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Аннотация
Former SEAL Chris Paladin leaves SEAL Team Six to become a pastor, but CIA spook Hannah Andrade pulls him back into Special Operations Group, the ultra-secret unit that SEAL Team Six operators and others served under to eliminate bin Laden. Chris and Hannah are joined by Delta Force’s Sonny Cohen to stop a new terrorist threat from launching a deadly cyber-terror against the United States.
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FALL 2009
Chris Paladin sped through the murky straightaway, the foul, viscid air of the Euphrates clogging his nostrils. The camouflage he and the other six SEALs wore couldn’t hide them from the rank wind when going nearly forty knots against the dying flow of the ancient river. Around them, the desert choked the stretches of the bank, leaving the land barren as they raced into Syria.
Chris glanced at Little Doc sitting next to him.
Only weeks ago, back at their base in Al Anbar Province, Iraq, Chris and Little Doc had paired off in a game of pool against a talented Agency cyber warfare tech named Young Park and a top spook, Hannah Andrade. They’d played an epic contest of SEALs versus CIA. But so much had changed since then.
Young’s kidnapping was why they were out here now. Those damn tangos had dressed up as Iraqi troops while Chris and his crew were out on an op and snatched the man. And along with him, potentially dangerous knowledge that needed kept out of enemy hands.
A terrorist named Professor Mordet was behind it all, intelligence told them. Chris struggled to focus on the mission rather than his anger. This mission was personal — and a top priority for JSOC and the Agency. He had to keep a clear head.
He took a breath and pushed back the messy emotions, locking them down in the depths of his psyche. His laser focus picked apart the dark fig palms and tangles of weeds that appeared on the portside shore. He searched for anyone or anything that might deny their rescue.
After traveling another klick, off the starboard side became farmland, too, dotted with a scattering of farmhouses. Where there were buildings, there were people, and Chris didn’t want to meet any of them. He only wanted to see two people, the kidnapper and the hostage.
Even when there weren’t farmhouses, there might be people, he reminded himself. Expect the unexpected.
Chris surveyed his team. They carried light, sound-suppressed weapons, and to add to their stealth and speed, they’d dispensed with their bullet-resistant vests. The moonlight negated much of the advantage of night vision goggles, too, so they’d left the cumbersome devices behind. Although some might consider going without reckless, it was one of many tactics they’d used with monster success again and again. They were ready.
Several more klicks up the river, a shadowy island emerged in the middle of the Euphrates, and the coxswain veered to the starboard side, putting the Special Operations Craft-Riverine (SOC-R) in a stretch that cut the river’s width in half. On each side of their boat, there were only fifty meters between the frogmen and the shore — close enough for enemy assault rifles and machine guns to tear into them. Chris and his team continued to scan 360 degrees around their boat.
If the enemy is expecting us, this would be the place to stick it to us.
Chris’s pulse quickened at the thought. In Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL (BUD/S) Training, he’d learned to control his fear by remembering a peaceful experience, like when he was a child riding his bicycle, but after repeated practice, he could skip the remembering and trigger the result by using one word: breathe.
He took a deep breath and exhaled. His pulse slowed.
Breathe.
Then his pulse crawled.
Anyone who says they aren’t scared is a liar or an idiot.
Chris and the guys on the portside of the SOC-R studied the vegetation, looking for movement or the sudden flash of an enemy AK-47 muzzle. The SEALs on the starboard side did the same. The boat passed the small island, then another. After half a klick, the SOC-R slowed, pulled up against the mainland bank on the port side, and stopped.
They hopped over the side of the boat and onto land. The bulkiest SEAL, nicknamed Beanpole as a joke, slipped on the muddy bank but caught himself, narrowly preventing a noisy back flop into the water. Chris scowled. Beanpole was a joke. He told the officers and senior enlisted men what they wanted to hear and told them often, but in the field, he was a tactical loser. Two weeks earlier, Chris’s squad had lost a teammate during an ambush. Chris and the others had mourned his loss. Although eager to add another gun to their side, they were disappointed to find out that the new gun was Beanpole.
The olive-drab-colored SEALs faded into the vegetation then crouched while the Navy SOC-R crew sped up-river to do a couple false insertions in order to confuse anyone who might be paying attention. Chris and his teammates crouched, waited, and listened for surprise guests. Although the SEALs had inserted as silently as ninjas, the unknown was still out there, and it could sneak up at any time and stab him in the back. Running ops every night for as long as he had, and multiple times in the same night, he’d snatched or killed more tangos than he could remember, but the one fact that had been seared into his mind was that the hunter could always become the hunted.
A strange darkness permeated the area, despite the moonlight. Chris tried to pinpoint the reason for the blackness, but even where the moon shone, gloom remained, as if each particle of plants and dirt rejected the sky’s illumination. There were no clouds or any indication of a storm front arriving. Yet a dark, giant hand seemed to press down on him.
After fifteen minutes of lying low, adrenaline was pumping freely through his veins, heightening his senses and making him stronger. Chris’s patrol leader, a senior chief, signaled for them to move out. Then the point man, nicknamed Gorgeous because hordes of women wanted to have his babies, led the SEALs out, and Psycho brought up the rear. In the middle, Chris and the others watched everything to the left and right of their crew.
The SEALs eased out of the dense vegetation and walked into a winter wheat field. After they patrolled 150 meters, the field came to an end, and the men lay prone on the hard ground. Even though the wheat protected them from prying eyes, it wouldn’t protect them from bullets. Chris peeked through the wheat. Fifty meters ahead stood their target building — the back of a two-story structure with an expansive roof. Each floor had thin, white wooden columns along it, thirty-meter wide porches, and French doors. The French colonial plantation house seemed eerily surreal sitting on the Syrian landscape where humble farmhouses sat on small plots of land to the south.
The silhouette of a guard was visible, ghostlike, on a large wooden chair on the left side of the first-floor porch. An AK-47 stood propped between his legs. Hannah’s asset had reported that one guard always sat on the porch in front of the house, but Chris couldn’t see that one yet. Another guard was supposed to be inside. Chris didn’t want to shoot Ghost from their current position and risk hitting a window and waking up the neighborhood.
He signaled for Psycho to follow him, and the two stalked from their six o’clock position clockwise using hibiscus shrubs for cover until they reached nine o’clock, the edge of the porch, ten meters away from Ghost.
Chris peered into his sight, where a red dot floated in the middle without projecting out for others to see. He aligned the red dot on the side of Ghost’s head and squeezed the trigger then rapidly aligned and squeezed again: phht, phht. The guard’s upper body flopped sideways over the chair’s armrest with the AK-47 still between his legs. Chris’s heart smiled at the satisfaction of completing his task, and his pulse calmed with the relief that he’d taken out a potential threat.
Chris wasn’t born a killer; he valued life as much as most people in the human family. As a child, he’d once killed a bird with a BB gun. His stomach had revolted at what he’d done, and he never did it again. But also as a child, the son of US diplomats in Syria, terrorists had kidnapped him and killed a classmate; as a result, Chris considered terrorists to be disposable members of his species. The tragic deaths of 9/11 had reinforced his distaste for terrorists and spurred him to join the military. Drawing on similar strengths that helped him survive his kidnapping, he’d survived SEAL training, and it was during that training that he’d further dehumanized the enemy by focusing on their crimes against humanity and shooting them in the form of paper and steel targets. The first time he’d killed a real terrorist, his stomach had churned and he’d become somewhat light-headed, but the more he’d killed, the more that feeling had gone away until he no longer had the feeling. Although he could remember the mud huts, dusty alley, and body of the first man he’d killed, he couldn’t remember the name of the village or the man’s face. He remembered the sick feeling of taking a life but not the mission — when it came to fighting, either the enemy died or Chris died. Even worse, if he didn’t do his job, his teammates could get hurt.
Chris wouldn’t let that happen. The tango was a threat, and then he wasn’t.
One down.
Chris had eliminated so many insurgents since then that he couldn’t count them all, and in his memory, they faded into a blur. Most SEAL ops were considered perfect if no shooting occurred, but he and his crew hardly lived in a perfect world. Now they had to find Young, and the danger zone was about to heat up.
Chris and Psycho sneaked around to the front, and Psycho dispatched another guard. Chris keyed the transmitter on his radio once, signaling the others to advance to the back door. The sentry removal duo returned to the back door, and Chris tried to open it — no luck. He looked at the lock — the keyhole was upside down from American locks. He inserted the small length of an L-shaped Quiet Steel tension wrench into the top of the keyhole and turned it. Then he took a Quiet Steel pick, a long, thin bar with a hook at the end, and poked it into the bottom of the keyhole until it reached the back of the lock. He finessed them until the door unlocked.
Chris opened the door, and the others poured in first. Chris brought up the rear as he stepped into a well-furnished room. There were two doorways, so their crew split up into two Teams, and Chris’s slipped into a living room lit by the moonlight through the French windows. He turned left, staying close to the wall. From the couch stood a guard with an AK in his hand. He raised the muzzle in Chris’s direction. Chris fired twice into his chest—phht, phht— then once in his head—phht— dropping him to the floor. Between training and real experiences, he’d done this thousands of times, and his motor skills functioned with an automaticity like breathing.
After both fireteams cleared the first deck, they crept up an unlit stairway to the second deck. The first fireteam approached the door on the left, and Chris’s team moved to the door on the right. Now, the giant black hand that had been pressing on him since they’d set foot on the grounds pressed harder, as if to bury him under heaven and earth.
Something ungodly is behind that door.
His pulse quickened, and he lost control of his speeding respiration as he turned the knob — locked.
It was a simple lock, so Chris simply slid his pick in and gently turned it. A thump sounded against the wall— Chris’s heart rate launched into hyper drive — and he glanced at his team. Beanpole’s muzzle swayed in his hands. He must’ve tapped the wall. Chris and others gave Beanpole a dirty look.
The door unlocked and Chris pushed it open. Beanpole and Psycho entered first. Chris followed. His gaze darted around the room. A man lay still on a silky bed sheet, unmoving. Professor Mordet, the kidnapper. And next to the bed was an empty bottle of wine. He’d played right into the SEALs’ hands; he was out cold.
Chris and Psycho zip-tied Mordet’s hands behind his back while Beanpole duct taped his mouth. When Chris and Psycho had finished the zip ties, Beanpole was already putting a black hood over Mordet’s head.
The three SEALs poked and prodded Mordet until he awoke. He fought to free himself and scream, but Psycho struck him down. When he regained consciousness, they helped him to his feet. Now he was compliant.
They left the room and slammed him to the floor in the hall before propping him up on his knees.
Chris and Psycho helped quickly clear the other rooms while Beanpole stayed with Mordet.
After clearing each room, they scoured the house for hidden rooms or other areas where Mordet might be keeping Young. The SEALs bagged intel: USB sticks, DVDs, laptops, papers, and other items. There was no sign of Young in the building, diffusing Chris’s hopes of rescuing him tonight.
Chris kicked the wall, making a hole. “Shit!”
Back in the hall, Beanpole continued to guard Mordet, who sat with a meditative stillness.
Gorgeous led them out of the house with the same hushed discipline they’d had as they’d arrived. They headed toward the river. On the return trip was when it was natural to sigh a breath of relief, but for Chris, the pucker factor was higher.
This is the time when men make mistakes; this is the time when men get killed.
Mordet fell.
Did he really fall or is he trying to slow us down on purpose?
Beanpole jerked him to his feet.
The squad didn’t use the same route they’d taken when they’d arrived, in case someone had seen their insertion and was waiting to spring an ambush on them. They slipped into a neighboring field with its wheat tips stabbing at the sky like arrowheads. The SEALs patrolled to the end of the field, heading for their haven — the water. Just before they exited the wheat field, the guys in front of Chris dropped to the ground and stayed there. Chris lowered himself to the prone position, too. He glanced behind — Beanpole pushed Mordet into the dirt, and Beanpole and Psycho lay low. Soon, Little Doc gave Chris the hand signal: enemy ahead. Chris relayed the message behind.
Even if there was only one insurgent, he might be the point man for a whole squad, platoon, or battalion of insurgents. With only one SOC-R sitting hidden upstream and no airpower on site for support, the SEALs were probably outgunned. They’d bagged their man, and now wasn’t the time to become greedy — and end up in a body bag. They had to stay still.
I am the earth, Chris thought to himself. I am the ground. He relaxed all his muscles, sinking deeper to become one with the ground. I am the earth, he repeated to himself. I am the earth. His heart rate and breathing slowed to an almost vegetative state.
The sound of men’s voices and footsteps came from the direction of the river. Maybe two squads. The insurgents were home now and obviously feeling relaxed and secure — talking loudly. As they neared the SEALs, their voices and footsteps became more and more careless. The insurgent point man came so close to Chris that he could have reached out and grabbed him. The insurgent passed.
As Chris lay flat on the ground holding his MP7 in both hands, he waited for the other insurgents to go by. Something rustled on the ground followed by a scream for help in Arabic. Before Chris could react, a shadow leaped onto his back, and something clamped down on his ear and caused a sharp pain, like a wild animal biting him—Mordet! Chris wanted to leap and cry out, but he gulped down his fear and pain. With his right hand still holding the MP7, he reached around with his left hand, found Mordet’s face, and drove his thumb between the man’s nose and eyeball, popping the eye out of its socket. Mordet wouldn’t let go as he chewed off half of Chris’s ear. White heat traveled from Chris’s ear, through his body, and to the tips of his right toes — sapping the strength out of him. Mordet had the strength of a mad goblin. Chris’s world became pale as he tried to stop his attacker. He was passing out.
A crack sounded, and Mordet’s head bumped against Chris’s. The goblin gave up gobbling. Chris turned his head to find Mordet unconscious and Little Doc pulling the butt of his MP7 away from Mordet’s noggin. Mordet was lucky. Little Doc had only struck him with the butt and hadn’t shot him — they still needed to interrogate the beast in order to find Young.
The duct tape and eye were hanging from Mordet’s face, and his black hood lay on the ground next to him. He’d probably fallen on his face multiple times to loosen the tape. The zip ties had proven to be tougher, though, and Mordet’s hands were still bound. Little Doc calmly put Mordet’s eye back in.
The other SEALs fired their sound-suppressed MP7s, which emitted no flash, at the two squads. Chris faced inland and saw enemy muzzles flashing from multiple directions. The insurgents could hear the SEALs but couldn’t see them. With the red dot in Chris’s sight, he traced one muzzle flash to the upper body of a long silhouette. Chris squeezed his trigger once. Then again. The long silhouette sank.
Although the insurgents fired their AKs on full auto, the SEAL squad’s precise shots severed the tangos’ numbers — until the fight became mano a mano. Untamed power surged through Chris’s veins, and he felt like a wolf with his wolf pack, dominating the night.
The surviving tangos wised up — AK muzzle flashes focused on the SEALs’ direction, and mini sonic booms from passing bullets popped the air around him. He efficiently took the fear of the bullets and locked it into a tiny box. He had entered a zone, focusing even more on his next target. Chris eased his red dot on the nearest insurgent and downed him. The insurgent’s comrades fell, too — until none were left standing.
If the insurgents had been the target of this mission, Chris and his teammates would check to make sure they were all dead and search them for intel, but they weren’t the target, and a few hundred Syrian militiamen from Mordet’s village were probably en route to the frogmen’s position right now.
After making so much noise, there was no more need for stealth. Senior Chief barked, “Haul ass to the river!”
Chris picked the black hood off the ground and turned to make sure Beanpole and Psycho were following. Beanpole poked Mordet in the back, and he stumbled forward.
As they ran to the river, blood oozed from Chris’s bitten ear and down his neck. He didn’t know how much blood he’d lost, but there was no time to bandage himself now. When the SEALs reached the water, the SOC-R was waiting for them with its engines running. They boarded swiftly and took their designated positions. The pilot shoved the throttle forward, and the boat pulled away from the bank and accelerated to over forty knots, heading south.
“Status report,” Senior called to the SEALs.
Gorgeous sounded off first, reporting on any wounds and remaining ammo: “Gorgeous, okay, four magazines.” The others sounded off in succession. Then came Chris’s turn. “Reverend, got a nick on my right ear, three magazines.” Reverend was Chris’s call sign — given to him because when the guys went bar-hopping, despite relentless ribbing, Chris wouldn’t drink alcohol. Psycho gave the last report.
Beanpole made eye contact with Chris for a moment. Chris was pissed.
If you’d gagged Mordet properly, this wouldn’t have happened.
Beanpole looked away as if he could read his thoughts.
Little Doc came over to take a look at his ear while the guys with more ammo donated bullets to the guys with less. As Little Doc examined Chris, he calmly said, “Looks like they shot off half of your ear. Did you pick it up and bring it with you?”
Mordet had a grin on his face as he chewed on something.
Chris pointed to him and said, “He bit it off.”
“What?” Little Doc asked.
Mordet continued to chew.
Disgust and anger roiled in Chris’s stomach. “What the — damn, he’s eating it!”
“Eat this!” Little Doc slammed the butt of his rifle into Mordet’s face. The chewing motion stopped. Little Doc grabbed Mordet’s nose with one hand and his jaw with the other and opened Mordet’s mouth wide. “You sicko-freako-shit-sucking-no-life-mother—” He shook half of a chewed-up ear out of Mordet’s mouth. It was impractical for them to carry ice in the field, so Little Doc wrapped the piece of flesh in some gauze and put it in Chris’s shirt pocket.
They sat silently until Mordet regained consciousness. This time, Little Doc struck him so hard with the rifle butt that it probably knocked his IQ down twenty points. Little Doc gagged him again before Chris slammed the hood down around Mordet’s head.
As the SEALs continued their return trip, Little Doc disinfected and bandaged Chris’s ear.
Will my ear ever be the same again? I hope I don’t bleed to death.
His enlistment was near its end, and this wasn’t giving him warm, fuzzy feelings about re-upping. Then he realized that if he kept thinking about his ear and reenlistment, he might miss spotting an ambush and lose more than his ear. He focused his eyes and mind on the shore, scanning for threats.
The SEALs traveled unmolested to their base in Al Anbar Province, where they handed Mordet over to the civilian-clothed Agency interrogator and his assistants.
A hospital corpsman showed up soon after and escorted Chris away.
In sick bay, the surgeon greeted Chris, who took his piece of ear out of his pocket.
The surgeon didn’t have to examine it long to make a judgment: “This is too mangled. Even if I did sew it back on, it would remain deformed like this for the rest of your life.”
“Right now, all I want to do is find Young.”
“After I sew up your wound here, I can arrange to have you flown to the facial prosthetics lab at Lackland Air Force Base in San Antonio. Their 3-D camera can produce images for a mold of your ear. I can even arrange for you to have a summer ear and winter ear with appropriate skin tones and an ear in camouflage.”
“Thanks, Doc, but I don’t have time right now to fly back to the States. That’ll have to wait until after we find Young.”
“I’ll just sew it up for now.”
Chris nodded.
As the surgeon went to work, Chris noticed his Yale diploma on the wall and remembered his sophomore year at Harvard. At that time, part of Chris had wanted to become a preacher and part of him had wanted to become a SEAL, but when 9/11 happened, the choice had become clear: he’d left Harvard and joined the Navy. Now he hunted evil men through fire and brimstone, and although he repeatedly reminded himself that he wasn’t a part of the bad guys’ underworld, he bore the scars of their world on his body and soul. He longed for light. He longed for a place closer to Heaven.
After the surgeon finished suturing his wound, Chris departed and hurried to the gator pit, where he found Hannah watching a live video feed of the interrogation. She was a raven-haired chameleon who shape-shifted between geek, Sampson, and Delilah.
Hannah’s eyes didn’t leave the video feed as Chris stepped up beside her. “What’s a nice guy like you doing in a place like this?” she asked with a sweetness in her husky voice.
He smiled. “Same thing a nice gal like you is doing.” He pointed to the monitor. “What is he doing?”
“Waterboarding Mordet,” she said.
“And?” Chris asked.
“Mordet hasn’t said a word.”
The interrogation booth was a small room made of plywood. A TV monitor on the wall was hooked up to a laptop on a table, so if Mordet began talking about Young’s location, the gator could have Mordet point it out on a high-tech map on the TV monitor. Mordet was tied on his back on a board the size of a door, with his feet elevated. A wet orange cloth was wrapped around his face.
The gator’s head looked like a lemon — it had more width than height, and his skin color was jaundiced. He also had the muscle mass of a bodybuilder. Gator nodded to his assistant, who poured a gallon water jug from two feet above Mordet’s nose and mouth. Immediately, Mordet gagged. Seconds later, his body went limp. Either he was too tired to fight or he was purposely allowing his nose and mouth to fill up with water and causing himself to asphyxiate. The average person would begin talking by fifteen seconds — saying anything, truth or lies, to make the waterboarding stop. Each session would last no longer than forty seconds but could be repeated for up to twelve minutes in a day. “How long have they been doing this?” Chris asked.
“About half an hour,” she said matter-of-factly.
“I’m not complaining, but does Lemon Head know what he’s doing?”
Hannah shrugged. “He’s a contractor.”
“We really don’t have time for amateur hour. Young doesn’t have time.” Chris left the gator pit and rushed to the interrogation booth, where he burst inside the cramped room.
Gator turned around, and his brow furrowed. “What the hell?”
Mordet stirred as if from a sleep. Water trickled from his nose and mouth.
Chris motioned for Gator to step out of the room with him. The man gestured to his assistant to watch their prisoner.
They exited the booth and walked down the hall. “I was in the middle of an interrogation,” Gator said.
“The middle?” Chris asked.
Gator puffed out his chest. “I’ll break him,” he said proudly.
“I can see that.” Chris was unable to hide the sarcasm in his voice.
“Who are you?”
“We can’t launch a rescue until we know where Young is.”
Gator came to a stop in the pit near where Hannah sat. “Tell me something I don’t know.”
“Young is running out of time and—”
“You can’t rush progress,” Gator interrupted.
Chris stared hard at him, and tension filled his voice. “We’re out of time.”
Gator leaned forward. “My interrogation was working until you interrupted.”
Chris stood his ground. “Maybe you can update me on the intel you already extracted.”
With his index finger, Gator poked Chris in the chest. “You need to chill.”
“I am chill.” Chris pushed the finger away from his chest.
“You don’t seem chill to me.”
“Maybe I can persuade Mordet to talk.”
Gator leaned in even closer so Chris could feel the heat and smell the bunghole-stink of his breath. “Maybe you don’t understand who’s in charge here.”
“I’m not asking to take over,” Chris said. “You can take credit for any intel I acquire. I’m just asking for a shot at Mordet.”
“You hot-shits think you can do anything you want because everyone’s scared of you. Well, I’m not scared of you.”
“I’m not trying to scare you. I just want to find Young.”
“So does everyone else, but I’m the one who knows about interrogation, and you need to get authorization before you interrogate the prisoner!”
“Are you saying you have no authority here?”
“I have authority!”
Chris tried to remain calm. “I only know that I was waterboarded in SERE school. And I’ve worked with some of the best gators in the business. And you’re not one of them.”
Hannah, still sitting in her chair in front of the live video monitor, chuckled.
Chris turned to her and said, “Tell those guys in the booth to stop screwing around and prepare the prisoner for interrogation.”
She left the pit and headed to the booth.
“You can’t do this,” Gator said.
Chris moved in so close that he was toe-to-toe with Gator. “Saving Young is deadly important to me,” Chris said quietly. “How important is it to you?”
The veins in Gator’s neck bulged as if they were about to pop.
Chris prepared to flip his inner switch from chill to bone-burning conflagration.
“Your commanding officer will hear about this!”
Chris didn’t know whether Gator was smart for not fighting or cowardly for backing off. Maybe he was both. “I’m sure he will.”
Gator kicked a trash bucket across the room on his way out.
“Does anyone know where I can get a good bottle of wine ASAP?” Chris shouted out to the others in the gator pit.
A man in civilian clothes hesitantly raised his hand.
“I need it for the interrogation. How fast can you get it here?” Chris asked.
“Right away.” The man left his desk and rushed out of the room.
“If Mordet likes wine and my ear, I’ll give him what he wants.” Chris borrowed Hannah’s phone, called the surgeon, and asked for his ear in a small cooler.
He observed the monitor of the interrogation booth. Gator’s henchman cleared out the waterboarding equipment, handcuffed Mordet’s hands behind his back, chained his feet together, and sat him in a chair.
Minutes later, when the cooler and wine arrived, Chris left the gator pit. After the henchman stepped out of the booth, Chris stepped inside. He closed the door behind him and set his cooler down beside the door. Then he took a seat on the plastic chair in front of a table between himself and Mordet.
It’s time we have a little chat, my friend.
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The booth, like other interrogation rooms, was kept cold to make the prisoner uncomfortable. Chris exhaled, purging any anger or anxiety from his system — neither would help him succeed in the interrogation.
Mordet gazed at the bandage on Chris’s ear. “I gather that we have already made each other’s acquaintance, but my doctorate is in philosophy, not medicine.”
Chris felt the same giant, dark hand pressing down on him that he’d experienced at Mordet’s estate. “You gather correctly, Professor.” Chris poured a glass of wine and gave him a sip.
After Mordet finished the sip, he licked his lips. “It seems that you know about me, but I do not know about you, other than the fact that you and your comrades were highly professional, and we left via the Euphrates River. No conventional military units would operate inside Syria. I can only guess that you are a Navy SEAL — probably from SEAL Team Six.” Mordet stared into Chris’s eyes as if he were probing Chris’s brain.
Chris showed no expression in his face or voice. “I can neither confirm nor deny—”
Mordet was equally cool. “No need — I have already confirmed it. Even so, I still do not know your name.”
Chris didn’t know how the interrogation would play out, but if he was patient, he might spot an opening and exploit it. “My name is Chris.”
Mordet’s eyes sparkled. “Do you have a last name, Chris?”
Chris continued without showing emotion. “Yes.”
Mordet took another drink. “Will you give it to me?”
“No.”
The sparkle in Mordet’s eyes faded. “That is not very sporting. You have come here to ask me where Young Park is, but you will not even tell me your last name.”
“Yes, I came here to ask where he is.” Chris gave him the rest of the drink.
He seemed pleased. “Why is he so important to you?”
Chris refilled Mordet’s glass. He had thought he was in control of the interrogation, but now he wasn’t sure. He gave Mordet a long drink.
“Is Park related to you?”
Chris said nothing.
“A friend?”
“Yes.”
Mordet stared at Chris’s eyes. “This rescue has more meaning to you than mere friendship. Maybe this is more about the rescue than about Young Park.”
The remarks caught Chris off guard, as if Mordet had a sixth sense for digging into his soul. Every rescue was deeply personal, but the purpose of the interrogation was Young, not Chris. He surveyed for a warm spot in Mordet’s cool veneer. “You bit off my ear and tried to eat it. Don’t you think that’s a bit strange?”
Mordet gazed at the ceiling. “Is it? During the Vietnam War, a CIA SOG officer killed enemy combatants and cut off their ears. And made necklaces out of them.” Mordet sniffed the air as if he smelled a meal, and then his eyes lowered to his interrogator.
Mordet had an aura about him that made Chris’s skin prickle, but he didn’t show it. “I’ve heard the stories. I’ve heard a lot of stories and seen a lot of things, but you weren’t making a necklace.”
Mordet frowned like a lecturer disappointed with a student. “What would be the point — a trophy? How droll. And wasteful.”
“I don’t know anyone who eats the body parts of humans.”
There was a shadowy stillness in Mordet’s eyes, and wine stained the corner of his lips like blood. “In western New Guinea, when the Korowai tribe finds that someone is a khakhua, a witch doctor, they eat that person’s brain while it is still warm.”
Chris saw the source of the giant, dark hand that pressed on him, and the more he saw, the less he wanted to see, but he didn’t show his aversion to the blackness emanating from Mordet. “I didn’t know that,” he said matter-of-factly.
Mordet smiled, but the corners of his smile were closer to a sneer. “In America, when the Donner Party became trapped in the snowy Sierra Nevada, the survivors ate the dead.”
“That remains unconfirmed.”
“In the 1972 Andes flight disaster, the survivors ate the dead bodies of their classmates and friends.”
Mordet disgusted Chris, and the conversation made him weary, much like the war did, but Mordet gave off an aura of evil unlike any Chris had ever encountered. In spite of his weariness and his need to end the conversation, his need to rescue Young was greater.
What makes you tick, Mordet?
“But I don’t guess you belong to a tribe in New Guinea nor were you in the Andes flight disaster.”
“Not the Andes flight disaster, but when I was a teenager, my mother, younger sister, and I flew to Turkey for a winter vacation. We crashed in the Taurus Mountains. Only my sister and I survived. After we ran out of food, I suggested we eat the bodies. My sister refused and insisted we try to climb off the mountain. I told her the weather was too severe and it would be easier for a search party to find a wrecked plane than two people wandering through the snow. So I did what was necessary to survive, but I will never forget the way she looked at me, like I was … such a monster. Two days later, I woke up and she was gone. One month after the crash, they rescued me and found my sister’s body. She’d frozen to death.” He finished his drink.
“You ate human flesh for nourishment.” Chris refilled his glass and gave him a drink.
“Yes, of course. When I returned home, news traveled about how I’d survived, and my classmates and their parents ostracized me. Sometimes I fantasized about eating them. I read about the Korowai tribe and was fascinated. Of course eating another human is part of their culture, but more important, eating another human gives them spiritual power to destroy forces greater than mortality.”
“But eating my ear didn’t give you the power to escape. You’re still imprisoned here.”
“Ah, but I did not finish the whole ear, you see.”
Chris wanted to put a bullet through him, but he exercised patience instead. “I’m not here to judge you. I just want to know where Young is.”
“Why should I help you?” Mordet looked at the cooler and bottle of wine near the doorway. “If you give me a bottle of wine and what is left of your ear in that cooler, you think I’ll tell you where Young is?”
Mordet’s weakness seemed to be his pride in his intellect and his eagerness to rationalize his cannibalism as some mystic gift. “You suggested that if you could finish the ear, your spiritual power would increase, enabling you to escape this situation.” Chris moved his chair closer to Mordet. “Jeffrey Dahmer ate people because his brain was a couple bullets short of a full magazine. I’m just trying to confirm how I should classify our conversation in the report I send to my superiors and our allies.”
Chris gave him the rest of the glass, but he didn’t pour a refill. “Très bien. I am not so strange. If you had walked in my shoes, you would have done the same.” Mordet whispered: “During my senior year of high school—”
“If you’re not interested, I understand.” Chris stood up, turned around, and walked to the door. He picked up his cooler. “I think I know how to write my report.”
“Wait,” Mordet said.
Chris stopped and turned to face him.
“Give me the wine and cooler, and I will tell you where Young is.”
“It doesn’t work that way. After we find Young, you get what’s left of the wine and my ear. I’ll write a report about your belief in your mystic power. Then it’s up to you to prove to everyone that your power is real. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.” Chris reached for the door.
“Patience, patience. I will tell you where he is.”
Chris anxiously fingered the lighter in his pocket. “You can tell the interrogator. If your information helps us rescue Young, you get the wine and my ear. And I’ll update my report. Until then, talk is cheap.”
“This rescue means more to you than Young himself. Why is the rescue so important to you?”
His own kidnapping flashed back to him. The feelings of despair, of terror. The darkness of the pit he’d been kept in. The aftermath.
“Good-bye, professor.”
“Will you leave me your email address in case I think of something more?”
Chris walked out the door without turning back. He wanted to run, putting as much distance between himself and Mordet as he could, but he denied Mordet his influence and walked at a normal pace. He wanted to teleport himself out of this hell — far from the despots and devils. Events after that were a spinning blur to him. He didn’t know if it was the exhaustion of the op, blood loss from his ear, or the soul-sucking interrogation that drained him, but somehow he found his way to his rack and lay down.
Just over an hour later, Little Doc came to Chris’s rack. “Come on! We’re going to get Young!”
* * *
They geared up with their teammates and rushed across the grey tarmac to where two Black Hawks and a smaller Little Bird MH-6 helicopter were already spinning up. His adrenaline beat with the thwop-thwop of the choppers’ blades. The helos were waiting for Chris, LT, and his seven men.
Hannah met Chris part-way and shouted above the noise. “The gator took the credit, but it was because of you that Mordet gave us Young’s location!” There was a twinkle in her eyes that he’d only seen when they’d first met, and it made his soul soar.
“No, we found Mordet because of you and your asset!” He wanted to hug her — and he wanted to be finished with the war on terror — but now he had to find Young. Everything else would just have to wait.
“We’ll play pool when you get back!” she said.
He nodded. Hannah was a talented colleague and a good friend, and in moments like this, he wanted to get to know her better. It seemed like the time to say something epic, but all that came out of his mouth were two words: “Thank you!” He turned and sprinted to the chopper without looking back.
The helos were painted a dark green, but in the night, they loomed black. Their blades beat the air with a thwop, thwop, thwop, making the earth quiver beneath Chris’s feet as he neared his Black Hawk. Their rhythm continued to pulse in his blood. He took a seat inside with Senior Chief and their squad. LT and his squad of seven SEALs boarded the other Black Hawk. Two snipers, one starboard and one port, sat on the Little Bird with their legs dangling outside the helo. Diesel fumes struck Chris’s sinuses like holy incense.
This time, instead of carrying the smaller sound-suppressed MP7 9mm submachine guns, Chris and his mates carried the more powerful HK416 5.56 assault rifles, wore bullet-resistant vests, and carried a deadly assortment of grenades. Every available pocket bulged with extra ammo. This was not a stealth mission.
The helos slowly lifted off the tarmac. Clouds blanketed the sky and the world shone green and 2-D from underneath his night vision goggles. One of the snipers flipped his middle finger at Chris’s helo. Chris grinned and returned the greeting.
Soon they picked up speed, and the blades’ thwop, thwop, thwop was drowned out by the roaring wind. The three helos hugged the earth so close and traveled so fast that it looked like the ground would tear off the Black Hawks’ skids. The choppers raced northwest along a dry river bed before speeding north through a valley. They dodged and hurdled sand dunes, houses, power lines, and palm trees before crossing the Syrian border.
