit and pulled off his pants. After cleaning and dressing the wound, he sat back down and stared at the body. Late thirties or maybe early forties, about six feet tall and muscular. But not overly so. There were flecks of paint on his hands but no watch, rings, or other jewelry. Plain brown shorts, now stained with blood, and no shoes.
That was interesting, since he�d been wearing shoes earlier when they�d passed on the dock. Might mean a condo nearby. Or a boat. Getting up carefully, the mercenary then bent over the corpse. Ignoring the staring eyes, he went through the windbreaker pockets � no wallet, nothing. But in the shorts he found several keys on a float chain like sailors used in case they dropped it in the water. Also a cell phone and a few dollars in cash.
Maybe a boat then.
Straightening up, he cocked his head and listened. There were normal marina sounds: little waves slapping against hulls and the creak of rigging. But nothing else. Leaving the corpse as it lay, he took the keys, switched off the salon lights and let his eyes adjust before softly stepping up the companionway. At deck level he paused again and waited before going on. All was quiet.
Retrieving the gun, he sat in the cockpit and stared down the dock.
If the Americans had somehow stumbled on him they wouldn�t have sent one man. They would�ve cut off the water exit and surrounded the marina before sending in a Special Weapons and Tactics team.
No, it wasn�t Washington.
Who then? He massaged the bruise on his other thigh and thought about it. The Israelis certainly had the skill and resources to do it, but again, how would they have found him? Besides, they still weren�t sure he was alive after the Lebanese operation. Mossad hit teams also traveled in pairs, and this guy was alone.
He looked at the weapon. A 9mm Beretta with an Osprey silencer. Good choice. He turned it over. The silencer would work with almost any pistol, and a 9mm, unlike most small-caliber silenced weapons, packed a lethal punch. The Sandman picked up the cell phone and tapped on the screen, lighting it up. �Contacts� was empty so he looked at the �Recents� menu. Two calls. Both 202 area codes.
Washington, D.C.
Dialing with his own phone he blocked the first number and called it.
�Welcome to the Embassy of the People�s Republic of China� our normal hours of operation are��
He clicked it off. So.
But how?
He looked out over the water at the well-lit houses. Even Rama Buradi didn�t know his location. No one knew. But somehow they did. Then, idly turning the phone over in his hand and thinking about technology, he knew how they�d done it.
The data cartridge. It had to be� it was the only thing he had with him from China. American DTCs had no tracking capability and why would they? But a paranoid place like China? Yes, he nodded, it was entirely possible that some sort of chip was embedded in that case. In that case�
He sat up, fully alert now. In that case they knew exactly where he was! No one could�ve known when he�d come back to his boat so undoubtedly there were routine check-in times. Every two hours? Six hours? Who knew? So how much time did he have before a housekeeping call was missed, and what would happen next? The Chinese couldn�t very well call the Americans for help.
Or could they?
Terrorism plots, money laundering� there were any number of plausible stories that would enlist Washington�s help. And they would, he suddenly realized. The Chinese would rather see him dead than on the loose with their data cartridge. They�d get it back too � intact. Bribes, favors� there were lots of ways to do that and the Chinese were masters of the subtle approach.
That thought overrode the pain in his legs and he stood up. If the assassin had a boat, it would be in a slip with a clear view of the Wanderer. Studying the available boats, he decided on three. Flicking the safety on, he tucked the pistol into his waistband and eased stiffly onto the dock.
Limping slowly down the dock, the Sandman stopped next to a big cruiser on the left side. The lines were slack and covered with dark fungus, so it hadn�t been moved in a long while. Climbing over the side, he tried the key anyway on the cabin door and it didn�t fit. From the shadows, he stared across at a sailboat, a forty-two-foot Beneteau called Bluefin. No lights were showing and the slip next to it was empty, giving a clear view to the end of the dock and the Wanderer.
The boat was clean and in good repair, so he could see no reason for the cans of paint in the cockpit. Unless a man needed an excuse to work outside for hours without attracting attention. That would also explain the stains on the dead assassin�s fingers.
And the key fit.
Quickly searching the boat, he found no other clues, just a shaving kit and a small bag of clean clothes. Locking the cabin, he stood on the dock beside the other boat thinking of his options. To leave without killing Sturgis was the easiest solution. He could disappear out into the Atlantic after clearing the breakwater right here. That was the reason he�d chosen the Salt Ponds over more sheltered marinas inland.