Mordet’s men were keeping Young in a dried-up well. Chris knew the tactic all too well. While his parents worked at the US embassy in Syria, he had been kidnapped and held for four days in a dried-up well outside of town, eventually rescued by SEALs. A shiver ran through him, and he tried to push the memory away.
The helos continued forward then flew up at a steep angle, clearing a cluster of two-story buildings. Then the birds dived at the earth like kamikaze planes. At the last moment, their beaks flared up, halting the birds before leveling above an empty field near Mordet’s plantation. Chris and his teammates quickly stepped onto the skids, then hopped down into a field surrounded by a cloud of dust kicked up by the helos.
The two squads moved at double time. The fourteen SEALs swiftly reached their objective, the well. Two armed Syrians emerged from a lopsided farmhouse — only to be picked off by the snipers hovering in the Little Bird above.
Chris looked down into the well with an overwhelming sense of dèjá vu. Suddenly he was a thirteen-year-old boy trapped in that well, again. He struggled to breathe. His chest tightened.
Breathe, Chris. Breathe.
But he still wasn’t getting enough oxygen. He had to pull himself together. He was going down there.
“Young Park,” he forced out. “United States Navy SEALs. We’re here to rescue you!”
Young looked up from the bottom of the pit. “Help me,” he said weakly.
Beanpole and Psycho attached two rappelling ropes to the well, and Chris checked Beanpole’s before hooking in. Meanwhile, the other SEALs lay in a perimeter around them, taking cover in a ditch, behind a tractor and whatever else was available. They created the blocking force for anyone who might disturb the rescue.
“Stand against the wall, Young,” Chris said. “I’m coming down.” The SEALs’ powerful HK416 5.56 caliber rounds cracked the night. Enemy AK-47s staccatoed the air, but the noise became muffled as Chris rappelled into the well — his teammates would take care of the insurgents.
Before Chris reached the bottom, the stench hit him with the force of a cargo ship at full speed. His feet touched the ground, and he immediately put a rappelling harness on Young. Part of the offensive odor came from Young: a mixture of urine, feces, and something else Chris couldn’t discern. He gagged. Young was missing both ears and most of an arm. In that moment, the wounds were Chris’s, and he wanted to kill Mordet.
He attached Young’s harness to the free rope and gave it a tug. Chris’s teammates pulled Young up. Fortunately, the harness didn’t require two hands for balance. Then Chris tugged on his own rope, but there was no response. “Hey, pull me up!”
Chris tugged again, harder. Nothing. “Get me the hell out of here!” Not waiting for an answer, he pulled himself up the rope. He climbed higher and higher — faster and faster. Soon he cleared the top, freed himself from the rope, and took cover behind the well. Oxygen rushed into his lungs like a roaring river.
Psycho grinned with bloodlust with each insurgent he dropped — he enjoyed the killing too much. Beside Chris lay Beanpole, his neck and face covered in liquid goo — he’d been shot. Chris neither liked nor respected Beanpole, but he was still a teammate, and it sucked some of the life out of Chris to see him injured like that. While Little Doc tried to help Beanpole, Young crouched next to them shaking.
Chris dropped the rappelling gear, stood between Young and the enemy, aimed at the nearest attacker, and squeezed the trigger — two to the chest. The attacker landed on his back with his leg folded underneath him. Chris patted Young on the shoulder. “You’re going home tonight. You’re going to be okay.” It’s what Chris would want to hear, and it’s what Chris intended to deliver.
“Thank you, thank you. I’m going home, I’m going home.” He kept repeating his thanks and that he was going home.
Now the whole inland area seemed to move toward them — there must’ve been nearly a hundred tangos out there, outnumbering the SEALs seven-to-one — despite his team’s talent, the odds favored a SEAL slaughter. If they tried to break contact now, the enemy would overrun them. The SEALs would have to put up a ferocious fight in order to give the enemy enough pause to allow the frogmen to flee.
The enemy raised the volume of their fire to forte fortissimo and advanced on the SEALs. Chris shot a barrel-chested tango, busting his barrel. Another tango stepped in front of Barrel Chest to take his place. There seemed to be no end to them. The air around Chris cracked off like firecrackers, and a round hit him in the gut, punching the air from his lungs. He gasped for air and said a silent prayer of thanks that the bullet-resistant vest had stopped the projectile before it cut into his flesh.
The enemy advanced. Despite the SEALs’ best efforts, they couldn’t slow the assault.
So this is how it ends.
His promise to get Young home had become a lie.
“Mary Poppins, Sierra One.” LT’s radioman spoke their call sign anxiously over the communications net, trying to get in touch with a plane above for backup. “Identify our position, over.”
“Sierra One, Mary Poppins, I identify fifteen friendlies, over,” a crew member onboard replied. Flying at an altitude of nearly a mile in the sky, out of enemy small arms and RPG range but within the plane’s own artillery and cannons’ range, Mary Poppins flew in a wide circle around the battlefield.
“That is correct,” LT’s radioman confirmed. “Kill everything west of us outside danger close!”
“Roger, Sierra One. Kill everything west of you outside danger close.”
Over the noise of the ground fighting, a small clap of thunder came from the sky. The first 105 mm, thirty-three-pound projectile popped the sound barrier as it shot to earth. In the middle of the enemies’ position, the earth exploded, flinging body parts and dirt. The closest survivors lay stunned in a column of rising smoke.
Six seconds later, the smoke cleared, and another 105mm bomb struck the earth, this time on the enemies’ left flank. Most of the insurgents on the right flank figured out it was time to haul booty. Six seconds later, the right flank detonated, obliterating the slow learners.
Meanwhile, the plane’s cannon opened up. Each second, two explosive pom-poms blasted clusters of bad guys.
Enemy bullets stopped popping the air around Chris’s head.
“Pop smoke,” LT commanded over the radio.
Psycho and the rear security SEAL from LT’s squad popped their smoke grenades. Soon the smoke blocked the line of sight between the insurgents and the SEALs.
“Leapfrog back to the primary extract,” LT said. “Second squad, to the helos.”
Chris pulled Young up from the ground. “Run to the chopper!” Chris shouted.
Young didn’t have to be told twice. He ran with Chris’s squad to the Black Hawk and didn’t stop until they arrived safely inside. Doc attended to Beanpole, who was still alive.
Two or three AKs broke out on full auto behind them, but LT’s squad silenced them.
“First squad, back,” called LT. LT and his teammates rose and dashed to the helo. The AC-130 overhead continued to pound the terrorists with 40 mike-mikes.
Immediately after the rest of the men loaded onto the helos, they lifted off the ground. They flew with the doors open because that was the quickest way to enter and exit, especially during emergencies. The helos turned east and pulled forward. “RPG, six o’clock!” a voice came from the rear of Chris’s helo.
“RPG, six o’clock!” others in the middle of the chopper echoed.
“RPG, six o’clock,” the pilot acknowledged. He banked the helicopter hard and turned south.
Gravity pulled mercilessly on Chris, and somebody bumped into him, almost knocking him off his bench. It was Young: unable to hold on with one arm, his feet slid out the door and kicked Chris. He had remembered to connect a tether to Young, securing him to the helo, but in all the excitement, he couldn’t remember if he’d secured himself.
Chris strained to hug the helo, but gravity continued to pull at him, and the wind continued to whip his body mercilessly. He was losing his own grip. If I can hold out just a little longer — until the RPG passes and the helo straightens out.
Boom! The RPG blew up, shaking the helo. Chris slipped. His heart leaped just before Psycho caught him, stopping him from falling off.
The Black Hawk leveled off, and Chris no longer had to fight with gravity. He noticed that he had attached his tether. He looked around and was glad to see that no one appeared injured. Now they were in the homestretch. More importantly, Young was free. Chris exhaled long and hard.
Psycho put his mouth close to Chris’s ear and shouted above the wind, “When we get back, are you really going to give Mordet that piece of your ear?!”
“Are you on meth?”
“It wouldn’t be very reverend-like of you to break a promise!”
“Mordet can eat my badonkadonk!”
Psycho laughed. “Be careful what you wish for!”
“I’m finished!”
“What do you mean?” Psycho asked.
“I mean I’m finished with this shit! I’m not going to re-up!” The words came out of his mouth so naturally. It was what he had to do.
Psycho’s face became serious. “Really? What are you going to do?”
“Become a preacher!” Chris said.
“You’ve got to be shitting me!”



PART ONE

…Lord, I believe; help thou my unbelief.
— ST. MARK 9:24
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The darkened sky dumped rain on the roof of a church in Dallas while Chris stood behind the pulpit and opened his Bible to St. Mark 9:14–29. As he looked out across the congregation, a beautifully familiar figure entered the church and took a seat at the end of a pew near the back.
Hannah. It’s been years.
She lit up God’s house with a devilish grin.
He smiled, too, wanting to run to her and greet her, but he had a sermon to finish. “Jesus approached his disciples,” he continued, “where they were gathered around arguing with a group of people. A father explained that his son was possessed by an evil spirit. The boy had seizures — foamed at the mouth, scratched and bit people. Sometimes the evil spirit caused the boy to throw himself into fire and water. The father asked Jesus’s disciples to cast the evil spirit out—”
Chris’s parents had told him about the terror they’d felt when he was held hostage in Damascus. As he gave his sermon, he thought of their pain. And his own.
“—And so it is with us,” Chris summarized. “With a little bit of sincere faith, we can perform stellar miracles.”
The head minister had given Chris the useful advice to include personal anecdotes in his sermons, helping the listeners connect to his messages more easily, but now only the horrors of war came to mind, and Chris dared not share them, so he concluded his sermon.
Three women, including Hannah, lingered to talk to Chris. In the back, men and women socialized with each other, and the rest filtered out the door. “I really enjoyed how you explained the story of the father and his son,” a not scantily endowed woman in a lemon-yellow jumpsuit said.
Chris politely thanked her. Her husband was an alcoholic and had frequent brushes with the law. Chris and Reverend Luther had helped her out more than once when her husband was incarcerated. Many of the members had come to Chris and Reverend Luther for counseling regarding personal challenges. Some people have the misconception that only good people attend church, but churches are like hospitals — they are for the sick and afflicted, and in this world, everyone is sick and afflicted.
A second woman, wearing a flowery rose-red dress, also complimented Chris on his sermon. She was a single mother struggling to raise her teenage son, Ben. Chris’s peripheral vision spotted Ben. Todd Koak, a middle-aged member of the congregation who never minded his own business, cornered the kid. On any given day, Ben was a little awkward, but now he seemed particularly uncomfortable. “Excuse me,” Chris interrupted Ben’s mother then walked to where the young man and Todd stood.
“When are you going to talk to a recruiter?” Todd asked.
“I don’t think I want to,” Ben replied
“It’s your duty as an American to serve.” Todd spoke loudly with a voice full of pride and authority.
“I think we’ve already done enough,” Chris said, patting the boy’s shoulder.
Todd ignored Chris. “We have to—”
“How many days did you serve in the military?” Chris interrupted.
Todd took a step back. “I think you know.”
“But does Ben know?”
Todd was silent.
“Todd, tell Ben how many days you served.”
Todd looked at his watch. “I almost forgot. I have to go.” He lowered his head and wormed out the door.
“How many days did he serve, Pastor Chris?”
Chris held up his hand and gestured: zero.
“I want to go to college,” Ben said.
“You’ll be a kick,” Chris said, stopping himself before he uttered a word that wasn’t very pastoral. “You’ll be a kick-butt college student.” Chris gave him a friendly fist bump that brightened Ben’s countenance as if he’d just found a hundred-dollar bill. It seemed Ben hadn’t experienced much of that type of male camaraderie, so Chris made a mental note of engaging Ben like that more often.
After most of the congregation cleared out, Hannah strolled over to Chris. Her smile radiated like a supernova. “I thought it was some kind of sick joke until now. You really did become a preacher, didn’t you?”
Chris basked in her warmth. “Long time, no see.”
“Doesn’t seem like so long ago.” Then she whispered, “You can’t really enjoy being with these people.”
“I’m happier than I’ve been in years.”
“I can see they aren’t too into reality, a lot of them are overweight, and they waste what little money they have in that wicker basket that was passed around.”
“They’re trying to do the right thing,” Chris explained, trying not to let her get under his skin.
“The right thing won’t get done by sitting here.”
“You’re welcome to come more often — see what it is we do here.”
“I expected better from you,” she said. “Not this.”
Chris narrowed his eyes at her. “You didn’t come all the way out here just to insult my congregation, did you?”
“Motorcycle bomb in Pakistan,” she began, “shooting in Iraq, car bomb in Syria, IED in Afghanistan, suicide bombing in India, ambush in Somalia — take your pick. In case you’ve forgotten, the terrorists are still at war with us.”
“But you didn’t come all the way out here to tell me that.”
“Of course not.”
Chris understood. “You can’t give me details until I agree to sign on the dotted line.”
“Same old, same old.”
“Why me? Why now?”
“Uncle Sam is cutting back on personnel, and too many missions have spread us too thin.”
“So why me?” he persisted.
“You know Syria better than most, your Arabic is native-like, you have a knack for solving problems like no one I’ve ever seen, and you shoot like the Devil. Your skills at demolitions are second to none. I’d have to recruit at least two men to come close to doing what you do, but I can only recruit one.”
Chris still found it difficult to become excited about her proposal. “I don’t know.”
“Most of all, I need someone I can trust, and you’re at the top of my list. I’ve got bad vibes about this mission, and I want to make it home. Not in a body bag.”
So it’s Syria again.
Years ago, Chris would’ve been thrilled at the prospect of the kind of mission she implied, but he enjoyed the peace of not having to wade through the cesspools of the world, chasing its refuse. He was helping people where he was. And he was safe. “I’d like to help you, Hannah. I really would. But you want me to leave my calling here without knowing more than you just told me. It’s wanting a lot.”
Her face appeared calm, but behind her eyes, her mind seemed engaged in an internal debate about what to say next. Then the internal debate stopped. “After you left Iraq, Professor Mordet was transferred to a prison, and a few weeks later, he escaped.”
“If you didn’t have my full attention before, you have it now.”
“Mordet is now head of Syria’s cyber warfare unit, and we think he’s planning a major attack against the US. He has outsmarted a lot of people, but he didn’t outsmart you. You’re the best person I know to stop him.”
“I’d like to help, but you’re asking me to quit my job here—”
“You don’t have to quit preaching. Just take a three-week vacation. Think about it.” She handed him a sheet of La Quinta Inn stationery with her room number handwritten on it. “This is where I’m staying. I’ll be checking out tomorrow morning. Meet me in the lobby at 0700 with your bags ready to go. I have an extra ticket for you to fly with me to Langley, where you’ll be briefed on the details.”
Chris touched his prosthetic ear. He wasn’t angry about what Mordet had done to him, but he was still angry about what Mordet had done to Young.
“I need you, Chris.” There was a sincerity in her words that pulled at his heart strings. Hannah wasn’t the type who needed protecting, but Mordet was the type who needed stopping, and he might never forgive himself if he let something bad happen to her.
He took the paper and put it in his pocket.
Hannah turned and cruised to the door — her body erect, leading with her breasts, a Venus de Milo with swinging arms. Her hips swayed to and fro in a hypnotic rhythm. Then she was gone.
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Chris stood there, silent for a while. He heard someone nearby speak but didn’t catch the words.
“You okay?” the head minister, John Luther, asked, placing a hand on Chris’s forearm.
Chris groaned. “I don’t know.”
Pastor Luther waited quietly. He was a good listener, and Chris wished he could listen as well as Pastor Luther. He wished he could do a lot of things as well as Pastor Luther. People commented on Chris’s big heart, but next to Pastor Luther, Chris felt like his heart was twenty-two sizes too small.
“Uncle Sam wants me back,” Chris said quietly.
“It must be important.”
Chris tried to think critically about the situation. “Or maybe it’s just a wild hawg hunt.”
“How can you know?” Pastor Luther asked calmly.
“I can’t know until after I accept the mission.”
“And then if you find out it’s an important mission?”
“I don’t know.”
Pastor Luther nodded.
After Chris left the Navy, he’d returned to Harvard to finish his degree and completed his internship under Pastor Luther, who’d invited him to return to work for him after graduation. “In the eleven months I’ve been your assistant pastor, I’ve really felt at home with the congregation,” Chris said.
“You’ve brought a lot of new members to our fold and found some of our lost sheep. You have talents that I don’t have. Is she asking you to quit?”
“She’s asking me to take a three-week vacation.”
“You two were friends?” Pastor Luther asked.
“Colleagues,” Chris replied. “And friends.” The admission came out shy, almost embarrassed.
“I see.”
“I don’t want to go,” Chris said, “but something terrible might happen if I stay.”
“I don’t want you to go, either.”
“But if the Lord wants me to go, and I don’t go, I’m concerned about the consequences,” Chris said. “Not just for myself but for others. Since Hannah walked through that door, my whole world turned upside down. My old job and this job seem in conflict. She’s a colleague and a friend, but there were moments when I wished we could put the world on pause and see if we could be something more.”
“God hears you.”
“But right now, I’m afraid I can’t hear Him. Why would the Lord bring me all the way here to this peaceful place — just to send me back to war? Why would I walk away from Hannah just so she could walk back in? I want guidance, but I’m afraid that I only want to hear the guidance that I want to hear.” While Pastor Luther seemed to have a hotline to God, Chris experienced both good and bad reception days.
“Where does your friend live?” Pastor Luther asked.
“Virginia.”
“It must be important for her to come way out here to Dallas.”
“She said it’s a matter of national security.”
“This was the Lord’s church before you and I arrived. And it’ll be the Lord’s church long after you and I are gone. I’ll be happy to cover for you until you return.”
“Will you pray for me while I’m away?” Chris asked.
“Certainly.”
“I’ve never been too afraid about physical death, but I am afraid of spiritual death.”
“I just have one favor to ask of you,” Pastor Luther said.
“Sure.”
“When you go back to the kind of work you used to do, old habits will return — it’s inevitable. Much of that can be forgiven. I don’t like killing, but I understand that’s what a soldier must do for his country, and I won’t tell you how to do that part of your job. But I saw how she looked at you and how you looked at her. If you fall into serious transgression, I can’t support you. And if you want my recommendation to preach elsewhere, I won’t be able to give it.”
“I understand,” Chris said. “You told me the same before I started work here. I agreed with you then, and I agree with you now.”
“God expects more from you and me. We are His ambassadors. We are His anointed servants. If you marry her, you two can procreate to your hearts’ desire, but until then, you abstain.”
The conversation was awkward for Chris, and he guessed it was awkward for Reverend Luther, too, but he was grateful for Reverend Luther’s straight-shooting character and unflinching dedication. “Yes, sir. I’ll be careful.”
“Shall I pray?”
Chris nodded.
They bowed their heads, and Pastor Luther prayed to protect Chris from harm, both physical and spiritual. “Please keep all cruelty, hate, and murder out of Chris’s heart, even during battle…”
* * *
Chris had spent the whole night preparing for his journey back to black. After only a couple hours of sleep, he called a taxi that first took him to Pastor Luther’s home. In the dawn light, a spring wind graced new maple leaves with movement, and tree branches sent off an armada of flat fibers that whirled through the air like helicopters. Patches of fresh St. Augustine grass replaced the winter’s dead, and a cardinal pecked for food in the flowerbed where a small rainbow of petunias and lantanas bloomed. Chris rang the doorbell.
Pastor Luther’s wife answered the door. “Good morning, Chris. You just missed him. He left to visit Zeke Jackson in the hospital.”
“That’s all right. I just needed to drop some things off for him, if you don’t mind.”
“Of course not,” she said warmly. “I was expecting you.”
Chris nodded. “These are the keys to my house and car. And I’ve included some instructions and important papers in this file.” Chris handed the keys and file to her.
She smiled as she took them.
“My will is in the file, too,” Chris added as an afterthought.
Mrs. Luther froze for a moment, as if it was her first time sending a man off to combat. “Don’t worry about your things,” she said. “We’ll make sure they’re taken care of until you return.”
“Thank you.”
“We’ll miss you,” she added.
“I’ll miss y’all, too.”
She wrapped him in a hug. She started to release him but then hugged him again — tighter — as if she couldn’t make up her mind whether to keep hugging or let him go. Finally she released him. “Be safe,” she said.
Chris walked away with a wave good-bye, not knowing when — or if — he’d see her and her husband again. She waved back, standing in the doorway until Chris’s taxi pulled away.
He considered himself unworthy to be treated so kindly. As a SEAL, he worked on Sundays, deceived and killed people, but that was all part of the job, and he didn’t feel guilt over it. While in the Teams, he’d never gotten any tattoos and never drank. But he’d swore like a sailor and had sex with a number of women. In the Teams, the guys teased him about his high moral standards, but compared to Reverend and Mrs. Luther, he felt as far from the Lord as angels could fly.
It was reassuring to know that, in spite of all the darkness on the earth, there were still places where the sun shined. Although he felt sadness at leaving, he also felt a calm peace that what he was doing was right.
The taxi driver dropped him off at the La Quinta Inn. Inside, people were eating their continental breakfasts, checking out, and hurrying to catch their rides. Hannah was nowhere in sight.
Chris hadn’t eaten, and he didn’t know when he’d find another chance to eat, so he grabbed some breakfast, sat down in the back of the lobby, and ate — keeping his eye on the entrances and exits.
Always know your escape routes. Stay away from the windows in case a car bomb goes off.
His old mindset was coming back to him already.
He finished eating and looked at his watch: 0658. Only two minutes. Maybe I have the wrong hotel. He checked the sheet of paper. The hotel was right. Maybe I remembered the wrong time.
Then Hannah arrived at his table. “I’m happy you showed,” she said with that twinkle in her eye. “The taxi is on its way.”
A fresh burst of oxygen filled his lungs. “I was worried I had the wrong time.”
The cab took them to the Dallas-Fort Worth airport, where they caught their flight to DC. As tempted as he was to engage Hannah while he had her alone, after such a busy night preparing for the trip and being unable to sleep, Chris needed a nap. Besides, he didn’t know when he’d have another opportunity to sleep.
His eyes grew heavier as he tried to relax, his body more and more lethargic. He had only one more thought, a remembrance of a Proverb, before he drifted off.
Be not afraid of sudden fear.
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Chris woke up at 1335 as they touched down at Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport. He followed Hannah to the short-term parking lot, where they located her yellow Mustang convertible, and twenty minutes later, they arrived at the CIA headquarters in Langley. It wasn’t Chris’s first visit, but he couldn’t help spending a moment to get an overview of the layout. The front building was unchanged from the last time he’d been there, the original concrete structure still in place. The glass and steel New Headquarters Building, however, lay to the west. Conversations inside couldn’t vibrate the specialized glass, thwarting outsiders from eavesdropping with laser microphones.
Hannah parked in a side lot. She didn’t lead him through the front entrance, where the CIA seal was inlaid in the granite floor and a marble Memorial Wall stood with 103 stars carved into it.
Instead, she led him to a side entrance, where she showed the guard her ID, handed him her car keys, and signed in. Hannah gave Chris a temporary badge. He put it on and followed her through a maze of halls. Hannah worked for Special Operations Group (SOG), which conducted high-threat military and intelligence operations that the US government might deny knowledge of, such as when SEAL Team Six had raided bin Laden’s headquarters. SOG also utilized Army Delta Force operators and others. When Chris and his teammates had rescued Young, they’d been working with Hannah under SOG.
It was a world in which Chris had once been comfortable, but now he experienced reverse culture shock. He’d expected becoming a pastor was going to be different — attending religious classes at Harvard, praying often, reading the Bible daily, attending frequent church meetings, maintaining high moral standards, and so on — so he’d experienced little shock in the transition from SEAL to pastor. He hadn’t expected returning to the world of black ops would feel like a new experience, but he felt like an alien landing on a new planet. Even the pace of walking was faster than he remembered. He increased his speed to keep up with Hannah. They reached a room with an armed guard posted at the door. Hannah showed the guard her ID, and he opened the door for her.
Inside was a conference room with a feast laid out on the table. A slightly overweight man in his fifties wearing a suit jacket, slacks, and cowboy boots greeted Chris. “Howdy, Chris. Welcome to the family.” His fatherly voice rose and fell with a slow sweetness like molasses. “I’m Jim Bob Louve.”
Chris held out his hand to shake Jim Bob’s, but Jim Bob hugged him instead. The overabundance of affection caught Chris off guard.
“Thought you might be famished, and since I was having a late lunch,” Jim Bob said, “well, please, sit down and join me.”
Chris thanked him and took a seat at the table with Hannah. Another man already sat across from them looking at papers in a file.
Jim Bob seated himself at the head of the table. “Help yourself,” he said.
The other man continued to look at his papers rather than grab some lunch, but Jim Bob and Hannah reached for plates. Chris put fried chicken, cornbread, coleslaw, black-eyed peas, and fried okra on his — southern cooking was one of his favorites. He waited for Jim Bob to eat first.
“Don’t be shy, dig in,” Jim Bob said. “Oh, I almost forgot. Where are my manners? Chris, this is Victor.” His hand gestured toward the quiet man, who glanced up from his papers. Victor had that thousand-yard stare like so many combat veterans Chris had known. “Victor was a case officer like me. Until we made the switch to SOG.”
Chris nodded.
“You worked for SEAL Team Six in Iraq, didn’t you?” Victor asked.
“I’m not aware of any such unit,” Chris replied. Maybe SEAL Team Six was public knowledge now and had a history of working with the Agency, but Chris wasn’t used to casually discussing such things with strangers, and Victor was already rubbing Chris’s rhubarb. Maybe he was testing Chris to see if he had loose lips.
“Oh, right,” Victor said. “But you were part of Task Force 88, Operation Snake Eyes?”
“I can neither confirm nor deny such a task force or operation.”
“On 12 September 2009, you killed a number of Syrian insurgents while rescuing a kidnapped CIA technician named Young Park.”
Chris felt even more uncomfortable, but he said nothing.
Victor leaned forward in his chair. “That mission cost you your right ear, and now you wear a prosthetic.”
Now Chris was pissed at having his personal history laid out so casually, but he hid his irritation out of respect for Hannah and Jim Bob — and because he didn’t want the others to think someone could get him riled so quickly. “Piercing and tattoos are so yesterday,” Chris said with a grin. He chewed a hunk of warm chicken breast. It tasted almost as good as home cooked.
Jim Bob chuckled. “Now Victor, you should show Chris more hospitality than that,” he said in that fatherly tone.
“Yes, sir,” Victor said, straightening in his chair.
“This chicken ain’t half bad,” Jim Bob remarked.
Hannah hungrily bit chunks out of a drum stick and chewed the meat quickly before swallowing. She cleaned off the remaining meat from the bone before moving on to a wing. She’d become so immersed in her eating that she seemed oblivious to her surroundings.
“Victor, would you give our non-disclosure agreement to Chris so he can take a look at it?” Jim Bob asked.
“Yes, sir.” Victor produced a form from his file and politely passed it to Chris.
Chris wiped his hands before taking it. He’d signed such agreements before, but he still took the time to read through it. Centered at the top were the words Secrecy Agreement. In the middle of the paper was a watermark of the CIA seal. After several pages of text, near the bottom, Chris signed and dated the contract. He gave the papers to Jim Bob, who signed and dated the last lines as a witness before returning the form to Victor, who placed it in his file.
“Wonderful,” Jim Bob said. “Victor, would you cut the lights and start the presentation?” He spoke it casually as if they were in an everyday business meeting instead of a secret government operation briefing. Jim Bob seemed so comfortable with it all that Chris guessed he’d probably been at it for close to a couple of decades.
“Yes, sir,” Victor replied. He flicked a switch on the wall, and a projection screen descended from above. Then he pressed a button on a remote control, and a projector mounted in the ceiling came alive. After dimming the lights, he began the brief. On the screen materialized a photo of a small Unmanned Aerial Vehicle (UAV). “This is the Navy’s newest UAV, codenamed Switchblade Whisper,” Victor explained. “With its wings collapsed, the UAV is stored in a canister small enough to fit in a backpack. Or the trash tube of a submarine underwater at periscope depth.” Victor showed a computer graphics simulation of a submarine. “The Switchblade Whisper in the canister is ejected from a submarine’s trash tube, floats to the surface, and launches into the air, where each wing flicks out like the blade of a switchblade. In the submarine’s combat control room, the operator controls the Switchblade Whisper’s flight, conducting reconnaissance and surveillance. Visual data is encrypted and streamed live back to the submarine. The drone also backs up the gathered intelligence, so even if the live stream is compromised, intelligence can still be retrieved from the Switchblade Whisper itself. Then it flies back to the submarine, retracts its wings, and splashes down in the water where it floats until the submarine’s diver retrieves it.”
The technology was impressive, but in Chris’s experience, technology without brave boots on the ground was always a goat-screw. He patiently listened for what his role might be.
Next, Victor displayed an actual photo of a submarine. “Three days ago, off the coast of Syria, the USS Mississippi took part in a covert mission during which they launched the Switchblade Whisper. The Mississippi was in the process of collecting critical intelligence when the Switchblade Whisper’s live streaming went out, and the Mississippi lost control of the UAV over land near the port city of Latakia, Syria. We need to retrieve that drone.”
Chris looked over at Hannah, but she was currently more engaged in her coleslaw than the brief. Maybe she already knew more about the mission than him. “I still don’t understand the urgency of this mission,” he said.
Hannah stopped eating her coleslaw and wiped her mouth. “I recruited an asset who was a technical analyst for Syria’s cyber warfare unit. He reported that the unit’s commander is Professor Yushua Mordet. During the Switchblade Whisper’s surveillance mission, it experienced a malfunction, and Mordet exploited the malfunction by jamming satellite and submarine signals to the Switchblade Whisper. He fed the Switchblade Whisper’s internal navigation system false information that it was being attacked. Then he gave the drone navigation data, spoofing a landing back on the submarine, so the Switchblade Whisper would actually land in Syria. But Mordet lost control of it before he could land it.”
The gears in Chris’s mind turned to figure out what could happen if Mordet got that data.
“I left a payment for my asset in a prearranged drop,” Hannah went on, “but he never picked it up.” She paused. “His head and some other body parts were found in the parking lot of an international food market. Mordet is obviously still trying to get his hands on the Switchblade Whisper, and we have reason to believe he’s going to use the technology to attack the US.”
Jim Bob cleared his throat. “We recently discovered that similar technology used in the Switchblade Whisper is being used by the same government contractor to protect utility and transportation information technology in New York, Virginia and Washington, DC,” he said. “We believe that Department of Defense weapons systems are also vulnerable. But the Department of Defense and Washington, DC disagree with our assessment. If Mordet gets ahold of the black box on the Switchblade Whisper before we do, we think he is capable of using that crypto, security and authentication to hack into the Department of Defense and DC’s critical infrastructures.”
“Do we have specific information about attempted hacks on the US that we can trace to Syria?” Chris asked.
“The FBI’s Computer Investigation and Infrastructure Threat Assessment Center discovered a Syrian hacker cell breaking into New York City’s electrical grid,” Hannah said, “and the agents stopped the cell before they succeeded in introducing a virus into the system. Now New York is changing its utility and transportation IT security systems, but the Department of Defense and Washington, DC deny there is a credible threat. The Secret Service has contacted the DC mayor about concerns of an attack against the White House, and the mayor has agreed to reexamine the threat.”
Chris shook his head. “Reexamine the threat? What if Mordet acquires the black box on the Switchblade Whisper, and he figures out an algorithm capable of breaking into their IT systems?”
“Exactly. He could obtain our military’s secrets, destroy computers and satellites, shut down electricity and water, and cause billions of dollars of damage,” Hannah said. “Change all traffic lights to green, for example. DC has the second-busiest rapid transit system in the U.S. and the second-busiest train station — Mordet could reroute them for derailing and head-on collisions. I don’t know exactly what his plan is, but I do believe he’ll cause as many human deaths as possible.”
Chris’s nostrils flared, and his eyes opened wide. “We have to stop him.”
“Our cover will be as Adventure Tours, scouting for a new thrill for our wealthy clientele,” Jim Bob said. “The four of us will fly to Cyprus, where we’ll board a yacht and sail to Syria. From there, we’ll drive up a mountain and recon the location near Tishreen Lake where intel reports say the Switchblade Whisper should be. A tracking device was designed into the black box, and we’ll have a GPS tracker to help us pinpoint its location. Then we’ll return to the location at night and retrieve the black box and as much of the plane as is practical to carry. What we can’t take out with us, Chris, you will destroy with explosives.”
Chris didn’t react. There was nothing to say, only to do. His background seemed a perfect fit for the mission.
“Then we’ll sail out of Syria with the Switchblade Whisper,” Jim Bob continued, “and transport it to the USS James E. Williams, an Arleigh Burke-class destroyer, anchored in international waters near Cyprus.” He met Chris’s gaze. “The purpose of this mission isn’t to kill people, but if our lives are in danger, we’ll need you to help us shoot our way out.”
“You mean kill people,” Chris said. He hoped the op would go down smoothly and there wouldn’t be a need for killing. But with Mordet involved, that seemed unlikely.
“Yes, do what you have to do. Since our government doesn’t want to be overtly associated with this mission, if we are compromised, the United States will deny any knowledge.”
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After the briefing, the four of them went to pick up their gear. Then Hannah escorted Chris to the Special Operations Group armory, where a smorgasbord of weapons made his mouth water. He’d forgotten the special bond he felt with firearms that transcended the physical world.
“What would you like for dessert?” she asked, standing in front of racks of pistols, revolvers, submachine pistols, submachine guns, shotguns, assault rifles, and sniper rifles. Hannah grabbed an HK P30 9 mm pistol and HK416 assault rifle. “These two are mine.”
Chris smiled approvingly.
“You can look and touch, but you can’t take,” she said, holding her HK416 out to him.
He took the HK416 and pulled back the charging handle to make sure there wasn’t a live round in the chamber. “Nice balance of durability and accuracy.” He turned on the EO-Tech optical sight. It magnified everything to three times its normal size.
“You broke some hearts when you left Iraq,” she said too casually to be casual. “Why’d you go?”
He continued to study the weapon. He flicked the fire selector switch on the weapon between safe, semi, and full auto. “You don’t really want to know.”
“I only wanted to know, but now I really want to know.”
“You wouldn’t understand.”
“Because I’m so stupid? Or because you’re so smart?”
“Forget about it.” He gave the HK416 back to her.
“Now I can’t forget about it. You built up the suspense.”
She wasn’t going to let it go, and he trusted her, so he gave in. “Okay. You remember that op when we rescued Young?”
“Yeah.”
“After I joined the Teams, I always felt incomplete. Often thought about what it would be like to become a minister. After we rescued Young, I’d had enough of the Teams. Then when Young was going through some emotional issues, the psychologist worked with him, but Young was still suffering. I took him to the chaplain, and that made a significant difference. I wanted to make a difference in people’s lives like that, so I got out and went back to Harvard to study theology.”
Hannah shook her head. “Just like that?”
“It’s something I always wanted to do. And I got tired of chasing dirt-bags.”
“You really are nuts.”
“Why’d you sign up for the Agency?” Chris asked.
“A way out of East LA’s poverty, crime, gangs and drugs. After the director gave me my spy school diploma, I never went back.”
He handed her back her weapon. “Why’d you stay in? You could do other things.”
Hannah discovered another HK416 and handed it to him. “I miss my family, but I have no desire to live in that world. You guys are my family. This is my world.”
“I’ve got to admit, I missed the camaraderie. Never found anything like it again.” Chris examined his HK416. “I need some bling on this bad boy.”
A small, wizened man stepped into the armory. “I’m the armorer,” he said with a voice that sounded like Yoda.
“I’d like to put a Micro Aimpoint sight and a VTAC two-point sling on it,” Chris said. It would allow him to see a red dot in the small scope without the enemy noticing. The sling was just for ease of carrying and the freedom to use both hands on other tasks.
Yoda’s eyes sparkled at the idea. “How soon do you need it?”
“The sooner the better, sir.” Chris picked up a Glock 19 Gen-4. The compact pistol was small enough to conceal without compromising accuracy. It looked brand new, including the plastic sights that might break off under severe conditions. “And I need a pair of Heinie LEDGE Straight Eight sights for this one. I’ll need to zero it to twenty-five meters.”
Yoda’s brow furrowed. People zeroed rifles, but most people didn’t zero pistols. Chris wasn’t most people. He examined the magazine well in the grip, and there was a gap where debris could enter and seep into the trigger mechanism, jamming it. “And a grip plug on the Glock to keep the dirt out.”
“You really know your weapons,” Yoda said.
Chris smiled and handed over the weapons.
Yoda held the Glock in one hand and cradled the HK416 like a child. “I’m going to miss you two.” A hint of sadness crept onto his face before he walked away with the pistol and carbine.
Chris turned to Hannah. “Can you get me on the Farm tonight, so I can do a little shooting?”
Hannah laughed and shook her head. “I knew you weren’t that far out of the game, Reverend. I’ll see what I can do.” She stepped out of the armory, her fingers already flying across her cell phone. Chris guessed she was calling the head of staff at the CIA’s secret training facility.
Half an hour later, they loaded weapons and gear into a green SUV before descending further into the abyss of covert ops. They stopped at a nearby convenience store and loaded up food for later before driving south.
“What’d you do this morning?” Hannah asked.
“Before joining you? Just the usual.”
“The usual?”
“What, did you bug my place or something?” he asked playfully.
“If I did, would I have to ask?”
“Said a prayer. Fifty push-ups, fifty sit-ups, thirty-minute run. Then I read the Bible for half an hour before breakfast.”
“You still shoot much?” she asked, changing the topic.
He shrugged. “Hardly at all.”
“Don’t your firearms get lonely?”
“Don’t own any,” he said.
“Don’t own any? Is that what they taught you in preacher school?”
“It was a personal choice,” he said with a chuckle. “I loved shooting. But after years at Six, it became more work and less joy. Then when I studied to become a pastor and all, I didn’t have time for it. Shooting was no longer a priority.”
“What would you have done if someone broke into your house or something while you were home?”
“I don’t know.”
“It’s a good thing I’m rescuing you from all that religious brain-washing,” she said, her tone no longer so relaxed.
He’d heard comments like that before, and he wasn’t angered, but he was curious. Especially when it came to her. “Why do you dislike religion so much?”
“The fact that two adults like us can’t agree on the existence of God is evidence to me that He doesn’t exist. You were born wealthy, and your parents were, too. I inherited caca. When so much is given to you and everything’s blowing your way, it probably seems like God is walking around the neighborhood, but in El Este de Los Angeles, there is no God — if there was, he’d carry an AK and wear a bullet-resistant vest.”
Chris didn’t want to argue with her. They were both headstrong, and arguing would lead nowhere, so he didn’t say another word, hoping her mood would improve. After several minutes, he thought of something positive to shift the conversation back into safe territory. “If the rest of the spooks could operate like you, I wouldn’t care if the whole Agency were atheist.”
“You know you may have to kill someone on this mission, right?” She glanced over at Chris, then back at the road.
“Is there something you’re not telling me?” he asked.
“No. I just know that things might get hairy and bullets start flying.”
“On most of the best ops I’ve been on, no shots were fired. Get in, accomplish the mission, get out.”
“I hope this turns out to be a best op,” she said, “but I won’t bet all my money on it.”
“That’s why we’re riding all this way out to the Farm.”
She laughed. “Touché.”
* * *
After a two-and-a-half-hour ride, they reached the rolling hills and evergreen forests surrounding the Farm. There they passed high fences topped with concertina wire. NO TRESPASSING government signs were posted on the fences at regular intervals. Behind one fence, a guard carrying an M4 watched them and spoke into his radio mike while he stood beside an olive-colored Humvee with a machine gun mounted on top. Inside the Humvee, another guard sat in the driver’s seat.
At the front gate, a sign read: ARMED FORCES EXPERIMENTAL TRAINING ACTIVITY. The cover name for the CIA’s Camp Peary, a.k.a. “the Farm.”
Hannah steered an S through concrete barriers before stopping at the sentry box. Under the watchful electric eyes of surveillance cameras and sensors, Special Police Officers checked them and their vehicle before waving them through. Hannah drove over a large metal plate, a hydraulic barricade that could pop up in emergencies to block the entrance.
Soon they passed the restricted residential area for Agency instructors and other personnel. A couple minutes, later they went by the compound where new CIA recruits received some of their field training.
Finally, Hannah stopped and parked at a shooting bay that faced outdoor target holders. Chris and Hannah unloaded the SUV. He placed a spotting scope on the firing line and pinned up targets at varying distances. He returned to the firing line, lay in the prone position, and fired five shots at the closest target, twenty-five meters. Then Chris leaned to his side and looked through his spotting scope. The five shots had created a crater in the bottom left corner of the cardboard backing, but they hadn’t even hit the paper. Chris adjusted his sights. He fired five more shots, then checked the spotting scope again. This time, he’d hit the paper, but it was still on the white, outside the black rings, so he adjusted his sights again. Then he hit near the bull’s-eye. His heart said, Hardy-har-har.
“Look how happy you are,” Hannah said.
“Do I look happy?” he asked.
“Like a sailor in a whorehouse.”
“I just realized how much I miss shooting.” He smiled as he prepared to shoot again.
“I’ll be to the left of the berm killing steel, amigo. Smoke ’em.” She walked away to shoot steel targets in the adjacent shooting bay.
Now that Chris could hit the paper at twenty-five meters, it was easier to do the real business of zeroing at one hundred meters. After repeating the process of shooting, examining his hits, and adjusting his sights, he finished zeroing his rifle at one hundred meters. His barrel, like most barrels, slanted at an upward angle to compensate for the immediate drop of the round leaving the muzzle. The rifle’s outer covering appeared straight, but the actual barrel inside slanted up. As a result, the round would travel from low to high and then drop low again, like traveling the arc of a rainbow.
As a child, he’d always been fascinated by firearms. Owning a BB gun had reinforced that fascination, but as an adult in BUD/S training, he’d outshot his classmates, and he’d thought he might have a gift. When he’d outgunned his SEAL instructor in a contest, he’d realized he had a special skill. Not only did he enjoy shooting, but his gift filled him with grand pride. Deep down, he felt a spiritual connection to firearms. But after becoming a preacher, he’d forgotten all that. Now the skill, pride and spiritual connection came back to him.
At the initial arc of the rainbow, his bullet would now strike a couple inches low at twenty-five meters. It’d rise to dead-on at one hundred meters, and the bullet would drop a few inches low at two hundred meters. At three hundred meters, he’d have to aim for the enemy’s neck in order to hit him in the gut.
Chris fired out to the various targets kneeling and standing. Next, he shot on the move, practicing reloads as he went and throwing in some malfunction drills for good measure. When he was satisfied, he did the same with his pistol out to fifty meters. Then Chris joined Hannah. He mostly shot steel with his rifle but did some transitions into shooting pistol. Next, Hannah took him to a range where the steel moved: disappeared, appeared, panned left, and panned right. He shot better than she did, but he wasn’t shooting as well as he used to.
When the sun dropped out of the sky, Chris mounted a light to his rifle. He became so absorbed in shooting that he lost track of time. Hannah went into the truck and dug into the supplies for food; he thought he’d shoot for a little longer before grabbing a bite himself, but soon he forgot about eating, too. While Hannah rested in the vehicle, he continued to squeeze the trigger until he ran out of bullets. He dumped the empty ammo boxes into a trash barrel.
Chris placed his weapons into the SUV, waking Hannah. She rubbed her eyes and adjusted her seat forward.
“You ready?” she asked.
He nodded and climbed into the passenger seat, not saying a word. He needed more time at the range, but time was the one thing they didn’t have.
He could feel her eyes on him. “Okay, what’s wrong?” she asked.
Chris remained quiet.
She started up the SUV. “Is it one of your weapons?”
“No,” he replied. “Weapons are Jedi level.”
Hannah pulled out of the shooting bay and left the firing range. “The ammo?”
“It’s me,” Chris said.
“What do you mean?”
“My shooting.”
“You were smoother than me. Smooth is fast,” she said.
She was right about the importance of shooting smoothly. Chris had been in numerous gunfights where his opponent had acted more quickly but Chris’s efficiency of motion and exacting aim — smoothness — had killed his enemy before his enemy had killed him. Even so, Chris had once faced an enemy who was equally smooth, and in that situation, Chris had only survived because his opponent’s smooth actions were slower than his. “Smooth is fast, but slow is dead.” His head ached, and his body felt warm, almost feverish. “I’m not near enough the shooter I used to be. And there’s no more time to close the gap.”
“You’ll figure out a way to close the gap. You always do.” She reached over and patted his hand.
Chris closed his eyes as she drove, but he couldn’t rest. And he couldn’t shake the dark cloud of discouragement that hovered over him.
* * *
It was late when they arrived back at the Agency in Langley. They unloaded their gear, bagged and tagged it so it could be loaded on the plane with the rest of their kit for a military flight out ahead of them. Chris and the others would be flying under civilian cover, so if his weapons, explosives, comms, and other black gear were sent to the wrong place, he wouldn’t find out until they arrived in their area of operations.
Once the task was completed, Hannah drove them to their hotel in nearby Hampton. The pair entered the hotel and took the elevator to the fifth floor, where both their rooms were.
They stopped in the hall outside Chris’s room. He didn’t want to go in alone, but he wanted to do the right thing and say good night. He searched his mind for some middle ground but found none. While he thought about what to say, the silence grew more and more awkward.
“Thank you,” he finally said. “For today.” He tried to think of something else. “And for this mission.” He was sincere about his gratitude for her, but he wasn’t sure about the mission, especially after his performance on the firing range. Despite his concern, there was no turning back now.
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In the evening, in the port city of Latakia, Syria, a middle-aged Chinese intelligence officer named Bo Geng strolled behind a twenty-something curvaceous prostitute called Farah. She led him into a cheap, dilapidated hotel. Although prostitution was officially illegal in Syria, the police turned a blind eye. Most of the women, like Farah, were from Iraq, refugees unable to work legally in Syria, so they turned to hustling. Others were pressured by family members in Iraq to become call girls in Syria. Their customers came from all over the Middle East, where moral codes were much stricter. Bo had paid the equivalent of four hundred dollars for an evening with her.
Before stepping inside the hotel, he looked for any signs of police or his own intelligence agency. He’d been filing false reports for more money and time to spend on Farah, and he was in no hurry to return to China. And he was certainly in no hurry to spend time in a Syrian jail.
Bo flipped the light switch, and cockroaches scurried across the dingy floor. The light was dim, but he could see well enough. He locked the door behind them.
Most of the wallpaper in the room was missing, revealing a concrete wall that crumbled in patches. Large chips of the vinyl floor were gone, and long cracks formed a giant spider web. The bed frame was rusted, but the tattered sheets appeared clean.
His eyes ravaged Farah from her scuffed knee-high boots to her frayed hip-hugging jeans to her tight, faded teal-colored T-shirt. She liked to suck in her gut, but it wasn’t enough of a gut to deter him. Even though her skin had a dirty complexion, he liked the darkness of it. He embraced her, but she pulled away and motioned for him to wait. Farah’s hands explored the outside of his trousers, stopping at his back left pocket, where he had a pair of handcuffs he’d used with her the night before.
“So you want that again?” he asked in Arabic. His hands quivered with anticipation as he pulled out the handcuffs. The danger of being caught by Syrian authorities or Chinese intelligence increased his excitement.
Farah smiled. From her worn handbag, she pulled out her own pair of handcuffs, raising the ante. Much of the black paint had rubbed off the metal, clearly used before, but they were new to him. If the police or his superiors busted through the door, he’d be hard-pressed to explain away what was happening. He was a fast runner, though.
Bo felt a rise in his trousers. “What do you have in mind?”
She sat on the bed and handcuffed one of her hands to a bent metal pole decorating the headboard. She giggled, and he quickly approached her to put his handcuffs on her free hand.
She motioned for him to stop.
Is she teasing me? “What’s wrong?”
“Handcuff yourself to the bed,” she said.
“You are a creative woman,” he said. If I handcuff myself to the bed, there’ll be no running away. But the police and my chief have no reason to come here. I ran a surveillance detection route before coming here. No one knows I’m here. And I can handle Farah. He handcuffed his hand to the bed.
Farah lay down on top of him, burying his face with her bosom, tantalizing him. She pressed herself hard against him until he couldn’t breathe. He thought he might suffocate, but Farah backed away, and he inhaled. Then she pummeled his face with her chest again. This time, with his free hand, he tried to pull up her shirt, but she moved away, escaping his grasp and allowing him to catch his breath. She unbuttoned and unzipped his trousers. Then Farah sandwiched Bo between her and the bed, but this time he could breathe and enjoy.
Click. Bo’s other wrist was cuffed to the bed, and Farah’s hands were free. She smiled and pulled off his trousers. He was so aroused that his emperor was ready to enter the palace.
“Now I want you to beg,” she said.
“I’m not going to beg,” he said pompously, tugging at his cuffs.
“No, you must beg.”
“I’m not begging.”
“I can see you need some time to think.” She giggled.
“Okay, okay, I’ll beg.”
“You better hurry.” Farah walked into the bathroom and closed the door.
“Please. I’m begging.”
“You don’t sound very sincere,” she said. “I’ll just freshen up while you become sincere.”
“Please. I beg you.” He waited, but there was no reply. He heard the shower running. “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. I want you more than life itself. I’ll do anything for you.”
“That’s more like it,” her voice called. The bathroom door opened.
Bo grinned. Then a stranger appeared in the doorway. Bo’s grin dissolved.
In the doorway stood a man with longish, black curly hair and a handsome face — he looked like a movie star. In his hand, he carried a brown leather satchel. “I am pleased to make your acquaintance,” the man said.
The man gave her a fistful of money, and she put it in her jeans pocket, avoiding Bo’s gaze. She brushed past the stranger, grabbed her handbag, unlocked the door, and ran out of the hotel room.
Once she was gone, the man locked the door again.
“Who are you?” Bo asked.
“That is not important now.” Condescension filled the man’s voice. “What is important is who you are.”
“I am a businessman with China National Petroleum Corporation.”
“Yes, Mr. Bo Geng. That is your cover story. I want you to tell me who you really work for.”
Bo’s heart rate sped up, and he started to sweat. “What are you talking about?”
“You are from the Ministry of State Security of the People’s Republic of China, no?”
Bo didn’t like how the stranger talked down to him, and he felt that the stranger was talking down to China. “Who are you?” he spat.
“I am the commander of Syria’s cyber warfare unit, but you should be asking ‘what do you want?’”
“What do you want?”
“I want what you want,” the stranger reasoned.
“I don’t understand.”
The stranger smiled. “I want to bring America to her knees. Maybe not for the same reasons, but we both want the same thing.”
Bo looked at him, puzzled. “Who are you?”
“I am the one who devours the souls of humans. The one who grows spiritually stronger with each bite. I am the one who will use the Switchblade Whisper to feast on America.” He stroked his satchel.
Bo didn’t know what was inside it, and not knowing made his gut queasy. “I know nothing about any Switchblade Whisper.” His statement was partly true. He knew what the drone was and that the Syrians had brought it down, but he didn’t know where or why.
The stranger smiled again. “One of my people betrayed me and sold information about my cyber-warfare unit to you. Of course, he is no longer with my unit, but you sent an encrypted message to your superiors.”
Bo pulled against his handcuffs, and they rubbed against his skin and bones, but he couldn’t free himself.
The man stepped closer to the bed. “We decoded your message. And you claimed you found a piece of the aircraft. I want to see the piece and know where you found it.”
“I lied,” Bo said. “I lied so I could get more money. And so China wouldn’t send me home. I didn’t find anything.”
“Is there anyone else looking for the Switchblade Whisper?” the stranger asked.
Bo swallowed. “Chi Lee. He is with the PLA Special Forces.”
“Is he working alone?”
His hands flapped in the cuffs. The more he tried to ease them, the more they tried to take flight. “I don’t know.”
The stranger stepped closer to the bed, his body pressing against it. “I believe that you have every reason to tell the truth. But I am not sure that you truly believe that.”
“I’m telling you the truth,” Bo said.
The man stroked his hair like a new pet. “I believe you.”
Bo recoiled out of disgust and whimpered. “Please unlock my handcuffs.”
The stranger’s eyes were dark and void of emotion, like two black holes. “I have one more question: if Chi Lee does obtain the Switchblade Whisper, how does he plan to transport it to China?”
Mentally, his nerves mixed in a blender. “I’m telling the truth — I don’t know. Please let me go.”
“Okay, since you are not answering my last question, I will help you.” The man opened his satchel and pulled out a set of knives. “The small one is a paring knife, excellent for removing skin. Next, the long carving knife is used for slicing thin cuts of meat. Oh, maybe you will appreciate the irony of this next one.” He pointed to another blade. “A Chinese cleaver, used for chopping through bone. And the last is a boning knife, which does what its name implies.”
Bo’s mouth was dry, and his head felt like it was on fire. Screaming, he yanked on his handcuffs.
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In the morning, Chris, Hannah, Victor, and Jim Bob took separate routes to make sure they weren’t under surveillance by any of the foreign spies that often targeted Langley. After shaking any tails and making sure they were “clean,” they would rendezvous at the Montreal-Trudeau Airport, where they’d assume their new identities.
Unlike traveling abroad, Chris was on his home turf and had the advantage of blending in more easily and noticing anyone who exhibited a marked appearance or behavior — such as a foreign operative whose dress was too casual or too formal in comparison to the other people in his environment, a commuting salary man without a bored look on his face, or anything else out of the norm. Also to his benefit, surveillance would probably only be solo or a small team rather than a large team, such as the KGB used in Russia during the Cold War to observe suspected CIA officers.
Chris took a taxi to a nearby hotel, briskly walked in the front door, and quickly walked out the back. If enemy agents were following him, they’d struggle to keep up. He didn’t want to be obvious and turn around to look for a tail, so he checked the window reflections. No one suspicious. So far, so good.
From the rear of the hotel, Chris hailed another taxi. As he sat down and told the driver where to take him, he observed the hotel door to see if anyone came out. When the taxi driver pulled away from the curb, the hotel door remained still.
No surveillance vehicles seemed to pursue, but Chris remained alert as his taxi dropped him off at Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport — the busier the airport, the easier it was to disappear into an ocean of people. DC was also a hotbed for spies, so the farther from DC, the better. From there, he flew to New York’s John F. Kennedy International Airport. Inside JFK, Chris switched carriers and hopped on a plane to Montreal, Canada.
In a restroom stall of the Montreal-Trudeau Airport, he changed into a green polo shirt with Adventure Tours embroidered on the left breast. He proceeded to the security gate, where he showed his navy blue Canadian passport with his alias—Chris Grey— written inside. He placed his wallet on the counter between them. In it, he had a Montreal driver’s license, Visa card issued by Canadian Tire, a business card with working phone number and email address that the Agency manned daily, and a Tim Hortons card, the Dunkin’ Donuts of Canada. In his carry-on, there was a Canadian edition of the Bible and some business papers.
After passing through security, he found a seat in the Swiss International Airlines lobby near the gate for Zurich, the next stop on their circuitous journey to Latakia, Syria. Chris wore the face of any other tired traveler, but he maintained situational awareness, watching out for anything that didn’t belong.
Hannah arrived at the gate, wearing her green Adventure Tours shirt, carrying a drink, and strutting as if she didn’t have a care in the world. But Chris knew better — Hannah was switched on, too. She sat down next to him. Any moment, Victor and Jim Bob were due to arrive wearing their Adventure Tours shirts, too.
Hannah took a sip from her straw. “You ever know a shooting instructor named Ron Hickok?” she asked randomly.
Ron was the toughest SEAL instructor Chris had had at BUD/S. Later, he’d taken an honorable discharge from the Navy and opened a gun school called the Blaze Ranch for military and law enforcement personnel and US citizens. Teaching guns was his true destiny. Before he’d agreed to teach Chris beyond the advanced levels, he’d sworn Chris to secrecy. Chris hadn’t understood why, but he’d wanted to learn, so he’d agreed not to talk about his training. “Is there anyone in our business who doesn’t know Ron?”
“I’d heard of him; that’s why I signed up for one of his courses. When I first arrived at the school, someone must’ve said ‘hi’ to me, but I didn’t notice, and even if I had, I wouldn’t have known it was Hickok because I’d never met him before.”
“Why are you talking to me about Ron Hickok?”
“That asshole kicked me out before I even started training — just because I didn’t return his greeting. My boss tried to smooth things over on the phone, but Hickok refused to accept me.”
Chris gave her a patient smile. “I’m assuming there’s some point to this.”
She made a punching motion. “He’s lucky I didn’t give him optic surgery.”
“What he lacks in personality, he more than makes up for with firearms talent.”
“Guess so. Victor learned under him.”
Chris sat up in his chair. “So that’s the point. This is about Victor.”
She nodded.
“You ever hear of Flash-Kill?” he asked.
“Yeah. That’s Hickok’s move that kills his target so fast that the rest of the world seems to slow down. He was legendary for using it in Iraq.”
Chris leaned toward her and lowered his voice. “Did he ever teach it to Victor?”
“I heard he never taught Flash-Kill. The only one who ever used it was Hickok.”
“So why are you telling me all this?”
“Because Victor is dangerous.” There was a slight quiver in her voice. “And I don’t trust him.”
Chris nodded. “I don’t know him enough to trust him, but I don’t know enough to like him, either.”
“Do me a favor,” she said. “If he somehow manages to stab me in the back, kill him.”
“Love to.” He spotted Victor ambling to the gate and smiled at him. He knew she didn’t literally mean stab her in the back, and he knew that she was joking when she said kill him. At least he hoped that was the case.
Victor arrived and stopped next to Chris and Hannah. “What were you two talking about?”
“Nothing,” Hannah said.
“You were both just exercising your lips?” Victor said.
“Are you infatuated with my lips?” Chris asked in a friendly tone, teasing him.
Victor stared at him. “No.”
Jim Bob arrived then, and when he saw Victor arguing, he scolded him in his fatherly tone. “Play nice, Victor.”
Chris wasn’t looking forward to the sixteen-hour trip, wishing he could use the time for more shooting practice. While he sat on the plane getting softer, the tangos would be out running and gunning and getting harder. It was frustrating.
Just after 1630 hours, they boarded their plane. Jim Bob had a carry-on bag, but he couldn’t lift his arms above his head to put it in the overhead compartment, so Victor helped him.
Chris and Hannah sat down, the seats around them still empty. “What’s wrong with Jim Bob’s arms?” Chris whispered.
“He was captured by Hezbollah, and they tied his arms behind his back in torture positions,” Hannah replied.
“So his arms are normal except for motion above his head?”
She nodded. “Jim Bob stalled, giving them false intelligence and unclassified information.”
“How was he released?”
Hannah snapped her buckle into place. “He wasn’t. He escaped.”
Impressive. “How’d he do it?”
“He faked appendicitis, and when two guards came in to look at him, he snatched one of their weapons and shot his way out. Before escaping the compound, he came across Victor’s cell and freed him.” Hannah opened the in-flight magazine and looked at the schedule of movies.
“Hmm…” Chris made himself as comfortable as he could. He wasn’t interested in watching a flick, though. He had other things to do. While he couldn’t physically practice shooting, he could visualize himself shooting, increasing his biological performance and helping him to close the gap between the shooter he was now and the shooter he could be. Russian scientists had learned about the technique when they’d performed an experiment on three groups of Olympic athletes. The first group received only physical training, the second group received seventy-five percent physical training and twenty-five percent mental training, and the third group received half mental training and half physical training. After the training, the third group performed the best.
Chris closed his eyes and went into a monk-like trance, thinking about his combat mind-set — switching on the killer instinct he’d learned in the Teams, from Ron Hickok and during actual firefights. He imagined the basics of marksmanship: stance, draw, grip, trigger control, sight alignment, follow-through, reloading, and clearing malfunctions. Then he practiced tactics in different locations — plane, building, car, grove of trees — where he used movement and cover to his advantage. He continued visualizing each part of the triad: combat mind-set, marksmanship, and tactics. Chris became so absorbed in his training that he missed the in-flight meal. When he needed a break, he called a flight attendant to bring him his food. She obliged him with his meal and a Swiss smile. Chris returned the friendly expression before chowing down.
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As Jim Bob had mentioned, they weren’t flying directly to Syria. Instead, they boarded an Agency yacht in Cyprus. An Adventure Tours flag flew from its mast. Chris and the others went below to check their gear. The Agency had already loaded their weapons, communications equipment, and other covert items into hidden compartments concealed by secret panels. His Camelbak was in plain view, though, as well as some other survival gear that would go well with his cover as adventure guide. And help keep him alive.
Chris located his compact Glock pistol in its Raven Kydex holster. He made sure the weapon was loaded before attaching his pistol holster so it rode on one hip with two magazine holders on the opposite hip. He concealed both with his untucked shirt. The others concealed their pistols, too. They kept their rifles and other black gear stored in the hidden compartments, out of sight until they were needed. If this were an overt assault, they’d be bristling with armor and other heavy assault equipment, but this was a covert infiltration, so they traveled light — such was the tradeoff of weapons and tactics.
Once everything was accounted for, Chris and Victor climbed up to the main deck. “Cast off the stern line,” Victor ordered.
Chris didn’t like the cold tone of voice he used with him. It contrasted sharply with the respectful attitude he showed toward Jim Bob. Even so, he cast off the line. They still had a job to do.
Hannah and Jim Bob joined them on the deck, and all four entered the bridge, where a debonair pilot in his seventies steered them away from the dock. The hair on his head was darker than his distinguished grey beard, and he wore a classic nautical captain’s hat.
Hannah kissed him on the cheek.
“Hannah!” the man exclaimed with a smile that was beyond big.
Her kiss and his smile made Chris feel a twinge of jealousy, but he brushed it off.
Jim Bob turned to Chris. “Mr. Wolfeschlegelaltona, here, is The Most Interesting Man in The World,” Jim Bob said proudly, quoting the phrase from a Dos Equis commercial. “He can make dead men tell tales.”
Chris couldn’t remember the man’s name, let alone pronounce it, so he only focused on the first part. He nodded and smiled.
Wolf spoke, his voice a deep baritone, “I don’t always pilot boats, but when I do, I drink Dos Equis.”
Chris was amused by Wolf’s jovial attitude, and if Hannah trusted him, Chris figured he could trust Wolf, too.
Once everyone was properly introduced and settled, the team rehearsed their false identities and played poker for several hours, until the yacht came within twelve nautical miles of Syria, west of Latakia. Wolf called Latakia Radio in Arabic. “We are at point Sierra Charlie and have a reservation with the Syrian Yacht Club and wish to approach Latakia.”
Getting the go-ahead, Wolf proceeded into the harbor. To the north, part of a sunken ship stuck up from the sea. After passing the wreck, Wolf steered toward a tall black and white building on the shore. There were a handful of yachts and a dhow in the harbor; the rest were mostly fishing vessels. Meanwhile, Chris and the others checked their cell phones to make sure they all had comms with each other. When the yacht reached the dock, two armed Syrian immigration officers were waiting. Both were muscular and had serious expressions on their faces. The older-looking of the two had a thick moustache.
After Chris and Victor tied the yacht to the pier, the immigration officers came aboard, and Wolf handed Moustache his passport and some paperwork. Chris, Hannah, Jim Bob, and Victor handed over their passports so Moustache could compare the passport photos with the real faces. He stopped at Jim Bob and asked, “Did you visit Israel before this trip?”
Answering in the affirmative would be grounds for not being admitted into the country. “No, sir,” Jim Bob said politely. “Was I supposed to?”
Moustache shook his head. “What is the purpose of your trip?”
“We’re with Adventure Tours. We serve an elite clientele who are willing to pay large sums of money for unique travels filled with adventure around the world. Now we’re scouting Syria, hoping to include it in one of our tours.”
Moustache turned to Wolf. “Show me your logbook.”
Wolf calmly led Moustache to the bridge and showed him the book. After examining it, the officer went below. Chris and the others followed. Moustache opened their luggage and rifled through the contents. As he was making a mess of Hannah’s suitcase, he found something that made him stop.
Moustache homed in on one section of Hannah’s suitcase and examined it — her undergarments. He has an underwear fetish!
“You can have one, if you want,” Hannah said. “But you can’t have them all because I need something to wear.”
Moustache frowned then abruptly left the stateroom and ascended topside. He collected their money, stamped their passports — good for fifteen days — and attached an entry/exit card before hastily departing with his partner. Customs and immigration only came to the yacht club by appointment, and when their business was done, they didn’t stick around. Moustache and his partner hopped in a government car and departed.
Chris’s team arranged for Wolf to stay on board, and the other four climbed down a ladder and onto the pier. The warm, familiar scent of kebab halabi filled Chris’s nostrils, fresh tomatoes and Aleppo pepper wafting together. He inhaled deeply, dragging in its comfort, and a mass of Arabic voices filled his ears like sweet honey. The air was dryer here than in Dallas, relaxing him. He’d forgotten how much he liked it here. Syria could be poster-perfect. And scrotum-shrinkingly scary. He refocused his attention on his teammates.
Hannah, Jim Bob, and Victor joined Chris, stepped off the pier and walked across the beach with him. Although the customs and immigration officials worked for the Syrian government, the marina was privately owned and operated. The private security guard staring through his office window might intimidate hooligans and thieves, but he didn’t intimidate Chris. Behind the office area was a restaurant, the source of the palate party aromas.
Minutes later, two taxis picked up the four of them and their luggage. The taxis dropped them off at the entrance to the front lobby of the Afamia Rotana Resort. “We’ll check in before meeting in my villa,” Jim Bob said.
After checking in and picking up their card keys, they carried their bags into two adjacent two-room villas. Chris and Hannah shared one villa with separate rooms, and Jim Bob and Victor shared the other.
Chris and Hannah walked into the wide, well-lit space, passing a marble bathroom. Hannah continued to the window and looked out over the terrace. “With this view of the Mediterranean Sea and temperatures in the seventies, it’s perfect for a vacation,” she said.
It was ironic that he was with such a fearlessly gorgeous woman at a beach resort and yet they had such a dangerous job to do. “The Mediterranean looks better with you here.”
Delight spread across her face. “It’d look even better with both of us in the water.”
Chris smiled. “Syria would never be the same.”
She set her bags in a corner of the bedroom. “Sometimes I wish we could put the world on pause.”
Chris put his luggage in the opposite room and met her in the living room. “I was just thinking the same: What if we could put this mission on pause and just go for a swim?”
She picked up the television remote control and pressed a button. She laughed, but it seemed forced and cut off. If the look in her eyes meant the same thing he felt, it was an unresolved longing.
She closed her eyes for a moment, and when she reopened them, the look was gone. “We better get going.”
It saddened him, but he dutifully packed the unresolved longing back in its box and pushed it to the back of his mind. Consciously, he focused on the positive: being with Hannah on a mission was better than no time with her at all. “Yep.”
They left their villa and walked toward Jim Bob and Victor’s. As Chris and Hannah neared the other villa, Victor’s voice drifted through the thick shrubbery surrounding its terrace. Chris caught a glimpse of Victor through the foliage. He stood alone, talking quietly into his cell phone, but he wasn’t speaking English. They must’ve taken the wrong way, reaching the back of the villa instead of the front. Victor spotted them and stopped his conversation. Chris and Hannah changed direction and headed to the front.
“You recognize what language he was speaking?” she asked in a hushed voice.
“It sounded like he said Ras al-Basit, the name of a town near here,” Chris whispered. “The rest sounded Chinese. Why would he be speaking Chinese?”
“He seems to show more goodwill toward his Chinese phone caller than you. He’s been acting like you’re interrupting something. Thank you for agreeing to help me out on this one.”
Being around her delighted him. “Thank you for asking.”
They knocked on the front door of the villa. Jim Bob answered it, invited them in, and handed Hannah and Chris each a set of keys. “I’m giving both of you sets of keys to the SUV, courtesy of the Company. Inside are hidden compartments for your rifles and other goodies. Victor and I will take the van. We’re going to take a look at the mountain area near Tishreen Lake where reports say the Switchblade Whisper went down.”