But to let Sturgis go on living was a repugnant thought. The man was a pig and deserved the death the Sandman had planned. He didn�t like changing plans, especially plans that involved prior intelligence. But the ability to adapt was a key reason he was still alive and successful. Deciding then, the mercenary walked back to his boat, packed one of his bags with clean clothes, some canned food from the galley and both sets of IDs. The DTC he stared at for a long moment, then dropped overboard. The salt water would leak in immediately and destroy the electronics. Walking back to the Bluefin, he transferred his gear � just in case.
The mercenary stepped back aboard Wanderer and stared down the channel toward the bay. He figured at least six, but no more than twelve, hours before the Chinese acted in response to their missing assassin. That might mean another hit team or it might mean American involvement. Either way, he had to leave.
Now.

Chapter 26

�Mmnnnn�� Karen Shipman stretched, arms over her head and toes curled. Doug Truax rolled up on one elbow and watched, a smile on his face. Her body was as slender as he�d imagined but her breasts were much fuller. Not big, just full. Perfect, in fact. She saw his teeth gleam and smiled back.
�What�re you so happy about?�
�What do you think?�
She stretched again. �I think it took you too long to make a move.�
�I didn�t � you did.�
�Oh yeah� well, someone has to be the man.�
He grabbed her then and tickled, enjoying the warm, musky smell of her skin. She ended up on top, gripping his ribs with very strong legs and dangling her hair in his face. Halfheartedly thrashing, he gave up and they both laughed.
Her seduction of him had been straightforward. She�d cooked him a meal and suggested he could use a shower. When he came out, his clothes were gone and she was lying in bed � naked.
Well, Axe chuckled to himself, even I could take that hint. It was long overdue and her sexual appetite had gone a long way to easing his despondency over Stormy Kane.
�What�s funny?� Karen breathed out, her lips brushing his cheek.
�I was thinking of the last time I saw your toes curl.�
She laughed, deep back in her throat, and raised her head high enough to look him in the eye. �Can you make them curl again?�
So he did.
* * *
The Sandman had rightly concluded that the Chinese were behind the attempted hit. He�d also been correct about periodic reporting times but he was wrong about the frequency. He�d figured on at least six hours when, in fact, he had less than two.
Apparently Beijing was extremely angry, vengeful, and paranoid � in that order � regarding the data cartridge. So when their contract killer missed his prearranged 2200 check-in, the case officer was to dutifully wait one hour, then inform his superior. This man, a deputy attach� named Xu Fengzhi, worked for Office of Cultural Affairs and was, like most of his kind, an intelligence officer. Colonel Xu Fengzhi in fact, worked for the Ministry of State Security� Office of Counterintelligence, and knew all about the mercenary. He was leading the team that had been deployed to find the mercenary and bring back the DTC.
There was a tracking device in the cartridge. A tiny, flat track chip that gave a GPS location every eight hours. Certainly not foolproof against a moving target and, as they�d discovered, not completely consistent. But they�d inserted it with the idea of tracking a defecting jet fighter, not a man; consequently, they�d missed the Sandman in Jordan by hours. Sometimes the signal was too ambiguous to trace � they�d lost the signal entirely in the British Virgin Islands and hadn�t re-acquired it until the Sandman left the cartridge on his boat in Virginia. Two days of stationary data had allowed them to get a fix on the location in the Salt Ponds marina.
The contractor was a specialist they�d used on two other occasions. A former Royal Dutch Marine, he�d found the boat empty and decided that the best way to watch a boat was on a boat. So the embassy had purchased the Beneteau and the assassin had settled down to wait. In fact, he was to check in every four hours until a sighting was made, then he was to confirm it and retrieve the DTC by any means necessary. Both the Chinese colonel and the contractor had understood that the Sandman was to be eliminated.
Now, with the check-in an hour overdue, Colonel Fengzhi was forced to conclude that the Dutchman had failed. Sighing, knowing what he had to do and dreading it, he picked up the phone and dialed a number that was answered on the second ring.
�FBI Critical Incident Response Group. How may I direct your call?�
* * *
The chimes on her cell phone woke them both. Axe yawned, pulled his arm out from under her neck and turned over.
�Shipman,� she managed to answer, then listened.