Chris nodded, intensifying his focus on the mission.
“Then tonight, we’ll go back to retrieve it,” Jim Bob continued. “And Chris, you’ll blow up what we can’t carry out. Hannah, you’ll protect Chris while he blows the demo. Victor and I will carry the drone back to our vehicle. From there, we extract as planned.”
Chris and Hannah agreed.
Soon they were outside, and Hannah took the wheel of the SUV, and Chris sat shotgun as they followed Jim Bob’s vehicle out of the parking lot heading east until they turned right on Sports City Road. On their left, buildings rose high into the sky. A light breeze swayed the palm trees and alfa, Esparto grass, on the median dividing traffic lanes. To their right lay the ocean under an azure sky. They turned left onto Al Mahabba before reaching a roundabout and exiting to Route 1. The number of concrete high rises decreased, and farms appeared. The vehicles turned right and continued northeast, passing through a small town. After five klicks, the road narrowed, and they reached a military roadblock.
“Syrian Army,” Chris said. He felt uneasy, but he didn’t show it.
Jim Bob halted his van.
Hannah pulled over to the side of the road and stopped. “Not a good sign,” she said.
Jim Bob appeared to be trying to negotiate his way through the roadblock.
Chris continued to display a poker face, but his gut twisted. This could all go south very quickly.
“Maybe they already found the Switchblade Whisper,” Hannah said.
Jim Bob turned his vehicle around.
She followed him as he headed back. “We need to get farther up the mountain,” she said with a hint of frustration in her voice.
Chris’s gut continued to churn. Even so, he maintained a positive attitude. “We just have to find another route. There has to be more than one way to the top of this mountain.”
When they reached Route 1, they drove northeast, looking for another way to the top. Nine klicks later, just after Route 1 narrowed, they found a paved road to the east and turned onto it. After a few curves, the road straightened out, leading them to the base of a mountainous area. When the paving ended, they continued along the dirt road, climbing in elevation for a klick until Jim Bob slowed, pulled off the road, and stopped. Hannah parked behind him.
Jim Bob and Victor stepped out of their van and joined Chris and Hannah in the SUV. “This is about as close as we’re going to get by vehicle,” Jim Bob said. “We can wait until nightfall to retrieve the Switchblade Whisper and hope it is still up here. The darkness will cover our movement, but if anyone catches us, no matter what story we give, we’re going to look suspicious. Or we can go now and use our Adventure Tours cover until we reach the Switchblade Whisper. Of course, if the Syrian Army catches us with it on the way back, smooth talking won’t do us much good. We’ll need to do some smooth shooting.”
“Let’s go now,” Victor said.
Jim Bob looked at Chris.
“I’d rather do a nighttime op than a daytime op, but it’s your call,” Chris said, meeting Jim Bob’s gaze. Whatever the decision, he hoped there’d be no need for shooting. He still hoped for a perfect op.
“I’m easy,” Hannah said. “Whatever you guys decide.”
“All right,” Jim Bob said. “Saddle up. We’ll pick up the Switchblade Whisper and go straight to the yacht.”
Jim Bob is a brave man. Or an idiot.
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“It should be about four klicks east of here,” Victor said with a nod. He looked back down at the GPS tracker and gestured to the others to follow — Jim Bob, then Chris, and Hannah bringing up the rear. Wearing their green Adventure Tour polo shirts and brown slacks, they still carried their concealed pistols. They stepped through long grass and wildflowers, passing myrtle bushes flowering with small explosions of white.
Victor signaled with two fingers: two kilometers to go. After the four crossed a dirt road, young fir trees surrounded them but not so many as to block out the fading sunlight. Thorny broom bushes scratched Chris’s left leg, but the scratches were the least of his worries.
Once Victor gave the one-kilometer signal, Jim Bob motioned for everyone to spread out. They continued for nearly the whole kilometer but found nothing. They backtracked — still nothing. Hannah wandered north then disappeared. Minutes later, she returned and signaled them to follow her. She led the crew through heavy vegetation until she stopped and pointed to a long grey shape at the base of several charred tree trunks. A grey angled line, too straight for Mother Nature and more like the wing of something manmade, broke the uneven lines of foliage.
They neared a wing. Its skin was glassy smooth, and there was no fuselage that they could find, part of the stealth design of the Switchblade Whisper. They’d found it. The starboard side had broken near a sensor pod, and the port side of the main structure and wing had broken into much smaller pieces. Among the wreckage were broken directional cameras that, when working, were used for projecting the surrounding environment onto the skin of the aircraft — making it virtually invisible.
Jim Bob pointed to a meter-long length of wing and gestured for Victor to take it. Then he disconnected the black box and placed it in his backpack. “Okay, Chris, blow it up,” Jim Bob said.
Victor turned to head back, but Hannah grabbed his arm and stopped him. He growled. “What’re you doing?”
“I’m going with the Switchblade Whisper,” she said.
“Your job is to stay here and protect Chris while he rigs the demo.”
“You stay here and protect Chris,” she said calmly.
“How am I supposed to carry this and guard him at the same time?”
Hannah took the length of wing from him. “I’ve got the wing.”
He glared at her.
“Is something wrong?” she asked innocently.
“I just don’t like the sudden change in plans,” Victor said.
“It’s all right, Victor,” Jim Bob said. “Let her carry the wing. You guard Chris.”
Jim Bob headed out, and Hannah followed.
Victor turned to watch Chris, who pulled a satchel charge of the highly classified explosive heptanitrocubane (CL-20) from his backpack. Packing more punch than TNT or HMX, CL-20 was the best non-nuclear explosive that money could buy. Chris attached the satchel to the main body of the Switchblade Whisper. From his left pocket, he removed a rectangular case made of high-impact plastic and opened it to expose a padded interior. He unfolded the pads, revealing a blasting cap. Chris inserted the blasting cap into the CL-20. Then he crimped the blasting cap into two timed fuses—two is one and one is none. Next, he screwed two fuse igniters tightly onto the fuses. With his left hand, he grasped the igniters, and with his right hand, he tugged on the lanyards until he heard them snap. The pungent odor of cordite smoldered a trail up his nostrils. Fifteen minutes till boom-time.
“Fire in the hole,” he said. He turned to see if Victor had heard, but he was gone — they were all gone! Jim Bob and Hannah were probably hurrying to load the wing and the black box into the van, but Victor should’ve stayed and covered Chris’s six.
“Hey, you! Stop!” Fifty meters south, a middle-aged Syrian soldier in a tight-fitting uniform waved at Chris.
Ignoring the soldier, he tried to put some distance between himself and the Switchblade Whisper. If the soldier saw the drone and the explosives planted on it, Chris’s cover would be blown, they would frisk him and discover his pistol, and then his Adventure Tours cover wouldn’t mean squat.
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the soldier raise his rifle. Chris kept walking away when a shot rang out, and the round popped the sound barrier as it barely missed his head, causing his sphincter to tighten. He’d experienced different kinds of being shot at, ranging from an ineffective enemy having no idea where he was to an effective enemy zeroing in for the kill, and this was the latter.
His heart beat faster, and he felt like he wasn’t getting blood to his head. His breathing became more rapid, and he craved oxygen. The commotion of birds in the trees became as loud as if they were perched on his head. With his physiology sped up, the soldier and leaves in the breeze seemed to move in slow motion. He’d thought with all the experiences of war, he’d assimilate quickly, but he’d thought wrong — he was shocked to find that he’d regressed to being a virgin SEAL.
Chris’s hand shook as he managed to draw his Glock and turn to face the man. Only the stippling on the pistol grip and his white-knuckled grasp kept Chris’s sweaty hands from losing the weapon. He tried for a shot to the upper torso, focusing on the soldier’s neck in order to compensate for the distance, but he failed to ensure that he could see the sights of his trembling pistol when he squeezed the trigger.
The first shot struck the soldier in the shoulder. The man dropped his rifle and spun around with a yelp before he retreated. Before Chris could escape the area, a square-shouldered soldier came into view pointing his rifle at Chris.
Slow it down and aim, Chris tried to calm himself. This time, he carefully aligned his sights across the soldier’s neck. He coolly pulled the trigger back until the weapon fired. Pop. In the chest. Pop. Another in the chest. One moment the soldier was full of life, and now he was dead — like a marionette with its strings suddenly severed. It made him nauseous.
There was no time to dwell on his reversion to virgin SEAL or his nauseated stomach. The other soldiers would soon outnumber and outgun him, and he didn’t want to stick around for face time with the grim reaper.
Isn’t someone from my team going to come back and help me?
He ran through the broom bushes that had scratched him before, but now he didn’t feel their thorns. He recognized the dirt road they’d crossed before—a couple more klicks to the vehicles. He hurried across the road, but twenty-five meters to the north, a black-hooded figure walked toward him carrying an AK. So close to government troops, Chris could only guess the Black Hood was with the anti-government forces, possibly al Qaeda. Black Hood noticed Chris and pulled up his rifle to take aim. Chris fired the first shot, rushing it. He missed, but Black Hood lowered his weapon and ran away.
Must’ve scared him off.
Two more Black Hoods reared their heads and blasted in Chris’s direction. Chris reined in his runaway breathing and heartbeat. He took an extra moment to aim at the right hood before squeezing the trigger. Pop. The man twitched once before thudding to the earth. The other Black Hood switched to full auto and sprayed his AK at Chris. Amid the terrifying noise, Chris’s left thigh was hit. Caught off balance, he fell. I’m shot! He shot me in the leg! The enemy was down, too, but he wasn’t dead. Chris would be dead if he didn’t do something soon. Ignoring the excruciating pain in his leg, he brought his pistol up and skipped the easier upper torso shot in favor of a more difficult shot — head. Pop. Black Hood ate dirt. His body went into what looked like an epileptic seizure before becoming still. Pain-filled panic punched through him.
As Chris turned to take a look at his own injury, he spotted an odd assortment of electronics on the ground. He checked his thigh for blood but only discovered electronics spilling out of it. For a moment, he felt like a wounded cyborg until he realized that the AK round had struck the cell phone in his thigh pocket. Some pieces of phone were sticking out of his leg, but the phone had deflected the bullet. Luckiest man in the world— or so he thought, until the woods rustled to the north with more Black Hoods, and the woods to the south chattered with advancing Syrian soldiers.
Chris crawled between the white flowering myrtle bushes. One piece of phone was particularly painful, and he pulled it out so he could move without being stabbed by it. The sounds of angry men intensified. He glanced to the south where six soldiers broke through the forest. Men’s voices chattered from the north — seven more Black Hoods. He had become an ass sandwich.
For the first time in years, he was afraid — an emotion he’d known intimately. It was okay to be afraid, that was human, but it wasn’t okay to let the fear take control of him; he had to control the fear.
Breathe. Respiration was one of the most basic elements to human functioning, and through it, he controlled the fear. He formed his lips into a tight circle to direct the flow of oxygen straight to his lungs and slowly inhaled as much air as his lungs could hold. Then he slowly released it all. He breathed with the rhythm of swimming long distance; it was his rhythm. With each breath, his pulse rate slowed and his body temperature became normal. Although he’d controlled the fear, he was no match for the superior enemy forces still closing in. Then he remembered his training as a minister at Harvard and the mentorship of Reverend Luther. He remembered God. And he prayed.
The bushes wouldn’t protect him from bullets, but they might conceal him from enemy eyes. Shots were fired from the south, then the west. Chris’s heart picked up speed again as the firepower increased in volume and intensity. He suddenly realized they weren’t shooting at him. The soldiers and Black Hoods are shooting at each other!
He crawled through the bushes until he reached the long grass and wildflowers. If I can just make it to the SUV, I’ll have mobility. And the HK416’s salvo.
Chris moved forward and winced. One of the pieces of electronics worked its way out of his leg, but another seemed to be digging in deeper. Sweat stung his eyes, and tree roots and rocks bruised his knees. He pulled the last bloody piece of cell phone out of his leg before he finally neared the SUV. His spirits rose — until he realized he wasn’t the only one who’d reached it. He fell flat as three Syrian soldiers approached the vehicle on foot.
His muscles tensed, and he tasted the salt of his sweat. Can I take them? Armed only with a pistol, it would be risky. Maybe I should wait them out. But more soldiers were likely to arrive soon. If they search the area, I’m done for. It would be better to fight them when there were only three than when there was a whole platoon. Now I have surprise on my side — later, I may not. He quietly ejected the partially spent magazine from his Glock and replaced it with a full magazine — fifteen rounds. He aimed at the head of the soldier nearing the SUV. Chris exhaled, waiting for his lungs to expel all the air, waiting for the motionless pause of his upper body before inhaling. As he neared the right moment, his finger slowly drew the slack out of the trigger. In his peripheral vision, he saw the soldier reach for the SUV door handle. Chris’s lungs had deflated. He squeezed the trigger, trying not to anticipate the loud report, trying to let the shot surprise him.
BOOM!
The suddenness of the explosion jolted even Chris. It took out the Syrian soldier and his buddies, and a hunk of metal whizzed by, nicking Chris’s shoulder. The heat burned hot enough to nearly singe his eye-lashes, and the earth shook. What happened? He glanced at the sky for an aircraft that could’ve fired a missile — nothing. Suicide bomber? It was a possibility. But the timing… The soldier had been just about to unlatch the door…
Victor. Chris’s surprise turned to the urge to shoot Victor for trying to kill him. But he wasn’t sure Victor was the culprit, and killing him in anger would be akin to murder — especially for a minister.
Now that the explosion had been heard for miles around, there was no need to be quiet. Chris rose to his feet and quickly limped past the smoking twisted metal and dismembered bodies. Half of a soldier, stinking of burned flesh, hung suspended from a tree. It was disgusting to look at but mesmerizingly morbid at the same time. He forced his head to turn away out of respect for the dead soldier.
The blood rushed to his head, and his nostrils flared as he descended the mountain.
That explosion was meant for Hannah and me.
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Chris activated the compass of his Pathfinder watch. He briefly pressed the light button while cupping the watch face with his hand to limit the amount of light that escaped. He wanted to bandage his wound, but he wanted to put distance between himself and the enemy forces behind him.
For several hours, he persevered down the mountain. He hoped Hannah and Jim Bob were okay, but he couldn’t muster the same hope for Victor.
A wave of weariness swept over him. As a child prisoner, his body had become weak, and his time in the Teams had torn him down frequently, but he’d forgotten all that. He’d forgotten what it was like to be exhausted in his bones. Since leaving the Navy, he’d kept himself fit, but now he felt physically unprepared for the rigors of combat. Even so, he knew the power of his mind, and he willed himself to press on.
Finally, he made it to the bottom of the mountain. A sting in his thigh reminded him of his wound. He found some cover behind a thick tree, leaned against it, and examined his wound. There wasn’t a lot of blood, but he had a Moby Dick-sized bruise that was swollen and tender, so he bandaged his leg with a simple first aid packet from his pocket.
After bandaging his wound, he resumed walking until he spotted an Iranian-made Tira — Farsi for gazelle. The window was partially opened, so he reached in and unlocked the driver’s door. He climbed inside and re-locked the door, then opened his pocketknife and jammed the blade in the ignition as far as it would go. He angrily pounded the handle with the heel of his hand, driving the blade for the heart. Then, as if it were a key, he turned the handle. The Tira started.
He peeled out on the loose gravel, heading back toward the city. The original plan was that the four of them would take the Switchblade Whisper directly to the yacht. Because that was also the most logical choice for Victor’s escape, Chris headed for the marina. Fury replaced his exhaustion, and he stomped the pedal and drove like a madman. Realizing he might draw unwanted attention, he eased off the gas.
Stay in control. You don’t know for sure this is Victor’s fault, and even if it is, you can’t kill him in anger.
When he arrived, he parked at the Syrian Yacht Club and stepped out into the dark silence. There was no sign of the van Jim Bob and Victor had used. The restaurant had closed, and there was only one light on in the office building. He’d have to sneak past the guard to reach the yacht.
He crept up to the office and peered inside. The guard’s body lay face down in an inky puddle on the floor with a black spray of stains on the wall behind him. It was ghastly to look at, but the sight pulled at his eyes for attention. He turned away rather than treat the deceased as some kind of freak show.
It had to be Victor.
Then his heart sank. Part of him acknowledged that Hannah could’ve conspired with the bastard, but Chris didn’t want to believe that. She was his friend, and he cared about her — enough to leave his congregation to risk his life on this mission. Then again, maybe Hannah, Victor, and Jim Bob were all in on this together. Toxic fumes rose from his being, but he still wasn’t sure who to direct them at.
When he reached the pier, he wasn’t shocked to find the yacht missing; what was a shock was the body floating on the dark bay under the moonlight. The ocean licked the sides of the pier as Chris proceeded to get a closer look. He was reluctant to identify the body, hoping it wasn’t hers, but he had to know for sure. He stepped forward close enough to recognize the corpse: Wolf. Chris wanted to puke, cry, and kill someone at the same time — the mix of emotions acidic on his tongue. He exhaled forcefully, trying to expel some of the poison.
Who did this? Why?
Chris needed answers. Wolf’s killer, or killers, could be anywhere. Whoever it was had to have a reason for killing Wolf and taking the Agency yacht. Chris went over what he knew in his head. The focus of their mission had been to recover the Switchblade Whisper, particularly the black box, and destroy what they couldn’t take with them. Mordet was also after the drone, and other enemies of America would probably be interested in acquiring it, too, if they knew about it. Then he remembered overhearing Victor’s cell phone conversation in what sounded like Chinese.
Maybe Victor is working for them. If so, he could’ve already handed it off to the Chinese and escaped via the Agency yacht, but during Victor’s phone conversation, he’d said what sounded like the city of Ras al-Basit, which had a marina large enough to park a yacht. That was fifty klicks north. Realizing there was little more he could learn in Latakia, he decided to sail to Ras al-Basit.
Chris’s eyes skimmed the docks, looking for an easy boat to break into.
There. Just down the pier.
He quietly made his way onto the yacht then checked to see if it had fuel. The tank was three-quarters full. That would work. He hotwired it quickly and sailed north with his lights off, following the coast.
The night air and rocking of the sea calmed him. But after ten klicks, another boat came in his direction from the north. He changed course to head farther out to sea, but the boat shifted direction toward him. He had a better view of it now, and it was roughly the same size as Chris’s. As it got closer, he identified it as one of the Zhuk-class patrol boats that Syria had acquired from Russia. It moved closer. His first inclination was to try and outrun it, but even if his boat was faster, he couldn’t outrun their bullets. “Stop!” a voice called out on a megaphone.
Chris slowed the yacht to a stop and touched his right hip, feeling his shirt covering the concealed pistol, but he also remembered his role as a minister.
I can shoot it out now, or I can try to talk my way out of this. I’ve already shed a lot of blood. God, help me, please. He raised his arms in surrender, hoping to talk his way out. The patrol boat pulled up beside the yacht. A uniformed machine gunner on the bow aimed his weapon at Chris, as did another man carrying an AK-47. The stern machine gun was unmanned, and in the pilothouse, dim lights illuminated the pilot.
The man with the AK ordered the machine gunner to hang out bumpers to protect the boats from damaging each other. As the gunner abandoned his gun, Chris thought shooting them might actually be the better option. The man with the AK motioned to Chris. “Come here!”
Chris slowly walked to midship.
The gunner barely finished hanging the last bumper before the two vessels came together. “Tie up the boat and then tie him up!” AK commanded. The gunner proceeded to secure the patrol boat to the yacht, and AK motioned for Chris to board his boat. “What are you doing out here by yourself on this yacht so late at night?!
Chris hopped from his yacht onto the patrol boat. The man with the AK aggressively walked toward him. Chris proceeded cautiously with his hands up.
AK closed the gap between them. “Why don’t you answer me? Are you deaf?” He shouted the last bit, shoving the gun toward Chris’s chest.
Chris didn’t enjoy killing, but he didn’t want to be tortured and hung from a tree for the whole world to see, either. In the absence of divine intervention, Chris chose frogman intervention. He dropped his hands from the surrender position and his left hand slapped the AK away. Meanwhile, his right hand drew the pistol. He fired low from the hip, so he wouldn’t shoot his other arm before he could pull it out of the way. Two shots struck AK in the lower gut, and he fell on his back.
The gunner turned and ran for his weapon.
Now Chris had both hands on his pistol as he placed his sights on the gunner’s back and blasted him twice before he could reach the machine gun. The gunner’s back arched as he fell forward.
Then Chris hurried to the pilothouse and threw open the door. The pilot chattered frantically into the radio, but Chris popped him in the head, ending the transmission. On his way off the patrol boat, he administered the coups de grace for the gunner and AK. He’d wanted to avoid a fight, but they hadn’t left him a choice.
He returned to his yacht and sailed north. He wasn’t a random killing machine, and he didn’t carry the emotional baggage of being one. It was part of his job — a necessary evil. He didn’t have the luxury of carrying that baggage while simultaneously trying to help Hannah and Jim Bob. Although he attempted to stay positive about the situation, the light in his heart dimmed.
Over an hour later, when Chris arrived at the Ras al-Basit Marina, the darkness in the sky had surrendered to the morning light. There were some fishermen in their boats and on the pier but no sign of security.
When he saw the Agency yacht in the harbor, his heart brightened. Not knowing if Victor was still on it, he docked his vessel with one eye on the Agency yacht. After tying up, he wanted to draw his pistol, but he didn’t want to attract unwanted attention, so he kept it holstered as he walked quietly across the pier. Carefully observing his surroundings, he boarded. As he descended the ladder from the main deck to the lower cabin, he drew his pistol. Inside, blood splatter stained a wall — most likely Wolf’s blood. Chris searched for any traces of intel about where Hannah, Jim Bob, or Victor might be but found nothing significant. For a moment, he thought the bloodstains might be Hannah’s, but the thought distressed him, and he banished it. There was no sign of Victor or any clues. It was empty.
Chris went ashore and found a vehicle — a white sedan without maker markings. He commandeered the white sedan and drove southeast into town. With each building and road he passed, he found no new clues, and more and more, he realized he had no idea where he was going. He exhaled his frustration, but he couldn’t blow it all out.
At the north end of Ras al-Basit, the road curved around to the east. Another road headed north, following the Mediterranean coast. He passed the intersection and drove east before slowing and making a U-turn. Then he made the turn north before taking another U-turn. This time he turned around south toward Ras al-Basit, where he’d just come from. He was driving in circles. Chris pulled off the road and stopped the sedan. Hannah was still missing. As was Jim Bob. And Victor.
Failure squeezed the energy out of him.
He folded his arms, closed his eyes, and breathed deeply before saying a prayer. After he said amen, the disappointment and negative feelings flowed out of him. Serenity flowed in. The sun broke the horizon, its rays entering his windshield and warming the air around him. The warmth embraced him like some omniscient mercy. He’d relied more on his SEAL skills than his minister skills thus far, and he was more imperfect than perfect, so he didn’t feel worthy of mercy, but he accepted its embrace anyway.
More cars passed by, leaving him exposed like a deer in an open field waiting for hunting season to begin. He spotted a grey van heading south and followed it. The van took him back into Ras al-Basit, where Chris allowed a black Mercedes to pull in between his sedan and the van. At a traffic light, the van dragged it, waiting for a red light, so anyone behind would be forced to stop, then just before the light changed, the van passed through the intersection — maybe the driver was trying to ditch possible tails. The Mercedes ran the light and sped aggressively past the van. Chris stepped on the brake, and his sedan came to a standstill. As he waited for the light, the van pulled farther and farther away. Two cars entered the road behind the van, creating more obstacles between him and his target.
“Come on, please,” he begged the light. He could run it, but if Victor was in the van, he’d be checking his rearview mirror and notice Chris’s move. When the light finally turned green, he stepped on the gas. A large cargo truck pulled out in front of him before he could pick up speed. Chris wanted to pass it, but there were too many cars coming from the opposite direction. Soon he lost sight of the van.
When the opposite lane cleared, Chris passed the truck. Next, he overtook the two vehicles, but the van was nowhere in sight.
Did it already make a turn? Where would it go? Was that even the Agency van?
If it was, someone would have had to drive it, and another someone would’ve had to drive the yacht in order for both to arrive in Ras al-Basit. In such a scenario, there would be at least two people involved. Once again, he wondered if Jim Bob and Hannah were Victor’s co-conspirators.
Chris sped back to the marina and was relieved to find the Agency yacht still moored there. Whoever brought the Agency yacht here is likely to need it again. He spun the steering wheel to the right, then straightened out, but he had to collect himself so he wouldn’t fly into the marina like a flaming banshee. He eased off the accelerator.
He parked the sedan in a place that provided some concealment, but he’d stolen the sedan from the same parking lot, and the owner might return, so he exited it. He could wait outdoors, but passersby might spot him and become suspicious of his loitering, so he hid below deck in the cabin of the Agency yacht.
For breakfast, he scarfed down an energy bar and washed it down with water from his Camelbak. The morning wore on slowly, and images of home drifted into his mind. I’d be a lot safer if I packed up and went home to the States. But I can’t abandon Hannah and Jim Bob now.
In the afternoon, the noise of vehicles came and went from the direction of the parking lot. Voices and the sounds of boats came and went, too. He ran out of water, so he filled his Camelbak from the yacht’s supply.
It’d been hours, and isolation crept in as awareness of the situation around the yacht became stale. He peeked above deck — the blue-black sky dimmed with the quickening of evening. There was no sign of the Agency van in the parking lot. A group of well-dressed young partiers boarded the yacht to his right. The partiers couldn’t seem to make up their minds whether they were preparing to get underway or staying docked.
He returned to the cabin. It had become dark, but he didn’t want to turn on the light. It was too risky. He sat on the couch in the main cabin and prayed for Hannah’s and Jim Bob’s safety and for guidance about what to do next. Fatigue crept into his prayer, his mind wandered, and he had to start his prayer again from the beginning. On the third time of restarting his prayer, he thought about the possibility that Hannah and Jim Bob were kidnapped, and his thoughts strayed to his own experience as a kidnapped child — and how it had changed the course of his life.
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A quiet rustle startled him, and he realized he’d fallen asleep — and that someone had boarded the yacht. He opened his eyes, but the cabin was dark. He snapped to his feet, and the light came on. Chris’s arm twitched to just short of drawing his pistol. It was Victor, carrying a grey travel duffel bag in his left hand, and his reaction was similar to Chris’s. As they both recognized each other, they didn’t draw, but their hands remained near their pistols.
“What are you doing here?” Victor asked.
“Where are Hannah and Jim Bob?” Chris asked. “And the Switchblade Whisper?”
Victor stood silent, and his face was expressionless. His fingers wiggled slowly and deliberately, as if stretching before drawing and shooting his firearm.
Chris waited, staring at him. He, too, stretched his fingers. Moments later, footsteps sounded on the upper deck. The footsteps descended the stairs.
“Chris, you made it!” Jim Bob exclaimed. “I was so worried about you!”
“Well, I’m a little confused right now,” Chris said slowly. “Maybe you can help.”
“Confused?” Jim Bob said in his fatherly tone. “Are you injured?”
“Where’s Hannah?”
“I thought she was with you.” Jim Bob’s eyebrows rose in surprise.
Chris took a breath. “That’s not the response I was hoping for.”
“What response were you hoping for?” Jim Bob replied with concern in his voice that contrasted the emptiness of his words.
“The truth.”
Jim Bob appeared confused. “The truth?”
“Why don’t we start with the exploding SUV?”
Jim Bob gestured with open palms. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Somebody planted explosives in the SUV, rigged to go off when the driver’s door was opened.” Chris’s jaw clenched. “That was meant for Hannah and me.”
“Oh, my,” Jim Bob said. “Who would do such a thing?”
“I thought it was Victor, but seeing you here is making me rethink things.” Chris tried to place the pieces of the puzzle together. “Victor could’ve taken me out when I finished planting the explosives. With his skill as a gunfighter, he’d be the logical choice — make sure the job was done right. Why didn’t he?”
Jim Bob shook his head.
Chris tried to put himself in Victor’s shoes. “I can only guess that maybe Victor isn’t the greatest fan of fratricide. I don’t doubt that he could’ve killed that guard in the office at the Latakia Marina. But who killed Wolf?” Chris pointed to the bloodstain on the wall.
Victor looked at it, and the edges of his mouth sagged. But Jim Bob didn’t look at it.
Chris’s voice became louder. “You can’t look at it, can you, Jim Bob?”
“Look at what?” Jim Bob gave a cursory glance at the bloodstain on the wall before returning his gaze to Chris. “I looked. You see? I looked.”
“Cut the good-ole-boy crap, and tell me where Hannah is!”
Jim Bob stopped speaking.
“Hannah isn’t with either of you, so that means she isn’t with either of you,” Chris said. “But you and Victor sold the Switchblade Whisper to the Chinese, didn’t you?”
Jim Bob sighed and shook his head. “What you’re saying is madness.”
“I’m sorry Hezbollah kidnapped and tortured you. I’m sorry the Agency didn’t rescue you. I would’ve been happy to risk my life to free you. Both of you,” Chris said.
“That’s just the way things happen,” Jim Bob said, his lips becoming taut.
“But God knows that doesn’t excuse you for putting Hannah in danger. And I know.”
“I’m not responsible for Hannah. I didn’t want her on this mission. Somebody upstairs wanted her.” Jim Bob fidgeted. “I don’t know if it was some equal opportunity horseshit or if somebody wanted her out of their corral for a season — maybe somebody didn’t trust me and wanted her to play mommy to us. Whatever the reason, I couldn’t get the green light for this mission without bringing her.”
“You tried to blow us up and left me on that mountain for dead!”
Jim Bob shook his head and motioned for Chris to cool down. “I don’t know anything about that. All I know is that she wanted you on this mission, and when I objected, she threatened to walk out.”
“Where is she?”
Jim Bob sighed. “I’d guess that she’s looking for you, but since she obviously hasn’t found you, I’d say she’s looking for the Switchblade Whisper.”
“And where is that?”
Jim Bob’s mouth twisted. “Victor, the stench is getting worse. It’s past time to take out the garbage.”
Chris shifted his gaze to Victor, who slowly put his duffel bag on the deck but otherwise kept still.
Jim Bob looked at Victor. “You didn’t want to do it before. But now do you see where that road has taken us?” Jim Bob said.
“Why don’t you kill me yourself, Jim Bob?” Chris asked.
“Jim Bob is a hero,” Victor said. “You’ve disrespected him enough.”
“He disrespected himself.”
Victor took a deep breath. “You know, Ron Hickok taught me personally.”
“Ron taught a lot of people. If I perish, I perish.”
Victor remained cold. “You don’t seem too concerned. But you should be.”
“Since I became a pastor, I’ve become closer to God than ever before in my life. I can’t think of a better time to die,” Chris said. “You, on the other hand, would be better off not drawing that pistol.”
Victor grinned. “Why’s that?”
“If you draw, I’ll be forced to draw, too, and I’ll do all I can to kill you. On the other hand, if you succeed in murdering a man of the cloth, it’d be better if you’d never been born.”
The corners of Victor’s smile drooped.
“There is no God,” Jim Bob hissed.
Victor’s eyes stayed on Chris. But he made no move toward his gun.
“Victor.” Jim Bob shook his head. “If we let Chris go, he’s going to peddle this loony story of his around Washington, and he’s going to find someone loony enough to buy it. Then you and I will pay for his lunacy.”
“I can’t go to jail,” Victor said. “I can’t go to jail.”
Jim Bob grinned as if he’d already won.
Victor’s shoulder twitched, but his pistol hand moved, too, as he went for his gun.
Chris performed as efficiently as he could, but he needed speed, too, and he wasn’t fast enough. As his hand grasped the pistol handle, Victor had already brought his pistol out of its holster. As soon as Chris’s muzzle cleared the holster, he rotated the muzzle in Victor’s direction while bringing the weapon up to fire. Without thinking, Chris squeezed the trigger. He should’ve heard or felt his weapon fire, but a tunnel blackened everything except Victor. His first round struck Victor in the knee.
Chris felt like he was outside of his body, deaf and motionless, when the second shot fired. It struck Victor in the pelvis, making him crumple like a paper ball. Victor lost his aim and brought his head down into Chris’s line of fire. Chris’s third shot hit Victor in the skull.
Pop. The heat of a bullet creased Chris’s brow. He twisted toward Jim Bob until the duplicitous good-ole-boy appeared in a blur. Jim Bob’s next projectile parted Chris’s hair.
Chris returned fire, punching Jim Bob in the chest. His next shot cracked Jim Bob’s nose, spraying a pink mist. Jim Bob fell forward, and his chin bounced off the deck.
Shaken and angry, Chris tried to take long, slow breaths — tried to rein in his pulsing adrenaline. “May God have mercy on your souls.” He said the words out of obligation, but in his heart, he hoped they burned in Hell.
Although he should’ve been worried about how the partiers in the nearby yacht would react to the shots fired and about how he was going to find the Switchblade Whisper, he could only worry about one thing.
Where are you, Hannah?
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All warfare is based on deception.
— SUN TZU




13

Chris wanted to kill Jim Bob again, but resurrecting him just to drill him in the face once more wouldn’t bring Chris closer to finding Hannah. Chris had searched through the pockets of dead men before, but Iraq was so many years ago that his senses had forgotten what it was like, and now it felt like he was doing it for the first time. Jim Bob and Victor appeared to be asleep except for the awkward positioning of their bodies and that Victor’s eyes were still open. His unblinking eyes unnerved Chris, so he closed them. Jim Bob and Victor made no snoring or breathing sounds that sleeping men make. In spite of the morbidity of frisking dead men, Chris put aside their humanity and focused on his objective: gather intel.
He searched Victor’s body first, looking for anything that might give a clue as to Hannah’s whereabouts. Victor’s pockets were warm, and the muscles in his legs were at rest and unresponsive, as if he’d fallen into a drunken stupor. Chris discovered a cell phone along with a set of keys. Then he examined Jim Bob’s body and found his cell, too. At any moment, the late-night partiers on the other yacht could call the police and report the gunshots fired — time wasn’t on his side. After pocketing the phones and keys, he opened Victor’s duffel bag and looked inside: Jim Bob’s laptop, Victor’s handheld GPS tracker, an HK416 with a configuration similar to the one Chris had lost in the explosion, and magazines of 5.56 mm ammo. He zipped it back up and carried it by its shoulder strap before scurrying up the ladder to the main deck.