He was just dozing off again, trying not to think about another lover calling her at� 1130. Is that all it was? Plenty of time to go back to sleep. He reached for her and found a warm buttock. Plenty of time for�
�You�ve gotta be shitting me!�
He smiled. She rarely swore and he knew she�d picked up that expression from him but he didn�t smile when she swatted his hand away and poked him. Hard.
�No � I understand. I�ll get dressed and be right there.� He sat up and stared at her dark outline. �I� I�m not exactly sure where he is� Yes, I�ll find him and let him know. Thanks.�
�What�s up?�
�We are,� she said and slipped out of bed. For a brief instant he saw her naked, beautiful silhouette in the weak moonlight. �C�mon.�
Fumbling for his pants and socks, Axe muttered something about government bullshit and she flipped on the bedside lamp. �Not bullshit this time � that was Abbot.�
�So what?�
�So,� Karen pulled a white cable-knit sweater over her head and buttoned her jeans. �The Fibbies got a call, get this, from the Chinese embassy. They claim our mercenary is a deranged madman who destroyed State property and is planning a mass act of terror right here in Virginia.�
�Why would they tell us that? What do they care?�
�Ah,� she said, gathering up her keys and various pieces of plastic IDs, �that�s the same question the FBI is asking � privately. Publicly, they have to act. And they are.�
Axe was fully awake now and tugged on his shoes as the implication of that statement set in. �You mean� we know where he is?�
�The Coast Guard and the FBI Special Ops Unit in Norfolk are both on the way to get him at the Salt Ponds Marina.� She turned at the door and held it open. �Right here in Hampton Roads.�
* * *
Wanderer was a half mile short of Plumtree Island at 1130, about to turn into Back River, when the Sandman saw the lights. Switching on the autopilot, he tugged on the M949 night-vision goggles that�d he�d purchased right here in Newport News. Made by ANVIS, especially for aviators, they were only Generation II goggles but more than adequate for his needs.
Staring toward the flashing red lights off the starboard side, he twiddled the focusing knobs and a small speedboat jumped into view. Enclosed glass cabin festooned with antennas� a Coast Guard Response Boat, without a doubt. He raised the goggles and watched. There was a Coastie station over near Cape Charles on the western shore and they could be out after anything.
Spinning the wheel, he lowered the goggles and brought the Wanderer around to the middle of the Back River, called the Gut. Looking back over his shoulder, he�d almost decided it was a false alarm, when the boat visibly altered course directly toward him.
Swearing softly, the Sandman figured him to be about eight miles away � maybe fifteen minutes � and he instantly spun the wheel hard to starboard, bringing the Wanderer all the way around heading southeast into the bay. He switched the autopilot back on and dropped down into the main salon for his diving gear.
Already dressed in the black wetsuit, he slipped on the booties and dive knife, then carried the BCD up to the cockpit. Returning to the salon, he then pulled the assassin�s stiffening body up the ladder and dumped it next to the gear. On his last trip down, the mercenary opened all the hatches and retrieved the flare detonator, thanking his stars he hadn�t delayed making the thing.
Unsheathing the machete from under the wheel he rolled the corpse on its back. Prying open the mouth with his foot, he took careful aim then chopped down hard till the blade stuck. Leveraging it back and forth, he felt the jawbone break. Using his hands, Sandman pulled and twisted until the jaw came away. Flinging the grisly object overboard, he sat back to catch his breath. No dental records, at least.
Glancing back he now estimated the Coastie about five miles distant. Time enough. Correcting the Wanderer�s course a bit closer to shore, he caught another flash. There! Coming around York Pointe about seven miles away was a set of lights from another boat.
No doubt now.
Staring a moment, he opened the access hatch to the engine compartment. Lowering the body down by its armpits, he ignored the shattered head and dropped the corpse on the deck next to the extra five-gallon fuel tank. When the detonator package was dropped down the diesel vent, it would fall directly into the scavenge tank. The flare would detonate both the fumes and the twelve-gauge shells, causing a massive and catastrophic explosion in the engine bay that would destroy the rest of the boat. The body, if found, would be nearly impossible to identify and they would assume Kane was dead.
Hopefully.
Pulling himself back up, he shut the cockpit hatch and looked aft. Nothing. Donning the goggles, he slowly swept back and forth across the bay and� there. The boat from Cape Charles was three miles off his stern to the west. Looking north, he found the other boat a bit farther� perhaps five miles. Both without lights. Interesting. Who, he wondered told them to go �midnight��to run without lights?
Tilting his head back, the Sandman methodically scanned the sky off the bow. There was the usual commercial traffic, but nothing obvious from the south, where, he reasoned, any air support would come from. Little Creek Amphibious Base and what, he wondered? Not conventional police. They wouldn�t have had the clout to set an operation in motion this fast. Had to be the FBI and, if so, they�d use a Special Operations unit with tactical helicopters.
If they were there he couldn�t see them. Usually their exhaust showed up very well but it didn�t matter. Removing the NVGs, he dropped them into a mesh diving bag and zipped that into a waterproof case along with the remaining Irish and Lebanese identification documents. The Tobin and Tyler IDs he left in the salon � if found, they�d give credence to his �death.�
Throttling full forward, the mercenary felt Wanderer surge ahead and he turned the scuba tank�s airflow valve on. Flipping the BCD over his head, he dropped it into place, adjusted the regulators and buckled up.
Clipping the waterproof case to his harness and slipping into the fins, the Sandman sat on the cockpit cushions and wiped his mask. Pulling it down so it dangled around his neck, he took a long look off the starboard side and twisted the compass heading ring on his dive watch to 200 degrees. About a mile and half of the closest shoreline was the Grandview Nature Preserve and just south of it was a row of brightly lit condos. Not a difficult navigation problem but it was still over a mile�s swim to shore.
Taking a last look around, the Sandman picked up the detonator and removed the cap. In one smooth movement he pulled the tab, dropped it into the starboard scavenge port and dove over the side.
Closing his eyes as he hit the water, the mercenary began powerful dolphin kicks down and away from the boat. Clearing his ears for the first time, he figured he�d gone at least fifteen feet down and maybe twenty yards laterally. Continuing to kick, he let the regulator fall from his mouth and pulled the mask up from his neck. Sweeping the trailing regulator back up, Kane flipped onto his back and forced the compressed air up into the mask to clear it.
Suddenly, the dark water turned bright orange and for few seconds the sea lit up all around him. Immediately rolling away, he kicked straight up for the surface, knowing that the shock wave would radiate down from the explosion. The flash died rapidly to a reddish glow and darkness closed in again. Neck craned back, he watched his little silver bubbles begin splitting apart and he stopped. Maybe ten feet under, he thought, and looked back at the dying light. And thirty yards away.
Not far enough.
Jackknifing down again, he kicked for the bottom and held his dive watch to his face. Peering at the luminescent compass rose, the Sandman adjusted his heading, noted the time and methodically kicked away into the blackness.
* * *
�Repeat that!� David Abbot snapped into the phone, then listened, the frown deepening across his face. Axe and Karen Shipman had been joined by Jolly Lee in the Langley Command Post. Everyone was keyed up and watching the agent closely. He wasn�t happy.
�What about a body?�
Axe glanced sideways at Karen and she raised an eyebrow. Her hair was neatly combed back and tied and even in a sweater with jeans she looked like a major. He, on the other hand, felt grubby and bleary-eyed, and smelled like sex.
�Okay,� Abbot sighed. �Update me in half an hour.� He clicked off and sat down, facing them. �The boat they were tracking blew up. The SWAT team was airborne and maybe ten minutes out� the Coast Guard had two boats within several miles and they saw the whole thing.� He jerked a thumb over his shoulder to the east. �Right out there near the entrance to Back Bay.�
�So he was coming for Langley.�
The agent shrugged. �Who knows? It�s gone. They�re collecting pieces.�
Convenient, Axe thought. An explosion at sea. Hard to gather much forensic evidence from that. He met Karen Shipman�s eyes and saw she thought the same thing.
�Damn Coasties had their lights on,� Abbot went on. �The tactical unit screamed at them and they shut off but not before they were seen. Our mercenary tried to make a run for it.�
�And the explosion?� she asked.
He shrugged. �No idea. Diesel engines can get over pressurized pretty easily. We�ll have to wait and see.� Abbot�s phone buzzed and he picked it up. �Whatcha got?� He stood and walked away a few steps.
�Kane�s done this before,� she said quietly.