Topside, he observed the young partiers from the corner of his eye. Their mood had sobered, and they were watching him, but when he turned his head toward them, they turned away.
Should I kill them before they contact the authorities? It wasn’t a priestly thought, but it was a legitimate SEAL thought, though he felt guilty for thinking it.
He walked swiftly to the van and tried one of Victor’s keys in the door. It opened. Chris hopped in and drove. Stepping harder on the accelerator, he increased the distance between himself and Jim Bob’s and Victor’s corpses.
If I were Hannah, where would I go?
He switched on Victor’s GPS tracker and waited for the main screen to pop up. When his eyes returned from the GPS to the road, he saw the road had curved and he was heading for a ditch. He steered quickly and recovered. He glanced at the GPS again. It displayed a map icon and tracking icon. Touching the tracking icon led him to another screen where he saw an icon labeled SW — Switchblade Whisper. A map highlighted his current location. After touching a green button, a violet arrow showed the road and direction he should take to follow the Switchblade Whisper. It had already traveled northeast into Turkey.
Using the GPS to calculate distance, he figured it would take him sixteen minutes to reach Highway One then fourteen minutes to the border. But he didn’t have a visa for entering Turkey. He’d have to find a way to sneak across. During the first minutes in the dark solitude of the van, he felt sleepy and just wanted to close his eyes for a moment, but he didn’t dare for fear of drifting off.
On the yacht, Jim Bob had spoken in his fatherly tone, telling Chris that his accusations of foul play were crazy. When Chris was little, his father had thought he was crazy. The week after his rescue, he’d been sitting in the living room on the couch reading a book when his father interrupted.
“What are you reading?”
He looked up from his book. “The Three Musketeers.”
“Oh, do you like it?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Can I talk to you for a minute?”
“Yes.”
“You remember the psychiatrist who you talked to when you came home?”
“I don’t remember his name.”
“He said that you told him a voice spoke to you, saying you would be rescued, but no one was around.”
Chris nodded. The voice had said, Fear not. On the morrow when the night cometh, you will be saved.
“Sometimes when people become tired and weak like you were in the well, they see things or hear things that aren’t really there. They have hallucinations.”
Why don’t they believe me? He wiggled his fingers anxiously. “It wasn’t a hallucination. It was real.”
“It might have seemed real, but you were tired and weak.”
“I know what I heard.”
“You know what you think you heard,” his father said. “But God doesn’t speak to children like that.”
“He spoke to me!”
“Son, the psychiatrist is worried about you. You can’t tell people things like this because they might think the wrong things about you.”
His mother stepped into the living room. She gave his dad the death stare. “What are you doing?” she asked.
“Trying to talk some sense into him,” his father said, his voice agitated. The psychiatrist thinks he has schizophrenia and wants to see him again — run a PET scan and fMRI.”
“He’s not going to medicate my son,” she said. “The psychiatrist isn’t experienced in spiritual matters.”
“I don’t want him to medicate Chris, either.”
“But you’re trying to tell him that what he heard wasn’t real,” his mom pressed.
They were talking about him like he wasn’t even there, and he crossed his arms over his chest.
“Don’t tell me that you believe him, too,” he said.
She raised her voice. “I wasn’t there, okay? But yes, I believe him.”
“Come on. God doesn’t speak to kids.”
“Jesus did. And Chris is a lot closer to Jesus than you or me. We’ve always felt that.”
His father paused for a moment. “Events in the Bible happened a long time ago.”
“Are today’s events so much different?” she asked.
“Well, he can’t go around telling people he heard God, or they’re going to think he’s a lunatic and put him on medication and turn him into a walking vegetable!”
She turned to Chris, ignoring his father’s outburst. Her eyes softened. “Honey, I believe you.”
His parents rarely argued, and while he hated hearing them go at each other, he loved that his mother believed him.
She continued, “You had an experience that was special — like the pearls on a necklace. But some people don’t appreciate how special pearls are. You can only share special things with special people.”
Chris could still hear her voice in his ear and sighed at the memory. He’d felt so alienated when his father had thought him crazy, but his father had questioned Chris’s sanity because he didn’t understand. And Jim Bob had questioned Chris’s sanity because he wanted to shake his conviction that he’d been double-crossed. Chris wondered if he was brain deficient for becoming both a SEAL and a minister, but he held on to his conviction anyway.
He glanced back at the GPS tracking monitor. When he returned his eyes to the road, a man was in the middle of the intersection riding a donkey across Highway One. And he was naked except for his boots and the charred remains of a shirt around his shoulders.
I must really be losing my mind. He blinked. Still there.
It was so surprising he almost forgot to slam on the brakes. The wheels screamed horrifically as they locked up and slid. The naked man lifted his legs, saving himself from being crunched between the vehicle and the animal. The donkey fell over and brayed loudly enough to be heard for kilometers. The man rolled across the little hood, and his white buttocks briefly pressed against the windshield in front of Chris’s face before he slid at an angle and landed in the road.
Both Chris’s engine and the vehicle came to a stop, but the lights were still on in the dark night. The naked man stood with his privates in full view now. His mouth opened wide, and he screamed at Chris, but the donkey brayed so incessantly that Chris couldn’t understand him.
Chris tried to start the engine, but it just stuttered. He tried again. No luck.
The naked man limped over to Chris’s window. The donkey fell silent. “Where in the hell did you get your driver’s license?” the naked man demanded in a New York accent. He was short, bald, and looked like an angry Elmer Fudd. “Walmart?!”
Chris stared at him in disbelief. “Who are you?”
The naked man’s brow furrowed in the middle. “What?”
Chris rolled down the window a couple of inches so they could hear each other better. “Who are you?”
“I’m the guy on the donkey you almost killed,” Elmer Fudd said, indignant. “Who are you?”
Chris tried to start the engine again, but it wouldn’t turn over. “I’m the guy whose engine won’t start,” he said with frustration.
“I can’t stay around here. I’m in a bit of a hurry.”
“That makes two of us.”
“Why don’t you pop open the hood, and I’ll take a look at it,” Elmer Fudd said.
Chris watched the man carefully. What could an American be doing way out here in a country fighting a civil war? He could be faking the New York accent, but it sounded real enough. Chris hadn’t met him in the Teams. Maybe he was Delta Force. Or CIA. Maybe one of Jim Bob’s goons. “I don’t know who you are or what you’re doing out here, and right now, I’m not feeling too much peace on earth and goodwill to men.”
“Name’s Sonny.” He held out a hand to shake.
Chris ignored it but hesitantly responded, “Chris.”
“You wouldn’t happen to have any spare clothes, would you?”
Chris shook his head, but he reached under the seat and felt around for a poncho he’d seen Jim Bob stash there when they’d first arrived. He rolled down the window the rest of the way and handed Sonny the raingear.
He put the poncho on and smiled.
Chris couldn’t help but return the smile. Something about this guy was oddly comforting. He handed Sonny a compact yet powerful, flashlight.
Sonny took it and examined it. He eyed Chris suspiciously.
It looked like they both needed a change of fortune, and maybe a little faith was the ticket. Chris rolled the dice and pressed the hood release.
Sonny hurried to the front, lifted the hood, and flashed the light around the engine.
“How’s it look?” Chris called.
“Some of the electrical connections in your fuel injection on the air intake side got knocked loose,” he answered.
“Can you fix it?” Chris asked anxiously.
“I hope so.”
Arabic voices sounded from the woods to the west, breaking the still night. “Friends of yours?” Chris asked.
“Probably an al Qaeda tracking team,” he said casually.
Chris’s pulse burned through three stages of rocket fuel. “How do you know?”
“Lucky guess.” A sedan shining its high beams stopped fifteen meters behind them. “Friends of yours?” Sonny asked this time.
“Police,” Chris said matter-of-factly.
“How do you know they’re police?” Sonny closed the hood, hurried to the passenger side, and waited.
“Lucky guess.”
Chris unlocked the door and let him in. Sonny stared at the long, grey travel duffel between them.
From behind, a PA system sounded. “Police, surrender yourself now!” At the same time, muzzles flashed, and shots rang out from the woods.
Chris turned the key again. The engine started. The fecal matter was about to hit the rotating oscillator, and Chris wouldn’t be able to drive and shoot effectively at the same time. And he wasn’t about to give this stranger a weapon. “You drive.” He climbed over his travel duffel and Sonny.
No sooner had Sonny settled into the driver’s seat than he drove around the lifeless donkey. Then he stomped the gas, and the van leaped forward. They sped north on Highway One, passing through a spattering of vertical dark lines, trees in orchards. The van stank of astringent sweat. Chris didn’t know if it was his, Sonny’s, or both.
Chris unwrapped his rifle. Al Qaeda on foot were no threat, but now the police were a clear nuisance. The fastest way to disable their vehicle would be to take out the driver, but Chris had no reason to kill a cop. He aimed through the van’s back window and squeezed off four rounds. The window blew out, and Chris’s bullets struck the police car engine. The shots wouldn’t disable it, but they’d deliver a message.
The police swerved off the road and stopped following. Message received.
“That was easy,” Sonny said with a nod.
Chris raised an eyebrow. “Where you heading?”
“As far from here as possible. You?”
“Turkey.”
“Turkey’s good,” Sonny said.
At normal speed, it would take about fifteen more minutes to reach the border, but Sonny wasn’t driving at normal speed.
Forests of trees materialized on both sides of them. Chris turned and surveyed a large, shimmering light emerging behind them.
“We’ve got company again,” he said calmly.
“Not driving in jeeps, are they?” Sonny asked.
The glaring orb neared, and it split into multiple lights, a swarm of headlights racing after the van. “How’d you know they’d be driving in jeeps?”
“That’s what I was afraid of.” Sonny accelerated. The forest on the left opened up to orchards with fewer trees and a handful of residences.
Now Chris became irritated, and he didn’t hide it in his voice. “AQ tracking team?”
“AQ revenge team.” Sonny glanced at Chris’s GPS tracker. “That’s an interesting piece of equipment. Who you following?”
Chris turned it off and put it in the thigh pocket of his cargo pants. “Amelia Earhart.”
As the road veered right, Chris leaned to counteract the effect of the centrifugal force tugging on him. Weaving back and forth through both lanes, the men in the jeeps weren’t concerned about rules of the road. AK-47s fired on full auto, pecking holes in the van like the fangs of angry rattlesnakes. One round hissed past Chris’s head and struck the front windshield of the van.
Chris aimed for the driver in the closest jeep, but he wasn’t a hundred percent the shooter he used to be. Even if he was, adrenaline overrode his fine motor skills, the van veered, centrifugal force pulled him, AQ weaved, and the darkness worked against him. He missed. Then his muzzle hissed two-round and three-round bursts through his sound suppressor — still no satisfaction. The bullets’ smokeless powder smelled like chocolate, charcoal, and metal, and the hot empty shells ejected from the side of his rifle, hitting Sonny, who howled and rained f-bombs.
Chris stretched out his two- to three-round bursts to five-round bursts. Sonny’s verbal tirade increased in volume. One of the smoldering shells bounced off Sonny, hit Chris in the neck, and landed inside his shirt on the flesh of his shoulder. It burned, but he had more pressing issues to deal with. He nailed the driver in the nearest jeep. Although the road curved, the jeep didn’t. It headed for an off-road rendezvous with a tree.
“AQ is after you, not me, buddy,” Chris said. “You better start doing some explaining or start doing some walking.”
“I’m the one driving,” Sonny pointed out.
“I’m the one shooting,” Chris said coolly.
Sonny shook his head and scowled. “AQ is trying to imbed themselves in Syrian antigovernment forces, but I kind of distracted them. Now AQ wants my head on a stick. You can guess my opinion on the matter.”
Chris didn’t inquire further; instead, he refocused on the enemy. The AQ vehicles kept coming. Another jeep took the previous one’s place. Al Qaeda loomed large, Leviathan with too many heads to hack off. He and Sonny needed to break contact and escape. He shot as well as he could, and Sonny pushed the van as fast as he could, but they couldn’t escape the beast.
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The tangos in the nearest jeep pressed forward more militant than the others. Their AKs rattled without pause, even as a small pickup truck pulled up alongside the jeep. A tango standing in back of the truck seemed to be wielding a rocket-propelled grenade.
“RPG!” Chris warned. He tried to shoot the RPG thug, but he rushed the shot and accidentally hit a tango sitting in the passenger seat.
The RPG launched with a swoosh, a white tail of smoke trailing behind it.
Sonny pinched a tight curve to the right, Chris falling against Sonny. The rocket passed their van on the left side and pounded the trees with an explosion, its shockwave knocking the van.
Chris crawled away from Sonny, but now the same tango in the back of the pickup truck brought out another RPG to launch. Something told Chris that, this time, the RPG wouldn’t miss. He felt like a little bug about to be stomped by a giant. He said a silent prayer.
Meanwhile, bullets hammered the van. Their shooting concerned him, but the RPG concerned him more. A near miss from a bullet wouldn’t kill him, but a near miss from an RPG would.
The van slowed just before they hit a hairpin turn to the left. RPG Thug couldn’t take a clear shot, but the van was too top-heavy, and its side wheels caught air. “We’re gonna roll,” Sonny warned.
Chris struggled against centrifugal force by making his way to the outer edge of the passenger seat, hoping to redistribute some of their weight and prevent them from tipping over. He didn’t know if his weight would make a significant difference, but he did whatever he could to survive. The two-wheel ride seemed to last a minute but was probably only a few seconds. The van came back down on all four wheels.
The road straightened again, saving them from another two-wheel adventure but giving RPG Thug an easier shot. The straightaway gave Chris an easier shot, too. Aiming through the truck windows at RPG Thug’s upper body, he squeezed the trigger.
Click.
Oh, Lord. In all the excitement, he hadn’t noticed he’d run out of ammo. Frogmen called it a dead man’s click for obvious reasons. Although he couldn’t catch his breath, he felt a strange serenity. He regretted not being of more assistance to Hannah, and he regretted not having time to tell his congregation good-bye.
Lights from a large truck illuminated Chris and Sonny, approaching them head-on. Sonny veered to the side, narrowly avoiding it. The truck slowed but hit the smaller pickup with a horrific crack.
The al Qaeda jeeps didn’t lose a beat, and the vehicles behind continued their pursuit. Then another tight curve shook the heat off al Qaeda’s firepower. Chris’s right index finger depressed the button on the side of his rifle to eject the empty magazine. Simultaneously, his left hand drew a full magazine and inserted it firmly into the HK416. As the van slowed and swerved, the jeep sped up. The van didn’t tip onto two wheels this time, but the jeep gained on them. Chris seated a new bullet in the chamber of his rifle.
After Sonny pulled out of another hairpin curve, the jeep closed the gap. The decreased distance suited Chris fine for shooting. When the road straightened into the middle of a small town with buildings on both sides, Chris let out a controlled three-round burst, pounding the jeep’s driver. They pursued for a moment longer before slowing. Sonny accelerated, pulling farther away, but more al Qaeda overtook the decommissioned jeep.
“What’d you do to piss these guys off?” Chris asked.
“They were born pissed off.”
Upon exiting the small town, they gained elevation, climbing the mountain into the woods. Although al Qaeda outnumbered Chris and Sonny, they could only fit two vehicles abreast on the road. Now they only followed single file, and they seemed hesitant to near the van. But they still followed.
“We’re nearing Turkey,” Sonny said as they reached the top of the mountain.
“If we stop now and head out on foot, al Qaeda will spread out in the woods and outflank us,” Chris said. “Even if they don’t catch us, they’ll make so much noise that they’ll alert nearby border patrol units and we won’t be able to sneak into Turkey.”
“If we stay on this road, we’re five minutes away from getting trapped between the Turkish border crossing station and AQ.”
“We could try to lose them, but on these country dirt roads, we’re more likely to lose ourselves in a dead end that isn’t on the GPS. If you have an idea of how to get out of this, now would be a good time to let me know.”
Sonny didn’t respond.
The sky became lighter as they sped down the northeast side of the mountain. With a rocky terrain to their left and a hundred-meter plunge to their right, there was no room for a missed turn. A medium-sized pickup truck and sedan attacked from behind, rifles blazing. The truck rammed into the back of the van, pushing it toward the cliff. The van’s wheels spun in loose gravel as it slid toward the edge of the drop-off. Somehow, Sonny kept the van on the road. Chris fired at the AQ driver but struck wide.
The truck came in again to ram them, but this time, Sonny swerved into the left lane and slammed on the brakes. The AQ truck passed on the right, but the sedan rear-ended Chris and Sonny. Chris lost his balance and bumped his head on the windshield.
“Aagh!” He regained his firing position and stitched up the driver in the sedan. Another one down.
Chris glanced out the front of the van to see where the AQ truck was. Sonny sped up and pressed the front right corner of his bumper into the left rear corner of the truck, just behind its tire. Then he turned hard into the truck. Its rear tires lost control and slid. The more the driver accelerated, the more he spun out and lost traction, until Sonny pushed him off the cliff, narrowly turning away before the van went over with them.
A large truck tried the same technique on the van from behind. Chris plugged the driver with one shot, and Sonny sped into a curve in the road. The large truck continued forward, soaring off the cliff. Chris felt his heart rise to his throat as if it followed AQ down the plunge.
When they reached the road at the bottom of the mountain, Chris counted four AQ vehicles still behind them. Sonny sped through a small farming community while Chris faced their rear, exchanging fire with the enemy.
Chris turned around to see how close they were to the border. They’d already reached the straightaway to the Kasab Border Station. Ahead, one lane was open, and two others were barricaded. A car sat idling in the open lane. Sonny stomped on the accelerator and punched through the nearest barricaded lane.
Chris faced the rear again. AQ came directly behind, shooting everything in its path, including the border station. Soon a Turkish border patrol SUV pulled out and pursued AQ. Shooting broke out between them, and minutes later, the chase spilled into the town of Yayladagi. Turkish police seemed prepared for trouble and joined in the chase.
An AQ rifle sprayed in Chris’s direction, and the air around him lit up with a snap-crackle-pop. Chris ducked.
Sonny cursed. “Shoot these monkeys!”
Chris tried to regain a firing position. “Turkish border patrol and police in my background. Don’t have a clear shot.” Al Qaeda continued shooting at everything in front of and behind them. Rounds punched through the dash and the windshield of the van. Wind roared through a hole in the glass the size of a horse’s patootie. He couldn’t shoot, but he could navigate. He took the GPS out of his thigh pocket and turned it on.
Abruptly, Sonny turned wildly to the left, throwing Chris into the passenger door. One of the hubcaps rolled off behind the van.
A beat-up white truck cut them off, then, and Sonny whipped around it, causing an oncoming car to squeal to a stop. The road dipped then rose, and all four tires caught air. When the van came down, its bumper scraped the road, shooting sparks into the air. Its engine whined.
“I need some directions here!” Sonny spat out the words.
The GPS finished calculating their location. “At the next street, turn right,” Chris said.
Sonny tried to slow down for the turn, but he was still going too fast and ended up in the opposite lane, scraping a parked car. Sonny stomped on the accelerator, and the engine roared. The van tugged forward.
Chris looked behind — AQ was still there.
“Did we lose them?” Sonny asked.
“Nope. Still on us.”
Chris turned to the front and saw an elderly woman crossing the street. Sonny drove around her. Chris turned behind to see if she made it across the street, but AQ drove through her like a plastic doll. There was no time for silent prayers or emotion for her.
“At the next street, turn right.”
“You’re taking us in a circle,” Sonny growled.
“The Turkish border patrol and cops want al Qaeda more than they want us. I’m giving the cops what they want.”
Sonny turned right. He avoided hitting any more parked cars but did lose another hubcap. The van picked up speed and caught air again. When the van came down on its bumper, the bumper fell off and crunched under the van’s wheels.
Al Qaeda fired a barrage of lead, and smoke rose from the engine. “What’s that?” Chris asked.
“Trouble.”
“Turn right again.”
At the next road, Sonny did as Chris instructed. They’d driven 180-degrees and were heading south to Syria, but now more law enforcement converged on al Qaeda and were shooting at them without any love.
“Another right,” Chris said.
Sonny turned the steering wheel, and they traveled down the same streets again, continuing in the clockwise direction. The police presence continued to grow. AQ must’ve seen the writing on the wall because they finally stopped shooting at Chris and Sonny and broke off from the deadly circle. The border patrol and police ignored Chris and Sonny, going after AQ instead.
“See?” Chris laughed, and Sonny joined in.
Then their smoking van came to an unexpected stop. “This van was becoming an eyesore anyway,” Sonny said.
“I’m gonna need some new wheels.”
Sonny looked down at his poncho. “I need some clothes.”
“Enjoy your shopping spree.”
“Enjoy your donkey-killing spree.”
Chris concealed his HK416 in the travel duffel, exited the van carrying the bag on his shoulder, and walked swiftly away from the vehicle so no one would connect him with the bullet-riddled van. He looked down at his GPS and touched the tracking icon. While it began calculating Switchblade Whisper’s coordinates in relation to him, he looked up from the monitor and noticed a taxi heading their way, so he flagged it down. When he turned back to see if Sonny wanted to share the ride, he was gone. For a moment, he wondered if Sonny was real, but there was no way those bullets and RPGs were anything but.
The taxi stopped next to the curb, and Chris hopped in. The GPS unit showed the Switchblade Whisper on the move, heading on a northerly route about an hour ahead of him. Chris didn’t know many Turkish words, so he told the driver in English to head north on the highway, but the man didn’t understand. He tried Arabic. The driver understood Chris that time. Chris looked around to see if anyone noticed him leaving in the taxi. At the moment, no one seemed to be following him.
He leaned back against the seat and closed his eyes for the first time in what felt like ages. Hannah’s face permeated his mind. Where are you, Hannah? He didn’t want to believe that she was dead, but so much time had passed, the likelihood became more difficult to dispel. She had trusted him to help her, and he was determined to follow through on his promise.
Jim Bob had said he thought she was probably hunting down the Switchblade Whisper, and if she was still alive and free, Chris’s guess was the same. If the Chinese were transporting the Switchblade Whisper by vehicle, as Chris had surmised, they might drive the whole way to China, but driving would take too much time, and they’d have to risk customs and immigration inspections at multiple border crossings. Maybe the Chinese planned to link up with a ship. Going by sea would still require considerable time to reach China, and if that was their plan, they probably would’ve already sailed from Syria rather than drive out of their way to Turkey. It seemed flying out of Turkey was the most probable method of extraction.
He forced his eyes open and leaned toward the driver.
“Keep heading north,” Chris told the man in Arabic. “There’s a little something extra in it for you if you hurry.
At the mention of a bonus, the driver smashed the accelerator down to the floor, and the taxi punched forward. Chris fell in and out of a light combat sleep along the way — his senses were ready to wake him at the sign of anything unusual. Just north of Iskenderun, the sun glistened off the ocean to his left. On the edges of his consciousness, he and Hannah ran barefoot and carefree on the ocean-cooled sand.
Chris awoke as the taxi stopped in front of a three-story building decorated with faience panels at the main entrance and capped with a triangular roof. He checked his GPS to figure out exactly where he and the Switchblade Whisper were. According to the GPS, Chris was at the Adana gar, a railroad station in the city of Adana, but the Switchblade Whisper had continued north on the highway, and now he was only half an hour behind it, but the clock was ticking, and he was losing the time he’d gained.
“Why are we stopping here?”
“I can’t go farther today,” the driver said.
Chris argued with him, but the driver refused, so he paid him and got out of the car. He checked for Turkish authorities on his six but saw none. He smelled bad, but a Turkish woman stared hungrily at him, and he realized he didn’t look nearly as ragged as he thought he did — or he smelled like a kebab. She had two small children and more luggage than she could handle. He wanted to take a minute to help her with her luggage, but he didn’t have time to spare.
Then he hailed a new taxi, and the driver gave him a discount to take him over five hundred klicks northwest, passing Ankara, Turkey’s capitol. He looked down at the GPS. The SW symbol stopped moving at the Esenboga International Airport. Panic churned in his belly. If the Chinese boarded a plane, he’d lose them, and he still didn’t know where Hannah was.
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For several minutes, the Switchblade Whisper remained stationary about a klick northeast of the main terminal. Chris directed the cab driver toward its location, but the main road diverged away from the Switchblade Whisper. There didn’t seem to be a public road between Chris and his destination, so when the taxi reached a private road leading to the northeast, he told the driver to take it.
At the end of the road was a shipping company and a parking lot filled with a fleet of trucks and trailers. Now Chris was within three hundred meters of the Switchblade Whisper.
“Stop in front of the office building,” he commanded.
When the taxi came to a rest, Chris paid the fare and jumped out. He wanted to run but didn’t want to attract attention, so he swiftly walked instead. He crossed the shipping fleet parking lot and found another road that appeared to lead toward the target and followed it until he arrived within a hundred meters of his destination. Only a private airplane hangar stood between him and the Switchblade Whisper.
The noise of nearly half a dozen AKs opened fire, then at least a full dozen rattled off.
Where are you, Hannah?
He ran the length of the hangar, unzipped his travel duffel, and pulled out his HK416. Turning the corner, he discovered a small runway that seemed connected to the larger runway. He took cover behind a plane and some SUVs just as six Chinese fired north at a dozen Arabs, some from inside vehicles and others on foot.
Chris scanned their faces for anyone he might recognize.
Professor Mordet.
Chris’s soul shuddered. Although he knew that good was more powerful than evil, he couldn’t shake the funk of fear the man’s presence conjured.
Truckloads of reinforcements, roughly thirty men, arrived next. Chris didn’t know if the reinforcements were from Turkey’s local bad guys, al Qaeda, or someone else entirely.
It appeared that the plane belonged to the Chinese, and they were attempting to fly the Switchblade Whisper out on it. As the Chinese fought to board the airplane, Mordet’s men fought to stop them. Even though Mordet’s men outnumbered the Chinese, the Chinese held their ground, battling for their lives.
Standing beside the hangar, Chris was too close to see if there was a sniper on top of the building, and the situation was unfolding too fast for him to do a detailed recon of the area. His gaze darted around, landing on an SUV whose tailpipes emitted thick exhaust fumes. The SUV’s location corresponded with the location of the Switchblade Whisper icon on Chris’s GPS.
When the fighting increased in intensity, he’d use the distraction to break cover and run behind the Chinese to the SUV. He hoped the two groups would be too busy combatting each other to notice him. Or if they did notice him, they’d have a difficult time breaking engagement to chase him. Nerves gripped his body. It would be risky, but letting the Chinese or Mordet get away on a plane with the Switchblade Whisper was unacceptable. He’d never be able to track them once they were airborne. If he was going to make a move, now was the time.
As soon as Chris sprang forward into action, his nerves settled. More often than not, it was the waiting before the action that caused him the most anxiety. Chris approached the SUV, and a Chinese driver with cropped hair became visible through the tinted windows. The vehicle’s electronic locks clicked. Continuing forward, Chris brought his rifle to his shoulder and squeezed the trigger. The SUV window blew out, and Chris’s bullets pinned the occupant to the interior. His rifle only emitted the noise of compressed air, blanketed by the chatter of the AKs. Another Chinese man sprang up inside the rear of the SUV. Chris blasted him through the glass.
Two hisses of air came from behind, and then two bullets whipped past him.
Somebody got the drop on me.
Neither of the shots seemed to have hit him, but it was possible he was too jacked up on adrenaline to notice. The source of the rounds was too quiet for the 7.62 mm enemy rounds; it sounded more like friendly fire from a sound-suppressed weapon. Glancing over his shoulder, he spotted someone advancing toward him, rifle aimed forward and shooting.
Hannah! Her shots dropped a Chinese shooter who’d been aiming at him. Then she hurried toward the SUV.
Chris reached through the busted driver’s-side window and opened the door. Then he unceremoniously dumped the driver on the tarmac before scooting over the console and taking his place in the passenger seat — he was primed for more shooting. The key already rested in the ignition, and the engine was running, ready to go.
Hannah hopped into the driver’s seat and slammed the door shut. In the back of the SUV, something bulky lay hidden under a blanket. Chris crawled into the back to make sure the Switchblade Whisper was indeed where the GPS showed it to be. He lifted the blanket and saw the piece of wing and black box — the Switchblade Whisper.
“It’s here.” Then he shoved the bullet-riddled Chinese body out of the vehicle.
A hole blasted through the windshield, the bullet just missing him. Hannah shifted into drive and burned rubber. Chris returned to the passenger seat. The wind whistled through the hole in the windshield.
“You know your way out of here?” he asked.
“No.” She drove south. “You?”
“Not yet.” He examined his GPS and spotted an exit in the southeast corner of the runway. He pointed out the window. “There.”
She veered southeast and departed the runway.
“Turn right.”
She cranked on the steering wheel, and the SUV squealed around the corner.
“Take the left fork.”
Hannah swung the SUV left. The road cut straight through wide-open farmland for half a klick.
“I’m glad you’re okay,” he said.
“Did you miss me?”
He pointed to a street on the right, directing her. “I did. I was worried, but I hoped that if I found the Switchblade Whisper, I’d find you.”
She turned down a long farm road, picking up speed easily. “I went back to the mountain to search for you, but the place had turned into a war zone. I was afraid something happened to you, but I figured you’d stay with the mission and track down the Switchblade Whisper, too.”
Chris looked behind to see if the Chinese or Mordet were following them, but they weren’t. He exhaled in relief. “I was lucky to meet you in Iraq,” he said softly. “And I was lucky you walked into my church in Dallas.”
She grinned. “Was it luck?”
He checked his GPS to see how close they were to the nearest US embassy. “I still hope we can put the world on pause someday.”
She smiled and pressed harder on the accelerator. “Me, too.”
The road they were on curved widely to the west then connected to the main artery, Ozal Boulevard, south of the airport. There was still no sign of the enemy behind them.
“I can navigate to the Embassy in Ankara,” he said. “We’ll see if they can transport us out of here with the Switchblade Whisper.”
“Let’s do it.”
“How’d you track it?” he asked. “I had the GPS.”
She pulled out a tracker similar to the one Chris had taken from Victor. “On the mountain, when I carried the wing, I planted my own tracking device. She paused for a moment and glanced over at Chris. Her eyes mellowed. “I told Jim Bob and Victor to wait for you, you know. But they wouldn’t. Then back at the resort, they invited me to their room, but the whole situation made gave me an uneasy feeling, so I told them I had to use the restroom first. Instead of going to the restroom, I bugged out.”
“Like a true ninja.”
She tilted her head at Chris’s GPS. “How’d you get that?”
Chris explained his trek down the mountain and back to the yacht, where he found Wolf murdered.
“Those bastards,” she blurted out. “Wolf was a good friend, and he saved my bacon more than once. Tell me you killed them both. Tell me you killed those bastards!”
Remembering what he’d done to Victor and Jim Bob brought no remorse or joy. “I killed them both.”
“Good.”
They passed the gecekondos, condos constructed hastily on the edge of Ankara, and after half an hour, they reached the heart of the city and passed mosques and government buildings until they reached the turnoff to the embassy. They pulled into the entrance and stopped in front of a large black security gate that remained closed.
“Do you have appointment?” a Turkish police officer asked. Another cop stood next to him. Both were dressed in black, wearing Turkish police insignia on their ball caps and shirts. Each wore a utility belt with pistol, ammo, radio, and other items. Just outside embassies around the world, the host nation was responsible for protecting the premises.
“Yes, we’re here to meet with the ambassador,” Hannah said.
“Do you have copy of appointment?” the officer asked.
“No,” Hannah said.
“What time is appointment?”
“Five minutes ago. We’re already late, so if you don’t mind…”
He looked at his clipboard and shuffled through papers. “What is your name?”
“Hannah Smith.”
The officer glanced through his papers before pointing to his clipboard. “I sorry, I don’t have appointment here.”
“There must be some mistake,” Hannah said. “Call him, please.”
“May I see passport, please?”
Hannah handed it to him.
“You, too.” He pointed at Chris.
Grudgingly, Chris handed over his passport.
The officer studied both documents. Then he made a call in Turkish on his radio. He had an earphone in his ear connected to the radio.
Chris and Hannah waited.
Finally, the officer returned their passports, and the gate opened.
Hannah drove through, only to be stopped by a second black gate. The first closed behind them. With a concrete wall to their immediate left and a small concrete security building to their immediate right, the only conventional way out was through the security building door.
Chris remained patient for the first fifteen minutes, but each subsequent passing minute made him feel like a caged animal. He stepped out of the SUV and knocked on the security building door, but no reply came.
“In case you forgot about us, we’re still here!” Chris called. No one responded, so he returned to the SUV. “If they don’t hurry, I’m going to climb on top of our SUV, jump onto the building, and lower myself into the embassy.”
“Patience is bitter, but its fruit is sweet,” Hannah said.
He imagined someone dropping a lever and closing the walls on them. “I feel like they’re about to squash us like two halves of an orange. Make orange juice,” he said.
Another fifteen minutes later, voices and shuffling feet emanated from the security building. The door flew open, and a young armed Marine and three armed Americans wearing civilian clothes and flak jackets surrounded Chris and Hannah. The leader was the oldest of the three men in civilian clothes. He appeared to be in his early fifties, with a full head of salt-and-pepper hair. “Put your hands up where we can see them!”
Chris and Hannah raised their hands. Then the front doors of their SUV opened, and M4 barrels were pointed at the pair. “Step out of the vehicle slowly!” Salt-and-Pepper commanded. It wasn’t clear who the men in civilian clothes were, but Chris guessed they were diplomatic security, tasked with protecting the embassy and its people.
As Chris and Hannah eased out of their vehicle, Chris contemplated making a break for it. As if Hannah could read his mind, she shook her head. On the roof of the security building stood another armed American in civilian clothes. Chris recognized him as a guy nicknamed Two-Face. During Army Ranger training, he’d cracked his temporal bone, which paralyzed one side of his mouth and left him with a permanent snarl. When he’d earned a spot in Delta Force, a.k.a. the Unit, the guys gave him his nickname. There were three main squadrons in the Unit: Alpha, Bravo, and Charlie. Two-Face was from Bravo Squadron. Later, in Iraq, Two-Face and his mates had operated alongside Chris and his Team as members of Task Force 88.