�What � blown himself up in a boat?�
�A death.�
Axe shook his head. �He had God knows how many months to plan that airplane trick. He had no idea what was going to happen tonight.�
�How do you know what he knows? This is a very, very clever man.�
Axe sighed and popped his neck. �Yeah. But how could he know anyone was on his trail?�
�How did the FBI know where he was?�
He stopped then and met her eyes. That was a very good question. Abbot walked back over then, and perched on the edge of the desk.
�Well � it didn�t turn out like we wanted but it�s not too bad, after all.� He looked at them both, a small smile on his face. �The Coast Guard has a dead man� or what�s left of one.�
* * *
The �dead man� the Coast Guard thought they found cautiously surfaced a half mile from the wreckage. With just his face above water, the Sandman stared back out into the bay. There were at least four ships now, searchlights overlapping on the dark water as they looked for him. Smiling, he flippered steadily toward shore on his back, watching.
There were still some burning patches of debris, bobbing up and down in the waves. Several motorized inflatables were weaving back and forth, presumably picking up the pieces. Since no one appeared to looking toward the shore, the Sandman decided to stay on the surface. It conserved the air in his tank and made navigation a no-brainer. It was also faster.
Although he was in excellent physical condition and reasonably well rested, the wounds to his legs slowed him down considerably and it took nearly forty-five minutes to reach the breaker line. Treading water about fifty yards off the beach, the Sandman felt the rip current increase dramatically. Angling in at 90 degrees to the beach, Kane realized immediately that it wouldn�t be enough. He was being swept down closer to the condo lights. There was no beach there, just a half mile seawall made of immense boulders that would smash him to pulp.
Aiming up the beach, he ignored the burning in his legs and started deep, powerful kicks. Still being carried toward the rocks at an alarming rate, he began a freestyle pull with his arms until he felt the breakers catch him. Gasping for breath, he gave a few more kicks that got him free of the current and into the surf. Trying to maintain balance with the heavy tank, the Sandman lost a fin, tumbled onto the beach and dug his fingers into the sand.
The receding surf tugged at his lower body and he felt himself slipping back toward the water. Clawing his way through the sand he stopped about ten yards up on his hands and knees, sucking air. After a minute he rolled over and collapsed on his back, staring up at the faint crescent moon and trying to breath normally. For several minutes he lay there, listening to the waves and letting his eyes focus before holding his watch up and squinting at the numbers.
12:35.
Sitting up, Kane surveyed the beach and realized he was on the strip of curved beach about 100 yards north of the condos. Remembering the map, he could either find the little dirt path that led around behind the homes or take a chance, climb the seawall and cut directly through the little community.
He decided on the latter choice. From where he sat, the entrance back into the Salt Ponds lay a mile due south, and by going straight down the beach he figured he could make it by 1:15 or so. There was no way to know how the authorities would react or when they�d get around to searching the beach, so the sooner he was out of the area the better.
Removing his remaining fin he got slowly to his feet, walked to the end of the beach and was pleasantly surprised to see that the seawall tapered off to a three-foot-high line of rocks. The mercenary kept everything else on till he got over the wall, then shrugged out of the BCD. Removing the tank, he tossed it into the high grass, slung the vest over one shoulder, and surveyed the area ahead of him.
He was in a dark, unlit patch of rough ground maybe thirty yards from the nearest house. Another row of homes was closer to the water on his left so there must be a street of some kind between them. There were no street lights, just the ambient light from the houses. Trying to sneak around the development would be risky, since he didn�t know the terrain, and time-consuming.
He�d chance it.
The likelihood of anyone seeing him after midnight on a weekday were slim, so he just walked up through houses and down the dirt road. A casual figure returning from a stroll on the beach.
* * *
�Thank you, Mr. Abbot,� General Sturgis was borderline exuberant. �Wonderful news. And may I congratulate your Bureau on a very professional and well-run operation.� He was being overly magnanimous in victory but felt good � for the first time in a week.
�Thank you, General. We still have some questions to answer, however, and��
�No doubt, no doubt,� Sturgis interrupted. �But our part is complete. Thanks again and we�ll talk tomorrow.�
David Abbot sighed and put the cell phone in his pocket. �He doesn�t want to talk about it.�
�Big surprise there,� Axe yawned. �They find anything else?�
�Part of a life preserver, lots of fiberglass fragments� a few papers. Enough to confirm the boat as the Wanderer.�
�And the body,� Shipman asked. �How much of that?�
�Not much. Part of the head, but no jaw or teeth. A piece of lower torso down to one knee.�
What a shitty end to a fine officer and pilot, Axe thought glumly. He was still a bit suspicious about the whole incident but couldn�t see how John Kane could set up something like that. So he kept quiet.