Two-Face was the only one kind enough not to aim his rifle at Chris. “Evening, Reverend.” He remembered Chris’s call sign.
“Evening, Two-Face,” Chris replied.
“Some nasty rumors floating around that you murdered some Agency boys in Syria, mate. Went out in a flash message to numerous embassies, in case you showed up.”
“Murdered?” Chris swallowed hard, feeling the gravity of the charge and wondering how word traveled so fast.
“I don’t believe any of it, but as you can see, some people in the embassy are pissing themselves.”
“So that’s what this welcome party is about?” Chris asked.
Two-Face nodded. “Afraid so.”
“Hannah wasn’t involved, so you can release her.”
“I don’t know all the details,” Two-Face said. “I just think you two should let these gents do their job — clear up this misunderstanding. If you choose to escape, I can’t vouch for the others here, but I won’t try to stop you.”
Salt-and-Pepper seemed upset that Two-Face wasn’t going to stop Chris from escaping. “Put your hands behind your back!” he ordered.
Hannah shrugged her shoulders and put her hands behind her back. The Marine, sweat beading on his brow, snapped a pair of handcuffs on her.
No SEAL had ever been held prisoner of war, and Chris wasn’t about to break that tradition, but the embassy was not the enemy. “What exactly are we being arrested for?” he asked.
Nobody answered.
“Just humor them,” Hannah said. “The faster you let them put the handcuffs on, the faster we can sort this out.”
Chris sighed and put his hands behind his back. The handcuffs trembled as the young Marine put them on Chris. He removed Chris’s Glock from its holster and took his pocket-knife from his pants. Chris was feeling more and more like a trapped tiger, and more and more, he wanted to lash out at his nearest aggressor.
Salt-and-Pepper and his posse escorted Chris and Hannah through the small security building and out the back door. They walked outside along a road and into the back of the embassy, where they entered a brightly lit hallway.
Now what?
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Salt-and-Pepper sat across a table from them with his back to the door. Except for the table and chairs, the small, cold room was empty. The mirror on the wall was probably one-way so the interrogation could be videotaped and observed from outside the room.
“You seem to know who we are, but we don’t know who you are,” Hannah said.
“I’m Tristan Nichols, Deputy Ambassador,” Salt-and-Pepper said.
Tristan was impressive — a leader who wasn’t afraid to step out of the office and dirty his hands. Even so, Chris had to know: “Why are we being held here?”
Tristan leaned forward. “I want to ask you and your accomplice some questions about the deaths of two Agency men in Syria.”
Chris’s brow furrowed. “Accomplice?”
“You shot Maximilian Wolfeschlegelaltona and Victor Shivlin before shooting Jim Bob Louve in the face. Late-night revelers on a nearby yacht heard the gunshots and called the police and an ambulance. Maximilian’s corpse was discovered in the waters of Latakia Marina, and Victor’s was located on a yacht in Ras al-Basit, but Jim Bob survived. The bullet broke his nose before glancing off and entering below his eye, where it stuck in his upper jaw. He is still in a lot of pain, but he says you and Hannah stole the Switchblade Whisper and sold it to the Chinese. The Agency sent out a flash message to bring the two of you in, dead or alive.”
Chris couldn’t believe his ears. He explained what had really happened.
After patiently listening, Tristan asked, “Then where is the Switchblade Whisper?”
“In the back of the SUV under a blanket,” Hannah said. “Unless you left it in a no-parking zone.”
Tristan frowned. “I didn’t leave it in a no-parking zone. It’s safe here inside the embassy parking lot.”
“You don’t seem to understand the gravity of holding us and the Switchblade Whisper here,” Chris said. “The Switchblade Whisper already had a GPS tracking device imbedded in its black box. Hannah affixed her own tracking device to the drone. The Chinese probably did the same.”
“I’ve heard a lot of bullshitters in my career, but you are one of a kind,” Tristan said.
“You don’t have to believe me,” Chris said. “But you do need to search the Switchblade Whisper for any tracking devices and take them far away from here.”
Hannah cut in. “A terrorist named Professor Mordet is trying to get his hands on the technology in the Switchblade Whisper. If he succeeds, he’ll hack into the United States’ critical infrastructures and cause as much damage and loss of human life as possible.”
Tristan stood and looked down his nose at them. “Both of you are truly special. I hope they send you to some deserving place like Leavenworth. Nobody is going to break into the embassy parking lot. There are three concentric circles of protection around this facility, starting with the outer fence and the vehicular barricades. The latest technology monitors this place twenty-four seven. And there are two Turkish policemen out front, a Marine, three diplomatic security officers on duty, and me.”
“Hell is made up of concentric circles,” Chris said under his breath.
Tristan stood. “I think we’re finished here.” He walked out the door, slammed it shut behind him, and locked it from the outside.
“You think the deputy ambassador will figure out trouble is coming before it arrives?” Hannah asked. “If Mordet doesn’t lose all his men fighting the Chinese, he will have enough to storm this embassy.”
Chris tried to wiggle his hands out of the handcuffs, but they were too tight. “I’m afraid the deputy ambassador has too much faith in Jim Bob’s version of events and concentric circles.”
“Sorry.”
“For what?” He stood, walked over to the wall, put his back to it and knocked. He moved over and knocked again, repeating the process.
“For dragging you into this.”
“I’m a big boy.” He knocked on the door and other walls.
Hannah stood and strolled up to him.
He put his lips close to her ear and whispered, “Metal door can’t be broken. Opens inward, so we can’t kick out the lock. And the walls seem solid.”
“How are we going to get out of here?” She spoke softly, her breath heating his skin.
“Ceiling seems weak, from the looks of it. If we stand on that table, we can probably break a hole through it, climb up, cross over to the next room, and bust down. Hopefully it’s not locked from the outside, too.”
“Break out of here while they’re videotaping us through a one-way mirror?”
Fatigue was catching up to him. “Maybe they’ll get bored and stop watching us?”
“Maybe Mordet and his men will give us a diversion,” she said.
“Hope it doesn’t come to that.” He eyed a chair to sit in, but his butt was sore from sitting in vehicles since Syria, so he lay down on the floor on his stomach to rest for a moment.
* * *
They’d been waiting for what seemed like hours. Hannah seemed bored and took the same position lying down. After a few minutes, she smiled. His body warmed at the sight, even in the chilly interrogation room.
“You’re smiling,” he said.
“I just remembered something.”
“What?”
“When you and I were first stationed together in Syria,” she said, “you and that Syrian gal seemed pretty serious. Caused a bit of a stink on base — people worried that she was a spy. What happened to her?”
“Her parents were opposed,” Chris explained. “Eventually, she sided with them. It upset me at the time, but it was for the best. Our line of work isn’t the greatest support for maintaining romantic relationships — you know, keeping secrets, frequent overseas deployments, and when we’re home, we’re not home — individual schools, platoon work-ups. Few women can accept that lifestyle, let alone live it.”
“After you got out of the Teams, didn’t you meet anyone at college?”
Chris grinned. “Yeah. One of the kindest I’d ever dated. I was interested in finding a spouse, but she wasn’t ready.”
“No one in your church?” she asked.
“There’s a buttercup in Dallas.”
“Well?”
He shrugged his shoulders, and the grin left his face. “She’s married.”
Hannah smiled. “I guess I have you all to myself.”
He chuckled, not knowing how seriously to take her. “How about you?”
She beamed. “Okay, there was the torero from Spain.”
“What’s a torero?”
“He was a matador — his tight little butt fit nicely in those tight pants. In Spanish, their costumes are called traje de luces, the suit of lights.”
“So what happened with you two?” Chris asked.
“His family is all Catholic, and he wanted to marry me, but I don’t believe in marriage. Haven’t seen him in about a year. Lives in Madrid. We’re just friends.”
“Are you seeing anyone now?”
She shook her head.
His calling as a minister didn’t prevent him from marrying, but since Hannah wasn’t the marrying type and he couldn’t cohabitate, a relationship with her seemed to be a dead-end road. Even so, he couldn’t help wanting to spend more time with her, and a part of him couldn’t help but wonder if, in time, she might change her mind.
Her chocolate-brown eyes glistened, giving him enough bliss to forget about the mission and remember how tired he was.
She seemed to read his mind: “Just close your eyes for a moment; recharge your batteries.”
He did, just for a moment…
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He was thirteen years old in Syria.
It was an afternoon just days after he’d been rescued, and he stood behind a wall near a doorway to the living room, eavesdropping on his parents.
“We can’t wait forever,” his father said.
“It’s too soon,” his mother said.
“If you won’t tell him, I will. It’s better he hear it from us than from someone else.”
“He needs more time,” she said.
“You mean, you need more time.”
“Give it a rest.” She seemed to notice something in the window and turned to examine it — Chris’s reflection.
He’d gotten in trouble for listening in on a private conversation once before. He wanted to walk away and act like he hadn’t heard anything, but it was too late for that. He trudged into the living room.
Instead of being angry, his mother’s shoulders drooped. He waited for her to scold him, but she didn’t, so he turned to walk away, but she said, weakly, “Chris.”
He turned and faced her. Her eyes glistened. “The day you were kidnapped,” she said, “the same terrorists kidnapped your friend, Nikkia, too.” She took a deep breath — then another.
“They rescued her, didn’t they?”
She shook her head. “Nikkia didn’t survive, honey.”
Chris stood there stunned. After what felt like minutes, he forced himself to speak. “Why didn’t you tell me?” Tears rolled steadily down his face as if they would never stop.
His mother swallowed hard. “I wanted to, honey. I really did. I just didn’t know when to tell you. Or how.”
“I wish I could see her,” he cried.
His mother stood up from the couch, walked over to him, and hugged him. “I wish I could see her, too.” Her voice lost its steadiness. “I wish I could see her, too.”
The news of Nikkia’s death had hit him like a bomb, shaking the earth beneath his feet, pulling at his limbs, sucking the oxygen out of the room, and paralyzing him. He closed his eyes again, wanting to shut out everything — wanting to know why he’d never see her again. When his eyes opened, he was looking into a pair of startled chocolate-brown eyes, and the ground was still shaking. He’d fallen asleep, but he didn’t know for how long. All he knew was that the air was full of smoke and debris. He coughed.
Her lips moved, but he couldn’t hear what she was saying. His ears rang like they’d been boxed, and he couldn’t hear anything more than the ringing. His heart pounded; fear struck. He scanned the room to find the door. Blackened, it hung by a hinge.
There must’ve been an explosion. It’s the only explanation.
He tugged at his handcuffs, trying to free himself before an assault team could enter the room and start shooting, but no one came. Not yet. He could see the room across the hallway, flayed open as though a mortar round had hit it.
His frogman training kicked in, and without thought, he struggled up to his knees and helped her to her feet. Still suffering the aftershock of the blast, he lost his balance but managed to remain upright. “Nikkia, we’ve got to get out of here.”
“What?” she asked groggily.
“Trouble is here!”
As he started to comprehend what was happening, the ringing in his ears lessened slightly. AK fire chattered from outside the embassy, answered by Turkish shouts and a scream. The sounds of gunfire came more frequently now — and louder. Mordet’s men must’ve entered the gate and were shooting their way to the building.
Chris peeked out of their room and down the hall toward the front of the building.
The racket of combat continued to increase. His pulse picked up speed, so he sucked in a deep shot of oxygen and calmed himself until an armed man appeared, shooting at Chris before he could react. He ducked back inside the room. “Come out with your hands where I can see them!” the terrorist yelled in Arabic.
Another AK shot rang out in the hall. Now it sounded like there were two tangos. In the back of his mind, he knew he might not survive, but he clung to hope, anyway. He looked at Hannah, who flashed him a brittle smile.
An AK poked into the room then. Chris prepared to head-butt the terrorist in the face. But when the tango entered, Chris realized the tango wasn’t a tango at all. He was Sonny.
Sonny saw Chris’s fighting eyes and body stance. “Don’t Taze me, bro,” he said in his pained nasal New York accent.
Hannah stared at Sonny. “Who are you?” she asked.
“I’m Super Jew,” Sonny replied, sticking his chest out.
Chris wasn’t sure he could trust him — he didn’t even know who Sonny worked for — but he wasn’t going to turn down a rescue, and now wasn’t the time for a conversation. “The naked man on the donkey,” he explained. “Sonny.”
Sonny pulled out some keys. “Two-Face gave me these and told me to get you two out of here while he evacuates the dip-dunks.” Sonny unlocked Chris’s handcuffs. Chris looked at his watch: 2018 hours. He pressed the compass button on his watch and quickly checked his bearings — it was time to go, and he didn’t want to end up lost.
Sonny unlocked Hannah’s handcuffs. “Tangos are overrunning the embassy,” he said. “Don’t have much time.” He poked his head into the hall and looked both ways. “Let’s go.” He ventured out of the room. Chris and Hannah followed.
Just outside the door, they stepped over a motionless wide-eyed Arab leaking crimson on the vanilla tiles. Chris’s arms and hands fought to regain proper circulation, but he managed to pick up the terrorist’s AK. Sonny quickly ushered them to the back of the building. Chris motioned for Hannah to follow directly behind Sonny so Chris could protect their flank. They hurried single file down the hall.
Chris glanced over his shoulder. Two terrorists moved into the hall. Now the stakes were much higher than defending himself. Now he was defending Hannah and Sonny, and he’d rather die himself than let them get hurt.
“Contact, rear!” Chris shouted, pivoted and took aim while standing.
“Contact, rear!” Hannah and Sonny echoed.
The fear of failing his teammates cranked the panic throttle wide open, and anxiety flooded over Chris. Both terrorists brought their AKs up to their shoulders to fire. The faster terrorist presented the most immediate threat. Chris’s sights wobbled over the tango’s head while his finger quickly took out the slack in the trigger. All his senses screamed to jerk the trigger the rest of the way before they jerked theirs, but in the back of his mind, Ron Hickok’s voice calmly said, Squeeze. Chris’s finger exerted pressure straight to the rear without causing the rest of his hand or more than the trigger to move. The first terrorist’s head flopped back, and he back flopped to the floor.
The second terrorist fired. One round stung Chris’s shoulder, and wall plaster sprayed the side of his face. The throttle of fear closed tightly shut, leaving Chris in serenity as he squeezed the trigger again. And again. The second terrorist’s gut bent like it’d been hit by a baseball bat, and his head sprayed blood. The firing stopped.
The possibility that a shot might have killed Hannah or Sonny reopened the fear throttle. He wheeled around to see if they were injured.
Hannah and Sonny appeared fine. They burst through the exit at the end of the hall. Chris sprinted behind them, moving through the door before it closed.
Outside the main building and under the evening firmament, they were still inside the consulate compound — trapped like rats without an escape hole. To the south lay the German embassy, and beyond the trees and fence to the east stretched a busy multi-lane boulevard that ran from the northwest to the southeast.
From the west, three Arabs armed with AKs approached. When they noticed the trio, they abruptly halted with surprised looks on their faces. Before they could act, Sonny shredded the Syrian closest to him, and Chris terminated the man on the opposite end. Then Sonny and Chris converged on the poor bastard in the middle, filleting him with AK fire. The three Syrians hardly had time to know what hit them.
Chris gave Hannah his weapon before hurrying toward the three dead Arabs. As he reached the bodies, the main parking lot came into view. It held only a few vehicles, including the SUV with the Switchblade Whisper. Around it gathered a mob of nearly thirty terrorists, some celebrating by shooting their AKs in the air. There were too many of them, and Chris was too poorly equipped to take them on. Enjoy the celebration. This ain’t over yet.
Several tangos noticed Chris and broke away to chase him. He snatched an AK from one of the dead terrorists and slipped around the corner of the main building, out of sight. Chris ran into a cluster of trees. Sonny had already scaled the fence and was on the other side providing cover with his weapon. Next to him lay Hannah’s weapon while she made her way over the fence.
Chris wished the AK had a sling so he could strap it on his back, leaving his hands free to scale the fence, but it didn’t. The space between the black vertical iron bars on the fence was too narrow for him to squeeze through, but they were wide enough for him to hand his AK to Sonny, so he passed it through. Then he jumped and grabbed the horizontal rail near the top of the black fence. He pulled himself up and maneuvered over the spiked fence posts, which weren’t as sharp as they could be and weren’t razor-edged like concertina wire. Even so, one of the spikes snagged the inside of his pant leg, preventing him from descending. He became an easy target for the bad guys who’d just turned the corner of the building.
While Chris struggled to free his leg, Sonny and Hannah’s AKs spit heat at the tangos. Chris wiggled loose from the spike and dropped down beside Sonny and Hannah. He prepared to fire, but no one was left standing to shoot.
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Vehicles crept along Ataturk Boulevard, their headlights illuminating the trio as they walked down the street with their AKs. Chris could feel the rubberneckers’ eyes on him, and while he was used to working covertly, here he was out in the open on foreign soil. Although Turkey was an ally, the polis wouldn’t be too pleased about three Americans running around the streets carrying AK rifles. He gripped the rifle tighter in his sweat-dampened palms.
Sonny used the lull in traffic to cross the boulevard. Hannah and Chris followed. In spite of the slowdown, the cars in one lane sped along as if they were oblivious to the situation or just didn’t care. After the trio dodged vehicles from both directions, they reached the other side. They passed between what looked like a broadcast studio building and a concert hall. The parking lots were empty, and only faint moonlight illuminated the crepuscular interiors of the buildings. Nearby, they found refuge in a cluster of evergreens. There they lay prone in a tight triangular defensive position covering the 360 degrees around them.
Because most of his gear had been confiscated by the deputy ambassador and his boys, Chris felt impotent without it. He tried not to dwell on the seeming hopelessness of the situation. Instead, his brain simmered for solutions.
He ejected the magazine from his AK and pressed down with his thumb on the top bullet of the magazine. He knew from the magazine’s size and shape that it could hold thirty rounds. His thumb sank deep in the magazine before he felt strong resistance. “I’m not injured, but I’ve only got half a magazine,” he whispered.
“Same,” Sonny said.
“I’m fine,” Hannah reported, “less than a full magazine.”
“Reverend and Infidel,” Sonny said with a smile, guessing their identities. “Reverend’s shooting and his uncanny ability to find a way to win and Infidel’s rep as a top spook are legendary. Unit guys still talk about you two. In a good way.”
Chris tested Sonny to see if he was who he said he was. “Two-Face must trust you a lot to give you the keys to the embassy.” Two-Face was in the Unit’s Bravo Squadron, so Chris purposefully gave the wrong squadron to see if Sonny would correct him. “Were you with him in Charlie Squadron?”
“I served in Alpha Squadron, but Two-Face was in Bravo,” Sonny said. “They call me Mr. Sunshine.” He smiled in the moonlight. “Because of my cheerful disposition.”
“Now that’s a name I recognize,” Chris said. “Not from your cheerful disposition but from how you terrorize terrorists.”
“Two-Face and I were both Rangers,” Sonny said. “Finished Selection together and entered the Unit at the same time.”
“Okay, boys. Enough chitchat. We need a phone,” Hannah said. “There’s an Agency station less than a klick from here. If I can call them, maybe they can help.”
“The deputy ambassador confiscated my lock-picking tools,” Chris said, “but if you think it’s worth the risk of setting off an alarm, I can break a window to get us inside the concert hall to use a phone.”
“Hopefully the fracas across the street will be enough to keep the neighborhood distracted,” Sonny said, “but a silent alarm will make for a long evening.”
“It’s worth the risk to me,” Hannah said.
Chris took them out of the trees and to the concert hall building, where he thrust the muzzle of his rifle into the nearest window, breaking it. No alarm sounded, but it was still possible the building had a silent alarm. He poked out the larger shards of glass before running his muzzle along the inside edges of the frame, clearing much of the remaining pieces. Finally, he maneuvered through the opening, trying not to touch the inside edges of the frame. Hannah and Sonny brought up the rear.
No guards had arrived. Yet.
Chris traversed the hall quickly until he found an office area. He motioned to one of the phones. “Knock yourself out.”
Hannah laid her AK across the desk, sat down, and made a call while Chris and Sonny stood guard.
Within minutes, Hannah turned to Chris, covered the mouthpiece on the phone, and said, “I’m getting the chief on the line now.” She waited for a moment before she spoke into the receiver: “Yes, sir. Our embassy in Ankara has been overrun by Syrian terrorists.” Then she paused. “I don’t know if the ambassador was in the compound or not,” she said. “I don’t know if the deputy ambassador actually made it out alive or not. I don’t know if anyone made it out alive other than us.” After another pause she said, “Yes, I’m still with Chris, and we have another person with us who works for the government, but what does that have to do with the embassy being overrun? There is sensitive equipment in an SUV parked inside the embassy that the terrorists can use to launch cyber attacks against the US!”
A police siren sounded.
“What does my location have to do with the embassy?” Hannah asked.
The siren became louder.
“No, I will not be put on hold!” Hannah slammed down the phone.
The sound of the siren became stationary in the direction of the embassy. From the same direction, someone shouted in Turkish over a PA speaker — probably a Turkish cop. An AK rattled, and the shouting stopped. Then the siren ceased. Engines started and vehicles seemed to be rolling away.
“Maybe the tangos are moving out,” Chris said.
Sonny held out his ring of keys. “Good. Because I’m guessing we’re not getting any Agency help on this one.” He turned to Hannah, and she shook her head. “So if the ragheads bug out, the compound will be clear for us to access the TOC. One of these keys should let us inside.” The TOC building was the Tactical Operating Center for the embassy compound. “We might find your weapons, ammo, and GPS tracker there. Hopefully some goodies for me, too.”
“We’d better hurry,” Hannah said. “Police will be swarming the embassy any minute, and we can’t let the tangos get away with the Switchblade Whisper.”
Chris opened the nearest window and climbed out. It was standard operating procedure not to travel the same path twice. No point in giving the enemy a chance to lay a booby trap or ambush, waiting for a SEAL’s return. “It’ll take time if we travel south around the German embassy,” Chris said. “After the attack on the US Embassy, all the embassies in the area are probably on alert, and the Germans won’t be pleased to see us armed with AKs near their compound.”
“But if we enter from the north, we risk bumping into the main force of the tangos or arriving police,” Hannah said.
“We’ll just have to take the same route back,” Sonny said.
Chris and Hannah nodded in agreement. So much for SOP.
After crossing the boulevard, Chris climbed over the same spiked fence. I hope we’re not walking into an ambush. When his feet touched the ground inside the embassy and no booby traps went boom, he thanked God. He probably should’ve felt the danger of their situation more, but his body was weary, and his nerves were numb. He covered the area with his AK while Hannah and Sonny climbed over. Maybe his opponents were waiting for them to join him in their kill zone before they launched their ambush. Hannah and Sonny arrived, but there was no ambush.
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All over the fence now, Chris led them across the compound in search of the TOC. Car tires burned like misshapen donuts from Hell, long, flaming tongues tasting the paint of the vehicles as smoky flames gutted the interiors, casting impish shadows in the parking lot. Beyond the broken windows of the main building, the flaming interior raged from hot white in the center to burning yellow, fiery orange, and caldron red before fading into the black abyss of night. Except for the fires, the compound was eerily quiet. Chris led them across the compound in search of the TOC.
He stopped in front of the steel door of a small building that was separated from the others and hadn’t been burned — most likely the TOC. Sonny tried his master key, but it didn’t work. He kicked the door under the doorknob and reinforced lock. The door opened a crack. Sonny stepped to the side, and Chris took a kick at it. With a loud thud, the door budged open more, but it was still locked. “My turn,” Hannah said. When her kick struck the steel, it sounded like thunder. The door flew open, taking it off one of the hinges. It dangled on the remaining hinge like scrap metal. Chris had known she had it in her; even so, it was heart-juddering to behold. He held back a chuckle as Sonny stood slack-jawed, staring at her. Hannah walked through the door as if she’d done nothing special.
“United States Government!” she shouted when inside. “We’re here to help!”
“Damn, she’s hot,” Sonny said.
The trio proceeded through the building methodically clearing their way with their AKs. In one room, video of the compound streamed live on a panel of monitors. Beyond the surveillance room, they reached the armory, where Chris and Hannah found their weapons and ammo.
Chris was infectiously upbeat to reunite with his old friends: HK416 and Glock 19. Feelings of power and safety rushed through him once again, that spiritual connection energizing him. He took care of his weapons, and they took care of him. His firearms instructor, Ron Hickok, had once confided that he had a similar feeling for his firearms, and he’d said it was a necessary bond to achieve a level of shooting that transcended the capability of the individual and the weapon as separate entities.
Next to his weapon, he found his lighter among other items. He didn’t smoke, but he carried the lighter as a memento from darker days and a survival tool.
Chris liberated his ammo along with extra from the diplomatic security’s cache. Hannah did likewise. Sonny inspected an M4 rifle and compact .45 pistol. He took them and laid down his AK with a look of scorn.
“Commie piece of shit, anyway,” he grumbled.
They grabbed assorted grenades, breaching explosives, holsters, rifle slings, backpacks, energy gels, and more. Hannah found the most important pieces of gear — the two GPS trackers. She kept hers and tossed Chris the one he’d taken from Jim Bob and Victor. On a nearby table, they also located Jim Bob’s laptop and Victor’s cell phone.
“I’ll take you two as far as the gate,” Sonny said.
“You’re not coming with us?” Chris asked.
“Your mission isn’t my mission, and I need to get back to the Unit.”
Chris tried to enlist his aid. “You saw what Hannah and I are up against. That same threat is on its way to America.”
“Wish I could help. I’ll tell JSOC what you’re doing and see if they can provide assistance.”
Chris didn’t expect to be able to change Sonny’s mind. If the roles were reversed, Chris would do the same. “Okay.”
They finished gearing up, and true to his word, Sonny walked with them to the gate. In front of it, there were two bloody bodies — Salt-n-Pepper and Two-Face. Chris crouched down to check their vital signs: “They’re dead.” Chris looked up at Sonny, but his eyes remained on Two-Face, his expression unreadable.
Wailing sirens from a fleet of police cars sounded in the distance.
“Hannah and I can’t stick around here any longer,” Chris said. “I’m sorry about Two-Face.”
Sonny didn’t flinch.
“Sonny, you going to be okay?” Hannah asked.
“Do I look like I’m eating an ice cream sandwich?”
Hannah hushed; the sirens became louder.
“The three of us are going to find the pieces of shit who did this,” Sonny said. His voice was calm. “And I’ll go Guantanamo on them with a butcher knife and a brown rat.”
Chris knew the pain of losing friends in combat, but everyone grieved differently, and they grieved differently for different comrades. Some looked to Heaven for help, some drank, some immersed themselves deeper in their work, and some vowed revenge. For the loss of Two-Face, Sonny’s way of grieving was clear.
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Assuming the point position, Chris jogged north through the city on foot, trying to create distance between his team and the embassy before the police arrived. He ran through a stretch of trees off Balli, the one-way road that ran south, to conceal their movement. Soon sirens came their way. The flashing lights of patrol cars lit up an area seventy-five meters ahead of Chris’s position. Before the patrol cars turned the corner, Chris dropped to the ground behind a tree. He looked back at Hannah and Sonny. They shadowed his movements, hiding on the ground behind trees. During the day, it would be easier for the police to spot their hasty attempt at concealment. Chris hoped the night would hide their sins.
Some people had better senses than others: sight, hearing, taste, smell, and touch. Similarly, Ron Hickok said that some people had a better sixth sense than others. On a number of occasions since childhood, when Chris sensed someone was watching him, he turned around to check, discovering his sense to be accurate. On occasion, he looked at someone who turned around to catch his gaze. If a Turkish cop was one of those with a heightened sixth sense, he wouldn’t have to see Chris and his teammates to sense they were there. Chris flushed all thoughts from his mind except for one: I am tree roots. He imagined the stillness of wood and felt the richness of the soil against his bark as he became one with the earth. He became so engrossed in his transformation that the growing intensity of the police lights and sirens disconnected from him. The lights flashed brighter, and the sirens blared louder — wrestling with his concentration and threatening to expose him. Chris clung to his metamorphosis. The patrol cars passed.
Hannah whispered the obvious. “We need a car.”
Chris opened his mind again, and the human thoughts returned. Move. They reached a gaggle of cars, many of them white Fords, perched alongside the road. The Turks bought more Fords than Americans did. He scanned for older models, easier to hotwire, but many were newer, equipped with modern anti-theft devices — and the windows were rolled up tight. Chris finally spotted an older model white Ford sedan. He tried the door handle. Locked. Next, he punched out a rear passenger window with his rifle muzzle and reached through to unlock the driver’s door.
Without missing a beat, Sonny opened the driver’s door, got in, reached over, and opened the front passenger door. Chris took his place beside him in the passenger seat, and Hannah sat in the back next to the seat with glass in it.
Sonny used his pocketknife blade to turn the ignition, but the car didn’t start. He unscrewed the cover over the steering wheel column. After tinkering around inside, the vehicle started. He revved the engine, but he couldn’t turn the steering wheel.
Chris opened his knife, leaned over and stuck it between the steering wheel and the top of the steering column. He snapped the steering lock, freeing the steering wheel.
Sonny frowned.
Chris and Hannah checked the screens on their GPS trackers again.
“The tangos have probably already removed whatever tracking devices either of you have on them,” Sonny said.
“And maybe they haven’t yet,” Chris said. “Drive us north until we can make a U-turn south.”
“You know this is a one-way street,” Sonny said, “and we’ll be going the wrong way.”
“Humor me,” he said. “We’ll be off the one-way in a flash.”
Sonny did as he was told.
Chris gave more directions.
Sonny made a U-turn and drove southeast on Ataturk Boulevard. “We’re going to pass by the embassy,” he grumbled. The police had swarmed around the embassy gates but still hadn’t entered. Maybe they knew what had happened to the first guy to arrive on the scene and were trying to figure out whether the terrorists were still inside or not. Sonny continued driving south.
Twenty minutes later, they arrived in the town of Golbasi, east of Mogan Lake. “My GPS shows the Switchblade Whisper stopping here in Golbasi,” Hannah said.
“Mine shows they continued south toward Syria,” Chris said.
“Just great,” Sonny interjected.
Chris showed his GPS tracker monitor. “Either they found one of the devices or both.”
“While we’re in Golbasi, I’d like to check it out,” Hannah said. “Turn left up here.”
Sonny turned off the main road and went east. He passed houses topped with clay, red-tiled roofs.
“This is a residential area,” Chris said.
“Maybe it’s an ambush,” Sonny said.
“Stop here,” Hannah warned. “We’re getting too close. We’re almost a hundred meters away.”
Chris pulled out the lighter he’d been carrying since his childhood abduction and flicked the lid anxiously.
Hannah read the distance on her GPS: “Fifty meters. Forty.”
They passed more houses.
“Thirty meters,” she said
“If this is an ambush,” Sonny said, “I won’t be pleased.”
“Twenty meters.”
Chris put away his lighter. “Only one way to find out.”
“Ten,” she said.
Sonny slowly applied the brakes. “Where is it?”
Hannah pointed to a white Renault parked in the driveway of a house. “The GPS tracker reads that it’s right there.” The lights in the home were on. Hannah stepped out of the car, strolled over to the vehicle, and laid down next to it. She tinkered underneath the vehicle before returning with an object in her hands. She got into her seat in the back and said, “Let’s go.”
Sonny released his foot from the brake and eased away from the curb.
Hannah looked at the tracking device in her hand. “I guess Syria is next.”
Sonny drove past the house with the Renault, made a couple turns, and returned to the main road. “Chris and I were lucky to blast through the border checkpoint terminals the first time,” he said.
“We might not be so lucky if we try that a second time,” Chris said.
“I know where the gaps are in Turkey’s border security,” Sonny said.
“Outstanding,” Chris said.
Hannah nodded.
* * *
Sonny made a pit stop in Golbasi to stock up on water before driving south. They drove straight through the night taking turns: one driving, one sitting as lookout/navigator, and one sleeping. In the early morning, Sonny came to a stop on the side of the road within sight of the Kasab Border Crossing Terminal. Turkey had beefed up security with barricades, canines, and extra guards. It seemed that the Turkish border patrol were doing thorough searches of each car leaving the country.
“There are more border patrol here on the main road than on the mountain,” Sonny said, “so our odds of sneaking around them are better if we hump over the mountain.” He turned around and backtracked away from the border patrol and further inland. Then he found a small road that led up a mountain on the border. “With all the recent shootings, the Turkish border patrol will have itchy trigger fingers, but they can’t shoot what they can’t see.”
“Turkish border patrol can shoot us for breaking the law, but we can’t shoot a NATO ally for upholding the law,” Hannah said.
Sonny flicked off the car lights. “That’s part of the challenge.”
“What’s the other part?” Hannah asked.
“In Syria, their border patrol shoots anything that moves,” Chris said. “If the shooting starts now, we may never reach Mordet in one piece, let alone with enough ammo to stop him.”
“I can get us past Turkish border patrol,” Sonny said with a serious face full of confidence.
“I’ll get us past Syrian border patrol,” Chris said.
Hannah nodded her head in agreement.
Sonny seemed to hesitate for a moment. Allowing Chris to lead them on the Syrian side was trusting Chris with his life. Sonny nodded in agreement, too.
The snaking paved road became a dirt road. Five klicks south of Yayladagi, on the Turkish border, Sonny drove the car off the road and into a grove, where he parked the vehicle. “We’re going to have to hoof it from here.”
They exited the sedan, gathered branches of evergreen needles, and camouflaged the car — not enough to conceal it from close, prying eyes but enough to conceal it from someone at a distance.
Sonny took the point. After him came Hannah then Chris. At a moderate pace, they hiked four klicks up the mountain, heading south toward Syria, until Sonny slowed.
If he saw something, he would’ve signaled, so we must be approaching a danger area.
Insects and occasional birds chirped but not nearly as loud as Chris’s heartbeat.
The trio slipped into a gully and continued slowly, lowering to a crouch. After fifty meters, Sonny quickly dropped to the earth. Hannah and Chris followed suit. Chris looked around, narrowing his gaze to try to spot the source of what spooked Sonny. There was no sound of rustling in the bushes or on the ground. A small, dark figure, an animal, swiftly waddled toward Sonny, who rose to his feet. The animal didn’t stop. Sonny spread his legs, and the animal passed under them. Hannah also rose to her feet and spread her legs. The dark little beast stood about one foot high and one foot across. Chris had already risen to his feet. He spread his legs apart to allow the animal passage. He turned to see if it would come back and harass them, but the creature disappeared around a bend in the gully.
Sonny resumed their journey at a crouch. Twenty-five meters later, he gradually lowered onto his hands and knees and signaled that there was a person ahead. Sonny led them in a crawl.
On top of the mountain, a few hundred meters above Chris and his teammates, a guard stood with a rifle slung over his shoulder. Although the sky was dark, the guard’s silhouette was darker, causing him to stick out. It wasn’t clear if the guard was facing toward the three or away from them. If the guard had chosen a spot ten feet down the mountain from his current position to stand, his silhouette would’ve been hidden by the darkness of the mountain. The pounding in Chris’s chest shot up his neck until it throbbed in his ears, hammering his skull.
The three followed the slanting gully to the right until Sonny low-crawled through a dip in the right bank, taking them out of the gully. Rather than go up the mountain and pass near the guard, they travelled a horizontal path on the mountain, creating distance between themselves and the guard. Tall, grassy weeds helped conceal their movement. After a hundred meters, the guard was no longer in sight, and Sonny eased into a ravine. The trio rose to a crouch, moving faster but still slowly, and followed the bottom of the ravine up the mountain. As they neared the top where two ridges dipped like a saddle, they dropped down on their bellies and crawled over the saddle, careful not to silhouette themselves against the sky. On the other side of the mountain, they slithered on their stomachs down into another ravine.
In the ravine, they patrolled at a crouch until they reached the bottom of the mountain, where they could walk upright. Finally, they crossed into Syria. Chris assumed the point and avoided the danger areas while finding safer routes.
The sun still lay hidden, but it changed the dark sky to grey as Chris and his team patrolled west until they arrived south of a Syrian town named Duz Aghaj. They stole another vehicle and headed south. Hannah drove the first leg with Sonny riding shotgun and Chris in the back.
Chris sucked on an energy gel pack and checked his GPS: seven and a half hours to Al-Bukamal. Located near the southeast end of the Euphrates River in Syria, near the Iraq border, Al-Bukamal was where Professor Mordet’s French plantation stood. He remembered the night he and his teammates had hidden in a field of wheat and first seen the back of that two-story building and its expansive roof. Each floor had those thin, white wooden columns, wide porches, and French doors. Still in Chris’s memory, the French colonial plantation house seemed so eerily out of place near the humble farmhouses that sat on small plots of land to the south. He had an uneasy feeling, but he tried to put it out of his mind and catch some sleep while it was his turn to rest. They still had a seven-and-a-half-hour drive, and there was no point to wearing himself out before they arrived. He was going to need every ounce of strength to stop Mordet from hacking into the Switchblade Whisper’s secrets and attacking America.
For thirty minutes, Hannah drove down Syria’s west coast until they passed Latakia.
Sonny made conversation, but the macho tone of his voice suggested that he was enamored with her.
“Where you from?” he asked.
She didn’t answer.
“I’m from New York,” he said with his chest sticking out.
“I figured that,” she said.
“Queens,” he offered up more.
She was the ultimate spook, pulling information out of people without even trying. “I grew up in Hawaii,” she said.
“Were you born there?”
“Born and raised,” she said.
Hannah had told Chris that she was from East LA, but now she was telling Sonny that she was from Hawaii. Question marks popped up in Chris’s mind, but only Hannah could answer them, so he ignored them and drifted to sleep.
* * *
Two and a half hours later, they switched roles. Chris took the wheel. He knew the roads, so he didn’t need a navigator, so Hannah only needed to keep a lookout for trouble. Sonny slept in the back, snoring loudly like a twenty-mike-mike auto cannon.
Hannah checked her cell phone. “The embassy attack is on the Internet news. Shortly after, some Turkish border patrol officers and innocent bystanders were killed at the Kasab Border Crossing Terminal.”
“Mordet,” Chris said.
“We really need to stop him.”
“Most definitely.” Chris wiped the sleep out of his eyes as they travelled east through the middle of Syria. “Hey, I wanted to ask you something,” he said, changing the topic. “Before I fell asleep, I heard you tell Sonny you’re from Hawaii.”
“Oh?” she said casually.
“But you told me you were from East LA.”
“Okay,” she said.
“So which is it?” he asked.
“Which what?”
“Are you from LA or Hawaii?”
“Which do you prefer?”
He felt awkward but pressed on. “That’s not what I asked.”
“Okay,” she said.
Chris modified his question. “Why would you tell us two different stories?”
“The less information you know, the better. If you’re ever captured, they’ll make you tell everything you know about me and everyone else so—”
Chris cut her off. “They won’t take me alive.”
Hannah became silent for a moment. “You depend too much on it.”
“On what?”
“Truth.”
“How so?” he asked.
“Truth is subjective and relative.”
“You really believe that?”
“Don’t you?” she asked.
“Truth is objective and absolute. It’s not so complicated.”
“Sometimes I like complications,” she admitted. “But most people believe what they want to believe. And …that is their truth.”
“What about you?” he asked. “What do you believe?”
“Whatever helps me thrive. That is my truth.”
They became quiet for a minute.
“You think Sonny would ever allow himself to be captured by terrorists?” she asked.
“I don’t know of any Unit guys who’d allow themselves to be taken alive. Sonny seems to have that same attitude.” Chris paused. “What about you?”
“I don’t know,” Hannah replied. “I guess it would depend on the situation. After what Mordet did to your ear? After what he did to Young, and worse, my asset? Either we take Mordet down or die trying because I won’t be a warm meal for that maniac. He’ll have to eat me cold.”
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In the afternoon, Sonny kept watch and an eye on the GPS tracker. “The signal just disappeared,” he said.
Chris drove. “Are you sure?”
“The GPS tracker shows our location on the map, but the device’s signal is gone.”
Chris drove to the Euphrates River and followed it south. Then he rolled into Al-Bukamal. “We should probably find a place to stage our gear,” Chris said.
“Sounds good.”
He drove them to a run-down part of town where he found a motel and parked in back. “I’m going to rent us a place,” he said.
“You need backup?” Sonny asked.
He smiled. “Not this time.”
“Good. I’ll wake up Sleeping Beauty, then.” Sonny winked, and Chris just shook his head.
Minutes later, he returned with a key. Hannah and Sonny exited the car, and Chris escorted them on foot to a run-down motel that rented rooms out by the hour. Inside the room, he unlocked the door, reached in, and turned on the light. A cockroach scurried away. The small, dingy room for two felt cramped with the three of them inside, but it could’ve been worse. They took turns showering in the worn and rusted bathroom.
After they’d all freshened up, Hannah said, “I want the Switchblade Whisper’s black box.” Determination was etched across her features, hard and cold like marble.
“I want to kill Mordet,” Sonny added.
“If this op is successful, there’ll be no shooting,” Chris reminded him. “We’ll insert quietly, grab the black box, and exfil like ninjas. If it hits the fan, there’ll be no air support or QRF, so we’ll be on our own.”
“Can’t blame a guy for wanting,” Sonny said.
They made plans while preparing their gear.
“I nominate Chris to be point man on this,” Sonny said. “He’s been here before, and he knows the area best.”
“Agree,” Hannah said.
“Most of the people in this area would rather kill an American than look at one,” Chris said. “They won’t ask to hear our cover story. And it’s possible that Mordet will be waiting to ambush us.”
“We’ll need to carry a lot more than pistols,” Sonny said.
Chris and Hannah agreed.
After staging his gear, Chris studied the GPS again and again to make sure he knew the area. Preparations complete, they waited until midnight, when they loaded into their stolen sedan and motored to the edge of town.
Hannah kept her eyes on the street as Chris drove. “It’s too quiet,” she said.
“Like they’re expecting us,” Chris said.
Chris parked the car beside a small school. Others had parked their vehicles there, too. They stepped out of their car, and carrying their rifles and some grenades, Chris led them quickly across the school grounds to a dark patch of weeds under trees blocking the moonlight. They lay there for fifteen minutes to make sure no one was alerted to their insertion, while a pair of flies buzzed around them.
When it seemed no welcoming committee was on its way, Chris slipped across a paved street and descended concrete stairs to a filthy area that seemed like a cross between a parking lot, a backyard, and a road. Half a burned-out car lay in the weeds. Like many places his missions had taken him, it was difficult to figure out where one property ended, another began, and where public property was.
They turned a corner and stepped over concrete bricks scattered on a walkway made of large concrete tiles. Then they passed between two houses. Weeds poked up between cracks in the concrete. They descended another flight of steps to a dirt road that led uphill. The sound of footsteps crossed behind one of the houses, but it wasn’t clear who, what, or exactly where.
Chris led them through the maze of buildings. Thinking about finding Mordet’s plantation sped up his breathing and heart rate. It had been years since he’d infiltrated the area, and this was the first time he’d passed through the city on the way to the plantation. The source of much of his anxiety was his desire to keep his teammates safe.
Someone darted across the alley up ahead, then he was gone. Not good. Chris hand signaled the sighting back to Hannah who signaled it back to Sonny. Then someone else passed. Not good. Once more, Chris passed back the signal. Did they see us insert? Probably not. Do they know we’re coming? Mordet might’ve put them on alert. Do Mordet’s friends know when we’re coming? Probably not.
After patrolling past a public trash receptacle, they turned down another alley. Suddenly, a young man in his twenties appeared carrying an AK. He aimed the AK at Chris. It happened so fast that he had no time to think — only time to react. It was the kid or Chris, and if the kid took Chris out, he might take out Hannah or Sonny, too, and he wasn’t going to let that happen. He fired twice into the kid’s chest and once to his head. Chris’s sound suppressor was quieter than a rifle shot, but it wasn’t silent. Someone had probably heard the noise but wouldn’t know that it was a rifle shot. If that someone discovered the body, the real shooting would begin, sooner rather than later. There was no time for gazing into his belly and contemplating the tragedies of war, and there was no time to feel sorrow for the kid or his parents, who’d never get to say good-bye. Even if there was time, Chris couldn’t carry such burdens of sorrow on top of the burdens of keeping his friends alive and accomplishing the mission. If Chris wanted his friends to survive, he had to keep his head in combat mode.
He moved swiftly to the body, picked up the AK, handed it to Hannah, and signaled for her and Sonny to guard him. Chris picked up the bloody kid using a fireman’s carry and went back to the public trash bin. He raised the lid and dumped him inside — for a minister, such a burial was unthinkable, but for a SEAL, such a burial was necessary. Chris locked compassion and mercy inside a box, and replaced them with ruthless efficiency. He grabbed the AK from Hannah and tossed it in with the kid before closing the lid.
Chris resumed walking the point. They crossed an asphalt street and kept close to the buildings to stay out of the moonlight. He was careful not to walk too close to the buildings, though. If shooting broke out, bullets would have the tendency to skip along walls until they struck someone. He didn’t want to be that someone.
They turned another corner, passed through an empty lot, and climbed up some stairs. Most of the buildings were shaded variations of white or grey. The whole city was starting to look the same.
Am I traveling in circles?
He wanted to check his GPS but disciplined himself not to — a lit screen would draw too much attention to him. Instead, he made a mental note of the business signs written in Arabic above store entrances and used them as landmarks.
The shops and other buildings gave way to farmland, first on the right side of the road, then the left, until they traversed through fields and passed farmhouses. The trio made their way into a patch of date palm trees that bordered Professor Mordet’s land. The trees would give them cover and concealment. Chris lay down behind a palm tree, and Hannah and Sonny joined him on the ground. They observed the front of the two-story French colonial plantation house. This time, its presence lacked the eeriness of last time.
“Something is different,” Chris whispered, but he couldn’t quite discern what it was.
“Maybe you’re different,” Sonny said. “It’s been awhile since you’ve been here.”
“Maybe.” Then he remembered: the heavy hand of gloom that had pressed down on him the last time he was here; it wasn’t pressing down on him this time. Maybe Mordet isn’t here.
A guard sat on a large wooden chair outside on the first floor porch with an AK lying across his lap. There would be at least one other guard on the back porch and one inside. Chris and Sonny circled around to the left of the guard, and Chris administered him his last rites.
Hannah linked up with Chris and Sonny, and they crept around to the back, but there was no guard there. They continued around the building until they reached a door on the side of the house, and Chris picked the lock without any difficulty. Chris opened the door. It all felt too easy.
Sonny rushed in and commanded the living room. Hannah and Chris followed. The fancy furniture and French windows looked the way he remembered. They methodically scoured the first floor. This time, he had only two teammates, and it took more than twice as long to clear the rooms. Although Hannah was talented at room clearing, more than many military guys, her Agency training and experiences didn’t focus on it; rather, her training and experience focused on recruiting agents in hostile countries and using those agents to gather intelligence. Even though room clearing stretched Hannah’s job description, her ability to run with the big dogs was impressive. First deck clear.
Similarly, they worked through the upper deck until they reached Professor Mordet’s room. This time, the heavy feeling wasn’t present. Chris checked the doorknob. It turned.
He pushed the door open, and Sonny stormed inside. Hannah moved behind him, and Chris brought up the rear. The bed was made and there was no sign of Mordet.
“Where is he?” Sonny asked.
Chris shook his head.
They searched his room and the rest of the second floor for intelligence and put a laptop, flash drives, DVDs, papers, and other materials in their backpacks.
Minutes later, they worked through the first deck, including the kitchen.
Hannah opened the refrigerator. “There’s no food in here,” she said. “He’s not likely to come back anytime soon.”
Sonny grabbed a container of bottled water and took a drink. “Maybe he eats out a lot.”
Her eyes shifted to an odd-looking squat white pot sitting on a counter plugged in to a wall. “Whoa,” she said.
“What is it?” Chris asked.
She walked over to the pot and opened the top. “Looks like a dehydrator.” She took the top off. Inside were three trays stacked on top of each other. The top tray was clean. She pulled the first tray off and examined the second tray — nothing. In the bottom tray she found something — a piece of dried meat.
Sonny reached for it. “Beef jerky.”
“You don’t know who that might be,” Chris said.
Sonny appeared confused. “What?”
“Professor Mordet likes to eat people,” Hannah explained. “Let me bag that.”
Sonny’s confused face twisted into disgust. “What in God’s name?”
“Not in God’s name,” Chris said. “About as far from God as Satan can hide.”
She opened drawers and looked inside them.
“Who do you think it is?” Chris asked.
She found a Ziploc bag, sealed the dried meat in it, and pocketed the bag. “We’re going to find out.”
They examined the living room and dining area before Chris checked a storage closet. It was bare except for an old shirt hanging from a hook. Chris pushed aside the shirt. Mounted on the exposed wall was a security alarm monitor. Two small lights were blinking red like machine gun fire: armed and alarm.
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Chris ran into the living room. “We tripped an alarm!”
Hannah dropped a pillow on the couch. “We’ve got to get out of here!”
“Go, go, go!” Sonny shouted.
Chris glanced out the front window. Truckloads of men armed with AKs rolled up the road toward the plantation.
“They’re out front!” he said. “Take the back door!” Hannah was closest to the back door and reached it first. She unlocked it, threw it open, and dashed. Sonny and Chris followed close behind.
Outside, Chris’s feet hit the dirt at a sprint. They’d covered the first twenty-five meters through open territory when someone shouted in Arabic, “There they are!” A truckload of men gave chase. More truckloads followed. Chris had a vague sense of shots being fired, but he didn’t know if he’d felt the heat or heard the pop. In that moment, he was more worried about getting run over by a truck than getting hit by a bullet. The engine noises became louder, the vehicles getting closer. Before the trucks could strike them, though, the trio diverted into a patch of palms. The trucks stopped, and the occupants jumped out to pursue Chris’s team on foot.
Chris ran as fast as he could, but it didn’t seem fast enough, especially when he exited the cover of the trees and hauled ass through an open field, exposed to gunfire. Now his pursuers were close behind. They had the advantage of numbers, but Chris had the advantage of being scared. He pumped his thighs harder and faster. His feet struck awkward angles in the furrowed field, and he stumbled but didn’t fall.
He weaved around one farmhouse then another, using the buildings to block incoming bullets. One truck full of Syrians sped parallel to their right flank. The noise of AK rounds reported from their location. This time, he heard the distinctive sonic snaps of slugs that were meant for him.
The trucks turned onto a dirt road that threatened to cut off their escape.
We have to make it across the road. If we can make it to the city buildings ahead, we’ll escape their line of fire.
Noise and heat in the air increased like the inside of a popcorn popper. Chris dug deep inside of himself to muster every last atom of strength as he bounded over the road ahead of Hannah and Sonny.
Gotta lose these AKs.
Hannah and Sonny followed close behind. Chris passed between two buildings then cut a diagonal route left through the first block of buildings in the city, giving his team some protection from the enemy’s sight and bullets. They bolted through an outdoor market, closed for the evening.
Then they cut a right diagonal and ran straight under an arch. In front of them, a road stretched seventy-five meters until it reached a three-story-tall sandstone minaret. Chris’s eyes swiftly followed from the base to the shaft and up to the gallery on top. Instead of a call for prayer, a flash of light and a bang emitted from inside from the gallery.
Something that felt like a hot knife sliced the side of his neck. “Shit!” he yelled.
He spun 180 degrees, retreated, and bumped into Hannah. He grabbed her and pulled her under the arch and around the corner. Damn. Given the choice between fighting one sniper or truckloads of militia, Chris chose the sniper. He gestured toward the sniper’s location and signaled for Hannah and Sonny to defend his flank while he tried to take out the threat. He crawled behind a car parked on the curb. Lying on his belly, he poked his head and rifle around the tire until the minaret gallery came into view. Pushing farther, he spotted the gallery window opening and the sniper. Only the sniper’s upper shoulders and head were exposed. The sniper was no dummy. Chris would have to attempt a head shot, and if he didn’t shoot accurately and fast enough, the sniper would nail Chris’s head in the dirt.
He hardly had time to briefly assess the situation. The surrounding buildings blocked the wind, so a breeze wouldn’t cause his round to drift. Then he calculated the approximate distance and height of the sniper’s head from the ground. He adjusted his aim. There was no time to wait for the calm pause between his lungs inhaling and exhaling, so he held his breath to keep his lungs still. He squeezed the trigger efficiently — slow enough not to jerk it and throw off his aim but fast enough to have a fighting chance. He felt helplessly suspended without control in the fraction of a second before the truth be known.
A metallic crack sounded above his head. A sniper bullet hit the car bumper. His heart skipped a beat, but he was in a zone, and it didn’t matter.
The rifle’s butt stock recoiled sweetly in his shoulder. He already knew the result before he saw it. Perfect. The sniper’s bloodstained head slowly descended below the window sill.
Remembering the sniper’s first shot, Chris touched his neck — no blood. Weird. He crawled back out of his position.
“I can’t believe you said shit,” Hannah whispered.
Chris stood up to a crouch, still mostly concealed by the vehicle, and scanned the area. A ladder led up to the ledge beside the arch. He climbed up to the ledge and poked his head around the corner, looking out over the arch. A second-floor window in a building to the right had the best strategic field of fire to cover a large area. Chris saw the safest route to reach the position. He wasn’t the only one who recognized the strategic value of the window. Someone poked his AK out of it and panned toward him. Chris took a shot before the man in the window could take his. The man slumped out of sight.
Chris slid back down the ladder. He climbed up on the roof of a car, and Hannah and Sonny followed. Chris jumped from the car, grabbed a ledge, and pulled himself up to the second floor. Now they were terribly exposed to multiple angles of fire: street avenues, windows, doorways, building corners, and surely more places he couldn’t see. He had to move quickly to exit the danger zone. When he arrived in front of the second-floor strategic window, he came face-to-face with another man wielding an AK. Shit. He didn’t even aim, jerking the trigger four times at point-blank range. The man shook like a scarecrow in a windstorm. They were still exposed outside on the ledge, and he didn’t wait for the man to fall out of his path. He jabbed him with the HK416 muzzle and knocked him to the floor.
Chris bounded inside — a bedroom. He capped a round in the skulls of the two bodies on the floor, stepped over them, and turned a corner.
He followed a staircase down, but before he reached the landing, another man appeared. Chris and the man fired at each other at the same time. One round grazed Chris’s shoulder, but Chris’s round tore into the guy’s chest, followed swiftly by a second round. The man tumbled backward down the steps, out of sight. Chris rounded the corner of the landing. The body lay on its back on the stairs, his head pointed to the bottom. Chris administered the coup de grace — he would take no chances of tangos rising from the dead.
Chris climbed the steps and hooked up with Hannah and Sonny in the bedroom. “With all the activity here,” he said, “the rest of the neighborhood seems to know the strategic value of this window. Now this spot doesn’t seem like such a great idea anymore.”
“But this is prime real estate to knock the piss out of them,” Sonny said. “Then they’ll leave us alone, so we can get out of here.”
“I agree,” Hannah said.
“Okay,” Chris said. “Hannah, take that corner on the first landing and watch the stairs to the bottom floor and the front door. If they toss a grenade up the stairs to the landing or you get in too much trouble, retreat upstairs here to Sonny’s position.”
“I want this window,” Sonny said.
“It’s a magnet for bullets,” Chris said.
Sonny raised an eyebrow. “Find your own window, bitch.”
Chris couldn’t help but smile. He shifted his attention back to the situation. If he took the exposed ledge outside to the left, he could crouch down in a dark corner between the buildings. Although it wouldn’t protect him from bullets, he should be able to spot the bad guys before they spotted him. Most of their attention would be directed away from him, toward the window, anyway. It was probably a risk worth taking. The tangos in the trucks would show up any moment.
It’s now or never.
“All right,” Chris said. “Coming through.” He passed Sonny, stepped out the window onto the ledge, and crept several meters to the place where two buildings pressed against each other. He crouched down.
The faint sound of a sound-suppressed rifle came through the bedroom window. It sounded farther away than Sonny’s position, so Chris figured Hannah had added a corpse to the stairs.
Ahead on the ground lay a T-section of dirt road. A man poked his head around a building, but his gaze remained on ground level, never rising to the second floor. Chris took him out with a head shot. The HK416 produced no flash, and its sound was no louder than the puff of a BB gun. Next, a burly guy with a machine gun jogged into the T-section, oblivious to the kill zone he’d just entered. Sonny planted him in the middle of the street.
More men with AKs appeared. Chris watched them carefully, noting that either their eyes stayed at ground level or they looked up at Sonny’s window. It was as if Chris were invisible in the shadow of the second-story ledge. As fast as the AKs arrived, Chris and Sonny dropped them. Several moved in from different locations, turning left and right — confused. Chris shot them from the front, side, and behind. Soon bodies littered the area.
The sound of someone sneaking around the corner drew Chris’s attention. It sounded like two, maybe three of them. He grasped a grenade, pulled the pin, and eased the spoon so it wouldn’t fly off and make any noise. No sense in exposing his position. He cooked off two seconds, leaving only two seconds on the fuse, then gave it a sidearm toss. The men barely had time to shout before it exploded.
Chris’s heart pumped more adrenaline, which fed euphoria to his brain. He recognized the feeling. Just as he began to enjoy the slaughter, he mentally pulled himself back — there should be no joy in killing. This is a job.
On the ground in front of him, someone opened a shop door. That someone crouched and neared the doorway to take aim at Sonny’s window, but Chris had a clear shot at the crouching man. Chris gave him a sudden rug nap. At the same moment, Sonny opened fire on a position that Chris couldn’t see.
Then a man emerged who was tall like the man who’d kidnapped Chris as a child, the man whose lighter Chris carried in his pocket. His name was Kalil, more commonly known by his nickname, Little Kale. But Chris hadn’t seen Little Kale’s face then, and he had no idea what he looked like now, other than that he was impressively tall.
If you want a piece of us, come on. Come on.
Tall Man snuck between buildings toward Chris’s position. Chris aimed, but Tall Man ducked behind a truck. When he reappeared, Chris aimed, but Tall Man passed behind a pillar, blocking Chris’s shot. Then he was gone.
Chris wanted to curse, but he held back.
No one else ventured into the kill zone. Initially Chris experienced disappointment that there were no more opponents to waste. There should be no joy in killing. They’d already stayed longer than they should in the same location. Even though it seemed as if no more challengers would come, it would only take one talented shooter, someone who knew the environment better than Chris, to put an end to his evening, or an end to one of his teammates — forever. Tall Man had escaped, but he could be the one to bring back that talented shooter. Chris told Sonny he was coming in off the ledge. They closed the shooting shop and eased out of the building.
Patrolling through the streets, Chris’s rifle and backpack weighed heavier, and he was unsteady on his feet — the extended firefight had drained him. He turned around to make sure Hannah and Sonny were still with him. They dragged their steps a bit. All three of them were tired. Even so, they had to get out of there.
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Before sunrise, they returned to their hotel room and cleaned their gear and topped off their ammo and water — ready to go again. Hannah excused herself to make a quick phone call.
When she returned, she put away her phone and turned to Chris. “You remember when we were in Iraq and my Syrian asset helped track down Mordet?”
Chris took the bullets from a nearly empty magazine and inserted them in a partially used magazine, so he’d have one whole. “Yes, his code name was Viper.”
“Well, I just talked to him, and he said he has some information. He agreed to see what more he can find out before meeting with us for dinner tonight at 1800,” she said.
“Just like that?”
“For the usual price,” Hannah said.
Chris finished loading his magazine. “Sounds a little too good to be true, but what other choice do we have?”
“He found Mordet once before,” she reminded him.
“Viper is known for being ideologically promiscuous.”
“But he’s loyal to money.”
“Anyone with money,” Chris said. “When you go to this meeting, he might already have sold you to Mordet.”
Hannah shrugged. “Anything is possible. You and Sonny can tag along in case things go south. Unless you have a better idea.”
He didn’t have a better idea, so he nodded.
During the morning and afternoon, they took turns: one resting on the bed and two standing watch and analyzing the intelligence gathered at Professor Mordet’s plantation. They were unable to figure out the password on his laptop to access his information, and the rest of the materials they’d gathered yielded little information. Chris sighed. What a waste.
As the time of their meeting approached, all three holstered concealed pistols. They departed the hotel room and drove to a nearby town, where they located the restaurant — the Mesopotamia. On the outside of the building, rows of large limestone blocks in white, tan, light orange, and basalt black alternated like good, evil, and in-between. Indoors, tall arched windows filled the Mesopotamia with light. The restaurant might not seem to be a likely target for a suicide bomber, but Chris chose a table farthest from the windows just in case someone decided to make boom-boom. And in case trouble started inside the restaurant, he noted where his escape routes were, including through a window and the back through the kitchen. He looked at customers’ hands first and then their faces — searching for danger — but no one showed any signs of malice.
Sonny pointed to a table in the corner. “I’ll take the table over there and cover you two,” Sonny whispered before veering off.
They sat at their tables, and Chris glanced at his watch—1730. Better to be early before someone had time to set up an ambush than to be on time and discover that an ambush has been sprung.
At 1745, Viper strolled through the front door and casually looked around. He was in his thirties with thick, wavy jet-black hair, like some kind of Syrian playboy. He spotted Hannah first and then Chris. Viper’s lips shifted between a smile and a frown. He stopped at their table. “Our dinner wasn’t until six o’clock. You’re early,” he said in fluent English.
Hannah stood and grinned. “You’re early, too.”
“Who is this?”
“He’s with me.” Hannah hugged Viper loosely, and his lips settled into a smile.
Chris smiled as genuinely as he could fake.
“Please, sit down,” she said.
Viper took a seat across from Hannah. “The steak here is to die for.”
“I haven’t come all the way to Syria for steak,” Hannah said.
“Of course not. Do you have the money?”
“Yes, but you know what I need first.”
“Of course,” he said as if it were a game.
A waitress came to their table with menus, but Chris, Hannah, and Viper already knew what they wanted and ordered. The waitress brought Viper and Hannah Al-Shark, malt beers. Chris had ayran, a salty yogurt beverage.
Hannah’s eyes focused on Viper like lasers. “What did you find out about Professor Mordet?”
“After you first captured him in Syria and interrogated him, he was transferred to another facility, where he escaped within a few weeks.”
Hannah sipped her beer. “Just recently, we saw him in Turkey. Do you know where he is now?”
“America,” Viper said.
Her jaw dropped slightly, but she covered it up quickly. “How’d he get into America?”
“A year ago, he set up a dummy film production in France and ordered a silicone mask from Hollywood. He paid ten thousand American dollars for it — it came with silicone arms, too.” Viper chuckled. “Some Chinese guy used a cheaper version to fool airport authorities in Hong Kong once. The one Professor Mordet ordered makes him look like an elderly white man. Iranian intelligence is always helping out Syrian intelligence, and Iran made him one fake Canadian passport to go with the mask identity and another one that matches his picture without the mask. He didn’t know when or where he’d use it, but he wanted to be prepared when the opportunity arose. I don’t know which passport he would’ve entered America on. Maybe he snuck across the border from Mexico or used some other method.”
“Where was he headed to in America?” she asked.
Viper took a sip of his beer. “I don’t know.”
“This information is hardly worth our drinks,” she said.
“He flew off on some jihad against the US.”
Hannah rolled her eyes at the man. “I could’ve figured that much.”
“Professor Mordet works with a guy named Little Kale.”
Chris anxiously fingered the lighter in his pocket, but he tried not to show any feelings on his face.
It couldn’t be the same guy. No way.
The waitress brought their food. “Now we’re talking,” Hannah said.
After days living almost exclusively on energy gel, Chris could hardly wait for a warm meal. The waitress placed his plate before him: kibbeh, minced balls made of lamb, pine nuts, onion and bulgur wheat. The kibbeh waded with herb-roasted tomatoes and citrus in warm yogurt sauce. His mouth watered. Using his fork, he stabbed into a ball, splitting it and releasing a wisp of steam. Despite how hungry he was for a warm meal and how heady it looked, he couldn’t eat — not while something more important burned inside him.
Chris put down his fork. “Can I ask a question?”
Viper looked at Hannah, and she nodded.
Chris’s heart raced like a Formula One race car. Breathe. He tried to slow it down before he spoke. “What do you know about Little Kale?”
“He’s a thick-witted thug in the shabiha,” Viper said. “Shabiha are the ‘ghosts,’ an armed militia that work for the Al-Assad family. Little Kale started out as a smuggler for the shabiha, sneaking food and cigarettes into Lebanon to sell on the black market for insane amounts of money. The shabiha would pay a cut to the Assads. Coming back the other way, he smuggled drugs, guns, and expensive cars from Lebanon into Syria — all sanctioned by the Assad family, who, again, received a cut.”
“And then?”
Viper took another drink. “Over the years, Little Kale tried to score bigger deals, but he lacked charisma and political savvy. His talent lay elsewhere — kidnapping and killing. As he racked up more and more snatches and hits, his reputation spread, but his inability to gain followers, connect with peers, and impress superiors hurt his career. He was frequently passed over for promotion. He stayed in the shabiha like a beast harnessed to a plow.”
“Did he have a family?” Chris asked.
“His home life was worse. His only child committed suicide, and his wife wanted a divorce. He wouldn’t give it to her, so she left to live with her parents.”
Chris took a sip, trying to remember anything he could about the man. “How’d he come to work for Professor Mordet?”
“The shabiha had become too powerful,” Viper continued, “and in the 1990s, the Assad family shut them down. Professor Mordet was a mercenary who needed a thug, so he hired Little Kale to work for him. Little Kale bristled at answering to someone younger than him and detested Professor Mordet’s … culinary choices.”
“Culinary choices?” Chris already knew something about Mordet’s cannibalism, of course, but he wanted to know what intel Viper had.
“When Professor Mordet was a kid, he was in a plane wreck and ate his sister. Since then, he has continued to eat people.”
“Years ago, when I spoke to him, he told me he ate human flesh, but he said his sister left to find help and froze to death. As if he didn’t actually eat his sister. Are you sure?”
“Positive. Her name was Ha’la.”
Maybe Mordet was embarrassed that he’d eaten his sister. Such a seemingly insignificant detail could be a key to a weakness of Mordet, but they would have to find him first in order to exploit it. Chris sat forward on the edge of his seat. “Did Little Kale go to the US with Professor Mordet?
“I don’t know.”
“You got an address for him?”
Viper seemed hesitant.
“Address,” Hannah repeated sternly.
Viper tapped his cell phone screen, as if searching, before reading off the address.
The three ate their meal in virtual silence, and when they finished, Viper left the table first. After he was out of sight, Chris looked Hannah straight in the eyes. “While we’re in the neighborhood, I’d like to visit an old acquaintance.”



24

Hannah drove as they went on a vehicular recon of the two blocks surrounding Little Kale’s house. There seemed to be no danger spots in the outer area, so they drove in for a closer observation. The lights were out. “Doesn’t look like anyone is home,” Hannah said.
She parked nearby before the three of them un-assed the vehicle and walked to Little Kale’s house. Chris picked the lock on the back door, and they slipped inside. He lived like a slob with food crumbs and wrappers on the floor and a pungent odor in the air. Chris’s skin itched as if little bugs were crawling all over him.
They cleared each room and found no sign of him, so for the next ten minutes, they searched for information. They confiscated a laptop, papers, and other materials.
Back at their motel room, Hannah handed Little Kale’s laptop to Chris and said, “You’re the most fluent in Arabic.”
Chris powered up Little Kale’s laptop, but he needed a password to proceed. He typed numbers in order: 1, 2, 3… Nothing. Next he used the Arabic word for password. After trying more combinations, names, and other words and phrases, he typed killer. The image on the monitor changed from the security screen to the desktop.