�So what�s next?�
�What we do have will be taken to Norfolk, bagged, analyzed, and written up.� He yawned too. �We�ll continue to search for the plane, fit the puzzle together, and hopefully close the book on the mercenary � and John Kane.� Abbot looked at the two of them. �And tomorrow?�
Karen shrugged. �I, at least, have to be here for the opening of the Commander�s Conference in the morning at 0830. So it�s bed time for me.�
Doug Truax shot her a look that Abbot saw. Then he remembered they�d come in together, with Axe wearing the same clothes he�d had on all day. Well, why not? The agent was looking forward to getting up the peninsula to his own home and waiting wife.
As they stepped outside, both officers stopped and inhaled deeply. Fresh air. Axe closed his eyes. It tasted wonderful after the stale reconditioned stuff in the Command Post. Sweaty clothes, old coffee, and body odor.
He shivered and opened his eyes. Karen Shipman was stretching, arms over her head and those magnificent breasts rising with the sweater. She saw him staring and smiled. �Well? Are you coming back?�
He grinned. �Have to.�
�You don�t have to do anything.�
�Sure I do,� Axe put his arm around her waist and pulled her to him. She put her hands on his chest and looked up into his eyes. �I forgot my boxers��

Chapter 27

He�d slept like a dead man.
Returning to the dock a few minutes past 2 A.M., he�d locked the companionway from the outside, then squeezed down through the forward hatch, locking it in turn. So to all intents, the Bluefin looked like any other boat secured for the week. Pulling all the curtains, John Kane had stripped off the wetsuit, cleaned his wound, then wrapped himself in a thick blanket and passed out.
Voices outside and footsteps on the dock awakened him around 10 A.M. It appeared to be a boat-to-boat search and he lay perfectly still when there were knocks the companionway hatch and someone jiggled the padlock. Eventually, the voices faded and he drifted back to sleep. Cold, hungry, and stiff, the Sandman woke again as the sun was going down. Listening again for some minutes, he ventured a careful look through the forward hatch and saw nothing.
Eating two cans of canned spaghetti, John Kane thought through his night. He�d seen a few cars on the beachfront road, but none close. Passing through the neighborhood, it had been a straight shot down the deserted beach for a half mile until coming to the entry channel for the Salt Ponds. He�d swam it at the narrowest point and came up on the other side. Another quarter mile walk on the beach brought him to the dock access walkway and then to the Bluefin.
Tonight he could either sail away immediately and disappear, secure in knowing that the Chinese couldn�t find him and the Americans thought him dead. Or he could finish this, once and for all, then leave forever. It was risky in that he�d have to cover the same routeas last night but, he reminded himself, he�d never gotten into the Back River, so no one at Langley or the FBI should have figured out his intent. Even if they had, they�d think the danger past because he was dead.
Rummaging through his bag, he slipped into oversized cargo shorts and a big T-shirt and went on deck. The diesel fuel tank was a little over half full � not ideal, but it was enough � and the engine started on the first turn. Letting the motor idle, he checked over Bluefin�s dinghy as blue smoke drifted up from the stern. It was smaller than his had been, about ten feet overall, but full of fuel. It was big enough for two people.
Casting off forward, he crawled over the main cabin to cast off the stern lines. This particular Beneteau had an aft cockpit and twin wheel configuration that he was grateful for, given his injury. The boat had been backed into the slip, so in a matter of minutes, he was off the dock and heading down the channel. Some type of reception was being held, as there were small groups of suits and gowns standing on the long L-shaped pier in front of the clubhouse � they waved and he returned it.
Threading his way slowly and carefully down the half-mile channel, he finally came to the funnel-shaped entry, spun the wheel right, and brought the sailboat out into the Chesapeake Bay.
* * *
�Beautiful view sir,� one of the young colonels pointed at the river and Sturgis nodded. �Always loved Langley,� he added with a slight note of hope in his voice. Kenneth Allen Sturgis smiled at that. This was the part he enjoyed most � having the destiny of others in his hands, bestowing favors or punishment as he saw fit.
�Yes. Today especially.�
He stared along the dark river and its winking lights. Across the river on the far side, there was a faint gleam off some sailboat�s hull. Lucky bastard, the general thought. Someday.
The colonel nodded appreciatively even though he had no idea what the general was talking about.
�General Sturgis?�
He turned to find Major Shipman behind him, drink in hand.
�Ah, Karen� great to see you.� The general had had a few drinks and his latent lust suddenly surged. �What a week, eh?�
�And it�s not over yet, sir.� She was wearing black slacks with heels and a very snug-fitting turtleneck sweater. She looked delicious. �I�d like to talk to you about the Taiwan incident.�
His little eyes were bloodshot and kept bouncing from her face to her chest. �Not tonight, Major. I�ve had my fill of global affairs and indreegue� intrigue, sorry, for one week.�
Maybe, he thought� maybe tonight is the night to discover her career potential. The thought made him smile even wider. But it faded abruptly as Doug Truax materialized beside her. In fact, it slid off his face entirely when she put her arm through his.
So�
Suddenly, his career-long inferiority complex and hatred of fighter pilots came bubbling up. What was Truax? A lieutenant colonel� so fucking what? So he wore the Patch and had more real decorations than Sturgis would ever wear. He, Kenneth Sturgis, was a general. A mover and shaker. A Decision Maker for the Warfighter.
�Looks like the FBI saved your buddy Kane from the Bay.� He grinned and took a long drink of bourbon. �Or some of him.�
Karen Shipman opened her mouth to speak but Axe beat her to it. �He was coming for you, you know.� He�d had a few drinks himself and frankly didn�t care.
A dead threat made Sturgis brave and he stood up straighter, still shorter than Axe by five inches. �If he had, then he�d be dead sooner.�
Axe burst out laughing. Really laughing at that absurd statement. Sturgis blushed and his lips tightened. Karen gave Axe�s arm a squeeze. �Let�s go,� she said quietly, but the pilot didn�t move.
�Dead or alive, he was ten times the man you are.� Axe weaved a little, but his eyes were clear and hard. �You couldn�t have killed him with a bazooka.�
Sturgis�s lip curled and he wanted to punch the smug fighter jock right in the mouth. Then his face relaxed and he took a deep breath. There was a better way. �Well, now� that�s dangerously close to insubor� insu� disrespecting a superior officer,� he said, smiling. �You will report to my office at oh-eight hundred tomorrow.� A year-long remote assignment to Afghanistan and this asshole would be a lot less cocky.
�And��Sturgis nearly winked at Major Shipman��I have a witness.�
�I didn�t hear a thing, General.� She took Truax�s arm and pulled. �C�mon, Axe.�
They melted back into the crowd and left him fuming. That little bitch, he thought, and finished his drink. Well, we�ll see how it really is when Truax is rotting in Kabul and she needs an OPR endorsement. That, he knew, would be a sweet revenge. To fuck the woman while her boyfriend was dodging Taliban mortars. She�d see. She�d see who really had the power.
* * *
After midnight everyone had left and Sturgis poured himself another drink. The conference today had been a victory, he thought. Fences mended and a new round of commanders paying homage. He was particularly proud of his success keeping the F-22 and F-35 programs alive � it was one of the more subtle knives in the backs of the fighter world. By supporting those programs, he deflected criticism that he was anti-fighter pilot while continuously lobbying to replace �legacy� systems like the F-16 and F-15 with the newer jets.
Everyone was about saving money and he could prove that smaller numbers of more capable jets saved money � he had the charts. What Sturgis knew was that the planned �Spiral� expansion and upgrades to the Raptor and Lightning would never take place.
But by that time it would be too late and many thousands of fighter pilots would be out of a job � which suited him just fine. UAVs like the Predator had been a wildly successful angle in the undermining of the old �fighter pilot mafia� that had held sway for so long. Why pay and maintain expensive jets and their narcissistic pilots when unmanned aerial vehicles could be used?
It was a persuasive argument and one that had many advocates among budget hawks and non � fighter pilots. The fact that it assumed America would always deal with low-tech threats like Afghanistan mattered not a bit to him. That, he reasoned, was what the anti ballistic missile defense system and Space Command were for.
Burping periodically he made his way to the big glass-enclosed sunroom covering the back half of his house. From here he could enjoy the view without the mosquitoes. Dropping heavily into an oversized wicker chair, Sturgis sighed contently and took a big sip of his drink as his thoughts turned to Karen Shipman. True, she was twenty years younger than he was, but that only added spice. For him to take a prize like her away from younger men made him feel good. Made him feel like the man he thought he was.
And dealing with that asshole Truax. He�ll be next. First thing tomorrow he�d have that prick on the carpet at attention and Axe would be on his way to Bagram Air Base or some other shithole for a year. Sweet, he mused. That would be sweet. Not as sweet as watching John Kane�s career end five years ago, but satisfying nonetheless. Kane simply hadn�t cared � he�d been monumentally unimpressed with the Big Picture and with Kenneth Allen Sturgis. Well, the general chuckled thickly, he�d gotten the last�
What the hell� the lights went off and the room was suddenly dark but for a splash of moonlight across the tile floor.
These fucking old houses. He lurched to his feet and turned around. They looked nice but they were a pain in the ass. Creaking, leaking and�
There was someone standing in the doorway.
He swayed a little and stammered, �Who are you?�
The big dark figure didn�t move. But it laughed � quietly.
Sturgis froze.
�What� whaddya want?�
Silence. The figure simply stood there.
The door, he thought wildly. The back door was a few steps away. The general looked back at the unmoving silhouette. He didn�t fully comprehend the situation but he could sense the danger.
Could I get to the door and get out in time? Could I�
�You�d never make it,� the shape said.
�Hey � you�re gonna hafta go.� Sturgis�s voice shook. Steadying himself with the back of the chair, he swallowed hard and mustered some bravado. �Tha pardie�s over��
The shadow laughed again and stepped into the moonlight.
�Not for you, it isn�t.
* * *
Karen Shipman awoke to an empty bed and sat up, rubbing her eyes. Yawning, she saw his clothes on the chair and slid out of bed. Slipping on a sweatshirt and nothing else, she walked to the big glass doors that faced the ocean and opened them.
Axe was lying in a lounge chair, staring out at the water. With the coming sunrise the sky had lightened enough to barely make out the distant horizon. It was a million-dollar view � the entire mouth of the Chesapeake Bay opened up from the deck of her house on Willoughby Spit. She�d often sat right here and watched the ships.
�They say the ocean has no memory,� he said, without looking at her. �I�d like to see if that�s true one day.�
She rubbed his shoulders. Karen really liked this man. He was very strong � mentally and physically. But there was something else. Certainly not a weakness, but a definite chink in the armor � he was a thinker.
�You haven�t been sitting out here pondering that.�
Several miles farther out, a sailboat was headed out to sea, the sunrise just glinting off her mast. Closer in were two big container ships slowly and ponderously making their way into the bay.
�I was thinking about John Kane.�
�I know.�
�We were friends, I think. I should�ve done a better job with that. Maybe he�d still be alive today.�
Something in the way Axe said it caught her attention and she leaned over his shoulder, looking into his eyes.
�This man we�ve been hunting� he wasn�t the same pilot you knew.�
He met her gaze and held it. �Maybe.�
�He was a dangerous, violent son of a bitch.� She took his chin in her hand. �And he�s gone.�
Axe stared back at her for a long moment, then turned to gaze at the sea. The sun had risen and the distant sailboat had disappeared in the sparkling light.
�Son of a bitch better stay gone��
* * *
Five miles off Willoughby Point, the mercenary smiled, meeting Sturgis�s gaping, panicked eyes as the general slipped under the waves, his face contorted with horror. Twisted with the recognition of John Barrett Kane and with knowing there was no way free of the anchor fastened around his legs, dragging him down. Down to his death, suffocated and crushed by cold water of the Atlantic. The water that would bury him forever without a trace.
The pale face faded in the green depths and the Sandman knew it wasn�t enough. Nothing would ever replace them. Nothing could ever bring them back.
But�
Lifting his head, he stared back at the shore and remembered the life he�d led. At everything he�d once been and would never be again.
�Good-bye�� he said softly, seeing the quiet graveyard and the two coffins glistening in the rain. And rest in peace.
Facing forward he paused, letting it all fall away. Then, barefoot and shirt open to the breeze, the mercenary felt the warmth on his face and smiled as he sailed east into the rising sun.
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