Next, he clicked open the email and searched through messages. He also checked the email trash folder, where he found a user name for a jihad website: kalil9/11. Chris launched the web browser and checked the history of websites visited. There he found a travel webpage. He clicked on the login button and typed in kalil9/11 for the username and killer for the password. The screen paused while the laptop processed something. A new page appeared on the screen. “Maybe Little Kale didn’t stick around to fight us because he had a plane to catch this morning,” Chris said.
“You found his itinerary?” Hannah asked.
“He used a local agent to book his tickets online.”
Hannah peered over Chris’s shoulder. “Viper was right. This Little Kale isn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer.”
Chris translated the Arabic on the monitor. “Final destination — Washington, DC.” Although Americans might get a sense of security from the government’s no-fly list, for experienced terrorists like Professor Mordet and Little Kale, the no-fly list was something they wiped their asses with.
“I’ve got to call someone,” Hannah said.
Chris and Sonny made sure they were ready to go at a moment’s notice.
Hannah used her cell phone to make her call. “This is Hannah Andrade. I need to speak to the chief about an attack on the US.” She hit the speaker button, so Chris and Sonny could hear their conversation, and they waited. A man with a baritone voice wasted no time in telling her what was on his mind: “Hannah, you and Christopher Paladin were captured in Turkey for selling the Switchblade Whisper to the Chinese, the attempted murder of Jim Bob Louve, and the murder of Victor Shivlin and Maximilian Wolfeschlegelaltona. Then you instigated an assault on the embassy to free yourselves. A lot of good people died.”
Sonny’s face and muscles tensed as if he were about to crawl through the phone and punch the guy. Lucky for the chief this wasn’t a face-to-face or Chris might have beaten Sonny to it.
“Jim Bob and Victor tried to kill us before they sold the Switchblade Whisper,” she said. “Then Chris and I recovered it—”
The chief cut her off. “You have to come in and straighten this out personally.”
“I went into our embassy in Turkey to straighten this out personally,” Hannah shouted, “and Professor Mordet razed the embassy and stole the Switchblade Whisper! Now he’s in the US, and soon he’s going to use the black box to figure out how to hack into the nation’s critical infrastructure. The Secret Service is worried about a possible attack on the White House, and I’m concerned about how many Americans this madman is going to kill! And who’s going to stop Mordet if I’m in some embassy rotting under custody again or dead?”
“I’ll send your message upstairs,” the chief said.
Hannah took a deep breath. “You have to do more than that. You have to make them listen.”
“I’ll do my best.”
“I hope so. America depends on it,” she said.
“I understand.”
“Is there anything else I should know?”
“Jim Bob sent your alias and Paladin’s along with your real identities to the Department of Homeland Security. If you try to use those at a US airport or other port of entry, they’ll flag you.”
“Can you get us new passports then?” she asked.
Chief was quiet for a moment. “I’m sorry, I can’t help you there. People are very emotional right now, and Jim Bob is fanning the flames. But I’ll talk to some people upstairs and tell your side of the story.”
“Straighten it out with me! Right here, right now, damn it!”
“Where are you?”
Hannah shrank and, in a rare moment, seemed fragile. “You’d rather believe Jim Bob, wouldn’t you? Anything that would mean you aren’t in danger.”
“Hannah?”
“You’re tracing the call right now, aren’t you?”
“I can help you,” the chief said.
She hung up. She dragged her feet to the chair and sat. Tears shone in her eyes, and the Hannah Andrade whose spirit once filled the room now looked small.
Chris gently put his hand on her shoulder. “If we can infiltrate a foreign country, we sure as hell can infiltrate our own.”
Sonny nodded in agreement, adjusting his rifle and puffing out his chest, trying to look macho. “We just need someone in the DC area who is good with computers — a tier one hacker.”
Chris’s mind raced to figure out the next step. “Young Park is a tier one hacker.”
“Is that the Agency tech you rescued?”
Chris nodded.
“I heard stories about that,” Sonny said.
“Still works for the Agency as a contractor,” Chris said. “He’ll help us analyze intel from Jim Bob, Little Kale and Professor Mordet.”
“Do you know where he is now?”
“In Virginia, not too far from Langley, just across the Potomac from DC,” Chris said. “Still sends me Christmas cards.”
Hannah wiped her eyes. “Then let’s get out of here.”
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Over nine hours later, the sun brightened the horizon as the trio docked a stolen boat at Larnaca Marina in Cyprus, where they were fortunate enough to find an open berth at a crowded dock. After tying up their vessel, they passed through customs and immigration. Although they wouldn’t be able to use their passports in the US because American authorities were looking for them, their passports were still good overseas. Even if the US contacted Interpol to be on the lookout for the three, it would take time before other countries received the information — and then not all of them would enter the data into their system and not all would check.
They caught a taxi that took them down a palm-tree-lined promenade that marked the beginning of a fifteen-minute trip to Larnaca International Airport. They’d ditched their weapons in the ocean rather than try to smuggle them, and Chris was keenly aware that they were unarmed.
“Well, we made it this far,” Hannah said after they passed through security.
“You two need passports with new aliases for the US,” Sonny said, “and I should probably get a new one, too. Know anyone who can help us out in that department?”
“We’ll have better luck in Italy,” Chris said. “Lots of US travelers we can pickpocket.”
Sonny flashed a mischievous grin. “That’s what I’m talkin’ about.”
They boarded a Cyprus Airways flight and touched down at Italy’s Leonardo da Vinci International Airport in the afternoon. Inside, Chris examined an airport map. “We’ll find easier marks in the bars,” he said. “These two bars in terminal one are close together.”
Hannah put her jacket over her right hand to conceal it. She’d use the right hand to pickpocket with while the left hand served as a distraction. Then she walked over to the trash and fished out a newspaper. On their way to terminal one, Hannah shifted into high gear, as if she was moving in on a possible doppelganger. She homed in on a shorter woman with blonde hair, instead of black. The blonde walked timidly. Hannah didn’t seem concerned about the differences. She gave her luggage to Chris and moved in for the hit.
The woman’s passport visibly stuck out of the side pocket of her purse. As Hannah walked past the woman, she pretended to read the newspaper in her left hand while using it to help cover the movement of her right hand as it swept over the woman’s purse. In the next moment, the passport was gone, hidden by Hannah’s jacket over her right hand, and the woman had no idea she’d just been ripped off. Chris had only pickpocketed in training, but it seemed Hannah had real-world experience. She made it look so easy, putting the pressure on Chris and Sonny not to screw up. After the blonde’s path diverged from theirs, Hannah took a look at the passport. Then she nodded with a wry smile.
Sweet.
They moved through the terminal, trying to find potential marks for Chris and Sonny. At the Culto Café Chocolato, they didn’t spot anyone who looked like Chris or Sonny, but the place was rather full of people, so they went in, ordered drinks, and sat down at a table where they had a panoramic view of the restaurant and the terminal outside the front door. They paid for their drinks in advance so they could leave at a moment’s notice.
Chris had an orange juice and Sonny and Hannah drank local Moretti beers. “Why don’t you drink?” Sonny asked before taking a swig from his glass.
“Not interested,” Chris answered.
“Just a sip.”
“No, thanks,” Chris said.
“Why, is it a religious thing?” Sonny persisted.
“Well, I’m a minister. Even if I wasn’t, my grandfather was an alcoholic. I loved him, and we were alike in pushing things to the limit, and I was always concerned I could become an alcoholic, too.”
“You steal cars and boats and kill people, but you won’t have a sip of alcohol. You’re a strange bird.”
Chris shrugged. Since he normally only emptied the pockets of people he’d captured or killed, he strategized with Hannah about the best way for him to pickpocket an unknowing living mark. As part of their strategy, Hannah readied some change.
“When I drop the change, the man will bend over to help me pick it up. That’s when you lift his passport.”
Chris nodded.
Then his doppelganger passed outside the front of the bar with something in his back left pocket the shape of a passport with its blue edge sticking out. Chris’s heart pulsated as he and Hannah left their seats and followed. Hannah passed the man and dropped her change. Chris’s heart beat faster and faster. When the man bent over to help her, Chris brushed against him from behind, removed the passport, put it in his pocket, and kept walking.
Minutes later, Chris and Hannah reunited with Sonny in the café. Chris drew the passport out of his pocket and looked at it. “Croatia,” he said. “Damn. This is no good. I can’t use this to get into the US without a visa. Croatia?”
Sonny and Hannah frowned.
“We’ll just have to find someone else,” she said. “Let’s try a new bar.”
They switched over to the other bar and poked their heads in. Inside, a John Malkovich lookalike sporting a moustache and wearing a suit jacket sat alone at a table drinking. Sonny smiled. His turn.
“I’ve got this one,” Hannah whispered. “Trust me. You guys can take another table and watch.”
While Hannah talked up Malkovich and bought him more drinks, Chris and Sonny sat at the table and scanned the area inside the bar and out for Chris’s double. Soon Hannah was laughing with Malkovich and touching his chest. Then she said she was going to be late for her flight, jumped up, paid her tab and rushed out. Chris and Sonny took their cue and departed the bar, too. When they were well out of sight of the bar, Hannah handed Sonny his passport — United States. An hour later, they lifted a passport for Chris.
Chris quickly dropped off the Croatian passport at the information desk. “Somebody lost this.” As Chris walked away, the desk attendant called the Croatian man’s name over a loudspeaker.
They found a secluded corner without surveillance cameras and sat down. Hannah put on makeup, making her eyes look bigger, similar to her passport photo. Then she applied makeup to Chris, to make his nose seem thinner, closer to his lookalike. She offered to help Sonny, but he balked: “Get that crap off me. I ain’t no faggot.” She tried to explain, but he refused.
“Are you prejudiced?” Hannah asked.
“Call it what you want,” he said. “I hate krauts, micks, niggers, limeys, honkies, spics, wops, pollacks, frogs, injuns, sweaties, cheese heads, mountain monkeys, camel jockeys, rutabagas, commies, kikes, nips, chinks, dinks, flips, and curry munchers, too — I hate them all.”
Chris felt like Hannah looked — as if someone had tossed a flashbang in the room.
“What?” Sonny asked. “Did I leave someone out?”
Hannah shook off his comment and checked her cell phone for ticket information. “Today Air France has the most flights of any airline to Washington Dulles International Airport, but all their planes left this morning. We can fly the next Brussels Airlines out of here if we hurry and get a connecting flight to DC.”
Chris and Sonny nodded.
The three of them rushed to the counter, purchased their tickets in seats away from each other, checked in their bags, passed security, and caught their plane. Chris tapped his finger on his armrest while he studied his passport and the immigration stamps inside. Know your identity.
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At 1500 hours, they touched down at Washington Dulles International Airport. The clock was ticking down to when Mordet would attack the US, but Chris didn’t know how much time remained on that clock. They still had no idea what, specifically, he was plotting.
Once deplaned and inside the airport, they approached immigration separately. Chris went first. Focus. Believe your identity. He put on the tired, bored look he wore in so many countries, the one that helped him blend with his surroundings.
“Welcome home,” an immigration officer with studious eyes greeted him. They chatted minimally, and Chris walked through without incident, stopping just outside immigration. He pretended to search for something in his bag while he surveyed his teammates.
The same officer examined Hannah’s passport. Then he studied her. He seemed to focus on her hair. Again, he looked at her picture. He spoke, but Chris couldn’t hear what he said.
A broad smile lit Hannah’s face as she replied and proudly flipped her hair. The officer frowned, but Hannah glowed as she spoke again. He waved her through.
A little while later, Sonny came through a different line. The immigration officer, a woman with an angry face, questioned him.
Sonny returned her angry face with the same, and his lips said, No.
The grumpy lines in her forehead sank, as she appeared to ask more questions.
Sonny’s face upped the grumpiness. His voice became louder, but Chris still couldn’t hear his words.
Her eyes moved from Sonny’s face to his photo then back to his face. The moustache.
Their voices became audible to Chris, and people from the other lines stared at them. Sonny gave her an irritated look, and his voice blared: “It’s this neat invention they call a razor! You ought to try one sometime! Your upper lip ain’t looking so smooth!”
“Are you getting smart with me?” she snapped.
“No, ma’am! I thought we were exchanging beauty tips!”
She smacked his passport closed and stabbed him with it. “Next!”
Chris tried not to chuckle as he picked up his carry-on and headed toward baggage claim. Chris, Hannah and Sonny each picked up their bags and passed through customs independently, reuniting outside the airport at the nearest taxi stop.
“How much money you guys got?” Hannah asked.
“I’m down to twenty dollars and some change,” Chris said.
“Well, I had a donkey,” Sonny said.
Chris smiled.
Hannah handed each of them a wad of money. “We’ll have to buy fake IDs, weapons, and some other essentials.”
“Where do you get all this money?” Chris asked.
“I’ve got a Visa under a fake identity that I keep for such emergencies,” she said. “The Agency doesn’t know about it, but after we clear our names, I’ll tell them to reimburse me. I just made a cash withdrawal from the airport ATM.”
Chris and Sonny thanked her.
They caught a cab. Chris didn’t call Young — preferring to surprise him rather than becoming the surprisee. They travelled thirty minutes east to Annandale, Virginia, just south of Langley. Chris told the driver to circle Young’s neighborhood. They couldn’t spot any surveillance, so Chris had the driver drop them off.
Chris knocked on the door and noted it was made of wood and equipped with a deadbolt lock — average for security. A faint light emitted through the peephole. He pressed the button next to the door and heard a bell. The faint light disappeared. Someone was watching him — Chris hoped it was Young. Although they kept in touch, he hadn’t actually seen him since the rescue. The door opened and Young answered. Chris’s eyes were drawn to his prosthetic ears — they looked so real. His hand and lower arm were lifelike, too. Chris remembered Mordet, and his resolve steeled.
“Dude, I was worried about you,” Young said. “People are freaking out about you all. Come inside.”
After they entered, Young locked the doorknob, deadbolt, and chain. Chris introduced Sonny and brought Young up to speed on what was happening.
Then it was Young’s turn. “Right now, there’s a battle going on about Hannah — Jim Bob’s cronies and protégés are out to get her, but others in the Agency are on her side. No one knows you guys are back in the States now, though.”
“And no one can know,” Chris said.
“Sure.” Young led them farther into the house. They passed the dining room, where instead of a dining table, there was a pool table. Chris remembered playing pairs those years ago, Little Doc and him versus Hannah and Young. A small smile crept onto his lips and then faded fast. There wasn’t time to reminisce.
Young led them into his living room, and they sat down on a sofa and overstuffed chairs. The trio handed over the laptops, flash drive and other intel, filling up the coffee table.
“This is what we took from Jim Bob, Victor, Mordet, and his man Little Kale. We think Mordet is here in the States to launch an attack, so we need you to help us figure out how to stop him before he does.”
“And then there’s this.” Hannah handed him the meat jerky in the Ziploc.
“What’s this?” Young asked.
“Who’s this?” Hannah corrected him. “One of Mordet’s leftovers. Can you get this analyzed, so we can find out who Mordet has been munching on?”
Young stared at the bag. “Son of a bitch.” He shook his head and put the offending object on the coffee table with the other items.
“I’m going to ask my assistants to help me on what you’re giving me. It’s too much for me to work on alone.”
Hannah nodded in approval. “As long as it stays—”
“Confidential,” he finished for her. “Of course.”
“Do you have any firearms we could borrow?” Chris asked.
Young shook his head. “Sorry, I don’t carry anything,” Young said. He rummaged through a drawer before pulling out a pamphlet. “But you all must be starving.” Young held it out. “Here’s a delivery menu for a pizza place nearby if you want.”
Hannah took it. “That sounds good.”
Young moved the computer equipment to his office, which took up one wall and a quarter of the living room. Then he started up Jim Bob’s, Little Kale’s, and Professor Mordet’s laptops.
Twenty minutes later, a knock came at the door — two sets of two knocks, actually. Although it sounded like a coded knock and Young didn’t seem alarmed, Chris’s muscles tensed. Being unarmed didn’t help, so he looked for weapons of opportunity — a chair seemed the most likely candidate. It’d be bulky to wield but would make a solid hit on whoever it struck.
Young went to the door, looked through the peephole, then returned to his table and retrieved the bag of jerky. The knock came again before Young unlocked the door and opened it. He passed the bag outside. Then he closed the door and locked it.
“Your assistant?” Chris asked.
Young returned to his desktop computer. “One of them. Right now, the others are logged into Jim Bob’s, Professor Mordet’s, and Little Kale’s laptops by remote.”
Chris looked on anxiously. “Does it look like you’ll crack them?”
“Little Kale’s is the easiest. Simple password.”
The pizza arrived minutes later, and Hannah opened the boxes on the kitchen table. The saucy fragrance was the holy grail of food. Chris offered Young a slice.
Young used one hand to type. “No, thanks. I already ate.”
The trio downed pizza slices almost as fast as they could lift them to their mouths.
“Looks like Little Kale tried to delete documents,” Young said, “but my assistant is reconstructing the data from the laptop’s disk sectors.”
Chris swallowed a bite. “What about websites he visited?”
“We’re finding those in the history cache of his browser while we reconstruct deleted emails.”
One by one the pizzas disappeared.
“This is interesting,” Young said.
Chris, Hannah, and Sonny stopped chewing, and their ears perked up.
“On Little Kale’s computer, a location and date keep popping up,” Young said. “Washington, DC in four days. Could be a target and the date of attack.”
Chris wiped his mouth. “That doesn’t give us much time.”
“What about Professor Mordet’s laptop?” Hannah asked. “Have those things appeared there, too?”
Young continued tapping on the keyboard. “His laptop appears clean, but we’re still searching it.”
“And Jim Bob’s?” Chris asked.
“Jim Bob used standard Agency tradecraft to hide his work, but we’re familiar with that and found a UBS bank account.”
“I don’t know whether to be surprised at how much the Chinese actually forked over,” Chris said, looking over Young’s shoulder at the account details, “or surprised at how little the Switchblade Whisper was worth to Jim Bob.”
“Did Jim Bob spend any of it?” Hannah asked.
Young’s mouse clicked a few times. “Doesn’t look like it.”
“Probably wasn’t in much of a condition to make a withdrawal after Chris shot him in the face,” Sonny said with a chuckle.
“We better do our old buddy a favor and take care of his money for him,” Hannah said, a grin spreading across her lips.
“How much?” Young asked.
“All of it,” Chris and Hannah said in unison.
“Where should I send it?” Young asked.
“Open a new bank account just for that money,” Hannah said. “If we send it to an Agency account, a charity, or anywhere else, Jim Bob will try to negotiate for the money’s return. We need to keep it out of his hands.”
“While we’re at it, we should contact the FBI,” Chris suggested. “They’ll be jazzed to take him down.”
“I have a good friend in the FBI,” Hannah said.
Sonny clapped his hands. “Jim Bob is in for a stonking huge surprise.”
Victor’s phone vibrated on Young’s desk. Everyone looked at it. Chris grabbed a piece of paper and a pen and copied the number from the caller ID. He placed it on the desk next to Young’s keyboard. “If you get a chance, see if you can find out about this phone number. And any other numbers that call Victor’s phone.”
Young nodded.
Chris sat back in his seat, his energy sagging. The long mission, jet lag, and a belly full of pizza were bound to take their toll. Hannah and Sonny seemed to move in slow motion, too. In contrast, Young typed furiously as if he could keep at it forever. The three made a watch schedule, and Chris stood the first watch while Hannah and Sonny slept. Young refused to rest and worked through the night.



27

In the morning, they found themselves at Young’s kitchen table, eating breakfast. It was now only three days before Professor Mordet might launch an attack on DC. During breakfast, Hannah made phone calls.
“We need weapons,” Chris said.
Sonny grunted in agreement.
“First we need to go to Portsmouth,” Hannah said.
Sonny scrunched up his face. “What’s in Portsmouth?”
“Fake IDs,” Hannah answered. “We’re still wanted by Homeland Security, and we’ll need the fake IDs to stay off their grid.”
“Do you know somebody in Portsmouth then?” Chris asked.
“I know of someone, but I don’t know him personally,” Hannah said. “The Agency usually takes care of these things for me, but now that the Agency isn’t supporting us, we have to shop the black market.”
When breakfast was done, the trio bought burner cell phones at a nearby shop and took a taxi three hours south to Portsmouth. The homes there were cared for — houses painted and grass cut — and the people seemed like every day Americans, their clothes were clean, and guys wore their pants up around their waist instead of down around their ass cracks. But small groups of young men hung out around town when they should be in school or at work. Chris didn’t have to know that Portsmouth had one of the highest crime rates in Virginia to know that something was wrong — he could feel it.
The taxi pulled into a motel parking lot. Hannah paid the driver, opened the door, and stepped out. “Here we are.”
Chris and Sonny followed her across the parking lot. She glanced down at the monitor on her cell phone then up at the room numbers on the doors. Finally, she stopped in front of a room situated as far from the motel’s front office as possible. Hannah knocked, and someone looked at them through the peephole.
“Hi, Walter,” Hannah said. “I’m Hannah. We spoke on the phone earlier.”
The door opened a crack with the security pin still latched. “You didn’t say anything about those other two on the phone,” a raspy voice said. The smell of tobacco seeped from his mouth.
“All three of us need IDs,” Hannah whispered.
“You look like cops.”
Hannah was patient with him. “Nothing I can do about how we look.”
“I don’t need more trouble with the law,” Walter said.
“If I kick down this door, will that convince you that we’re not cops?” Sonny asked.
Walter hesitated. “Okay, but just one of you in here at a time.” He unlocked and opened the door.
“One at a time, my ass,” Sonny said, pushing open the door. Hannah and Chris followed him into the room.
“Hey!” Walter shouted.
Chris locked the door behind them.
On a table were stacks of blank cards, opaque polycarbonate strips, an embosser, laptop, laser printer, magstripe skimmer, and some already-completed fake IDs. In one corner was a suitcase and a duffel bag. In another corner, Walter had his portable photo studio set up.
Hannah looked at Walter impatiently. “Well?”
“How do we know this guy can even make a Virginia driver’s license?” Sonny asked.
“He can,” Hannah replied.
Walter nervously motioned for her to sit down in front of the camera to take her picture. His anxiety infected Chris, who looked out through the peephole. “Two black males and a Caucasian in their twenties lingering outside our door. Friends of yours?”
Walter clicked the camera. When he pulled his fingers away, his hand was shaking. “No. You’re next.”
Chris took a seat for his photo, and Sonny walked over to the window, parted the curtain slightly, and peered outside. “Three against three doesn’t hardly seem fair,” Sonny said.
After Walter snapped Chris’s picture, he took Sonny’s photo. He kept his sour face and refused to smile. Then Walter picked up his cell phone.
“Don’t!” Chris ordered. “Don’t touch that phone!”
Walter reluctantly put the phone down and went to work on his PC.
“You got a gun in here?” Sonny asked Walter.
The man’s hands trembled so much that his fingers jiggled the keys on the keyboard.
Sonny searched the nightstand drawer.
“Please, don’t,” Walter said.
Next, Sonny checked under the pillow. He pulled out a Glock 19 pistol. “You might appreciate this.” He handed it to Chris.
It was the original factory model. There was no round in the chamber, and it didn’t look like it’d been fired at all. “That’ll work,” Chris said. It was worth around five hundred dollars new, but he dropped six hundred on the bed.
“That’s generous,” Sonny said.
Hannah put a hand on her hip. “Can you guys let Walter do his job so we can get out of here?”
Chris stuck the pistol in his waistband. “No problem.”
Soon Walter handed over the licenses. They looked them over: good. Hannah paid Walter, who seemed happy to receive his money but not totally soothed. She called a taxi.
Chris, Hannah, and Sonny stepped out of the room and put on sunglasses. The three loiterers seemed surprised — maybe they were expecting to jump Hannah alone. “Hey, buddy, how’s it going, man?” the guy wearing a polo shirt asked, moving closer to Chris.
“I ain’t your buddy, so back off,” Chris said firmly.
Polo and his two buddies moved in closer with Cheshire grins on their faces. The man in front of Hannah was particularly full of smiles.
Chris scanned the line of motel rooms and the parking lot for any onlookers. He didn’t want to risk causing a scene, and he knew Hannah and Sonny felt the same, but they didn’t want to have their asses handed to them, either. Reading the confidence in the three thugs’ body language and their forward movement, they’d already decided to make a scene. The best way to win a fight was surprise, speed, and violence of action.
Sonny grabbed Mr. Smiles by the crotch and lifted him off his feet.
“Heeee!” the man wheezed.
Hannah kicked Cornrows in the solar plexus, knocking him out of his left shoe and catapulting him into the parking lot where he landed flat on his back. His left shoe lay in the parking lot like that of a lost child.
Chris pulled out his new Glock and pistol-whipped Polo. He toppled to the asphalt.
Sonny lowered Mr. Smiles to the ground. As he hunched over, Sonny pulled Mr. Smile’s head down and smashed his knee into his face. He collapsed.
“This place is happening,” Sonny said. “We’ll have to hang out here more often.”
Again, Chris scanned the hotel rooms and parking lot for any onlookers. “If someone calls the cops, we may spend more time here than you’d like.”
“That taxi driver sure is taking his time,” Sonny said, checking his watch.
Hannah looked anxious, too. “He should be here any minute.”
Not a minute later, a taxi came to a stop in the parking lot, and the driver stared oddly at the three men lying on the ground as if they’d fallen from the sky.
Chris hopped inside the car and offered an explanation: “Crack heads.”
Hannah and Sonny joined him inside and closed the doors. While Hannah gave the driver directions, Chris and Sonny used their cell phones to scour the Internet for pistols, rifles, and ammo. The driver dropped them off at a car rental place, and the three rented a grey SUV.
That evening, they returned to Young’s house with IDs, an SUV, weapons, and ammo. “We’ll have to zero our weapons tomorrow,” Chris said. The others agreed.
“Anything new?” Hannah asked Young.
“Victor’s phone keeps ringing,” he said, “and I got word that Jim Bob’s condition improved enough so that he was flown back here to Virginia Hospital Center.”
Sonny looked from Hannah to Chris, and that wicked smile returned to his face. “I guess it’s time we paid the patient a little visit.”
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The next day, they zeroed their weapons and planned their visit to Jim Bob and how they’d clear their names. In the evening, disguised as doctors, Chris and his teammates slipped into Jim Bob’s suite at Virginia Hospital Center. The three stood over his bed observing his bandaged face. He was hooked up to a monitor that displayed blood pressure, pulse rate, oxygen, respiration, and heart rhythm. A calm wave rolled across the monitor showing his vitals. As if he sensed the trio’s presence, he opened his drowsy eyes.
Chris and the others were still wearing surgical masks and hats to blend in and conceal their identities, but Chris didn’t bother to disguise his voice. “Remember me?”
“Chris?” Jim Bob’s speech was slow, probably numbed by painkillers. “You’re the one who did this to me.”
“You did it to yourself.”
“How’d you get back to the States?”
“Surprised?” Chris asked.
Jim Bob shifted in his bed and grunted in pain. He looked at the others. “And Hannah. But who is this third person?”
Chris gave Jim Bob no more information than he needed.
Jim Bob’s eyes bobbed from person to person. “Are you here to kill me?”
Chris stared through him. “Should I?”
His gaze searched the room as if looking for an escape. “If you’re not here to kill me, then why are you here?”
“I can think of three million reasons,” Chris said.
Jim Bob coughed. “Pardon?”
“You heard me.”
Jim Bob was speechless for a moment. “What have you done with my retirement money?”
The cell in Chris’s pocket vibrated. “Recently Victor’s phone has been ringing almost nonstop. Some Chinese guy leaving angry messages. Hmmm.” Chris picked up the phone and turned on the speaker before answering it. “Hello?”
“Victor, you piece shit,” a man with a Chinese accent said. “We transferred three million dollars to Jim Bob’s Swiss account for Switchblade Whisper, but we still don’t have Switchblade Whisper!”
“Jim Bob is right here. Would you like to talk to him?” Chris asked.
“Yes, stupid ass!”
Chris put the speaker near Jim Bob’s mouth, but Jim Bob didn’t say anything.
The Chinese man’s voice became louder. “Jim Bob, you give back Switchblade Whisper or return three million dollars! You not keep both!”
“This phone is not secure,” Jim Bob said.
“What you mean, phone not secure?” the Chinese man demanded. “Victor say your phone special CIA secure phone!”
Jim Bob’s heart rate on his EKG remained calm. “No, your phone is not secure.”
“This most secure phone in China! You better—”
Chris pressed the “end” button, cutting off the Chinese voice.
“I gave the Chinese the Switchblade Whisper in Syria,” Jim Bob said. “I can’t be responsible for them losing it.”
Victor’s phone vibrated again.
“All that trouble with the Chinese over what?” Hannah asked. “Three million dollars that’s no longer in your bank account.”
Jim Bob groaned. “What do you want from me?”
The phone continued to vibrate.
“A better question would be, ‘What do you want from me?’” Hannah replied.
“I want my three million dollars!” Jim Bob sputtered.
“Don’t overexert yourself.” Hannah sighed and Jim Bob’s EKG spiked.
“I want my three million dollars!”
“Call off your dogs and clear our names,” Hannah said. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but you’re the one who stole the Switchblade Whisper and sold it to the Chinese for three million dollars. You killed Wolf, and when you two tried to kill Chris, he shot you both in self-defense. Then in Turkey, Chris and I recovered the Switchblade Whisper and took it to the US embassy, but you framed us, and we were falsely imprisoned. As a result, Professor Mordet attacked the embassy and took the Switchblade Whisper. And in two days, he will launch his attack on the whole country.”
Jim Bob spoke in a wounded tone. “You make it sound like I did something wrong.”
“Like I said, correct me if I’m wrong.”
Victor’s phone vibrated again in Chris’s pocket.
Jim Bob seemed to contemplate his options. “I’ll call off my people and clear your names, but I want my money, my laptop, and Victor’s phone.”
“You don’t get your laptop or Victor’s phone,” Hannah said. “That’s insurance for us in case you renege.”
The conversation appeared to have tired Jim Bob. He smiled faintly. “You drive a hard bargain.”
“You have no idea.” She nodded at Chris, and he answered the vibrating phone and turned on the speaker phone again. “It’s over, Sonny,” Chris said into the phone.
“You hear that piece shit, Jim Bob? It’s over,” Sonny said in his Chinese accent. Then he switched to his Queens, New York, accent: “How was I? Was I good?”
Jim Bob’s eyebrows twisted. He pointed his finger at the third person in the room. “Who is he?”
“Oh, right,” Hannah said, tapping her finger against her chin.
The third person pulled out a badge. “I’m Special Agent Frank Garnet with the Federal Bureau of Investigation. Jim Bob Louve, you are under arrest for espionage against the United States of America, selling top secret defense information to aid a foreign government—”
Jim Bob’s EKG peaked violently, and he froze for a moment. Then he gagged hard.
Agent Garnet spoke into his hidden microphone. “We need medical assistance, ASAP!”
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Later that evening, Chris, Hannah, and Sonny returned to Young’s house. Minutes later, a knock sounded on the door. Young answered it and accepted a large manila envelope. He closed the door and locked it. “It looks like the analysis of Professor Mordet’s meat jerky has arrived.”
Chris’s stomach turned before Young even opened it, and the warm air in the apartment made him feel light-headed. He wanted to know, but he didn’t want to know.
Young opened the envelope and took out some documents.
“Who was it?” Hannah asked.
“It’s someone I haven’t heard of,” Young said.
“Who?” Sonny asked.
Young read the name: “A Ron Hickok?”
Hearing that Ron was dead wrenched Chris’s gut and set his skin on fire. He had to sit down before he fell down.
“The Ron Hickok?” Sonny asked in disbelief. “Can’t be.”
“The brief bio here states he was the lead instructor at the Blaze Ranch,” Young said. “Disappeared three months ago.”
Sonny sighed. “I took some classes from Ron.”
“Why would Ron Hickok have anything to do with Mordet?” Hannah asked.
Sonny was quiet for a moment. “Maybe Mordet passed himself off as someone he wasn’t.”
“But how could he kill Hickok?” Hannah asked. “The only person who could kill Ron Hickok was Ron Hickok.”
“Maybe Mordet tricked Ron into teaching him Flash-Kill,” Sonny suggested.
Hannah shook her head. She turned to face Chris and started to say something but stopped.
Tears clouded his vision, but he was too numb to wipe them away.
Hannah stared. “You knew him. He trained you, didn’t he?”
Thinking became a burden, and words became unattainable, floating in some distant cosmos.
“Why wasn’t it in your service record?” she asked. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“It was Ron’s idea to expunge my record of ever training with him,” Chris said, his voice barely a whisper. “He didn’t want anyone to know, and he never explained why.” Now the tears were streaming down his cheeks.
“He taught you Flash-Kill,” Hannah said softly. “Didn’t he?”
Chris’s skin became hot, and the room began to spin. He needed fresh air. He rose out of his chair and wobbled before regaining his balance. He put one foot in front of the other and headed for the back door. As he entered the kitchen, the doorknob seemed so far away and the house felt like it was tilting. He reached for the blurry doorknob and turned it, but the door wouldn’t open. A hand unlocked the door, and he was helped through by someone — Hannah.
For a while, he sat under a tree in Young’s backyard. He glanced back at the house. Hannah stood inside watching him through a window. She had enough sense to give him his space but cared enough to keep an eye on him.
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Chris wasn’t hungry and skipped breakfast. He felt disconnected from his body — and the world. Ron Hickok had been his SEAL instructor during First Phase of BUD/S training, and he’d taken a special interest in Chris — as if Ron had seen something in him that he couldn’t see inside himself. In Second Phase, new SEAL instructors replaced the First Phase instructors, and in Third Phase, Chris found himself outshooting his SEAL pistol and rifle instructors. It was then that he’d realized he had a special gift. Years later, he’d had the opportunity to take shooting classes from Ron; in contrast to other SEAL shooting instructors, Ron challenged Chris. Ron didn’t subscribe to any one religion, but he was intensely spiritual and often he seemed to teach directly to Chris’s soul. Ron wasn’t married, and he treated Chris like a son; Chris loved him like a father.
Ron had always seemed invincible, but Mordet had killed him, and Chris’s own mortality struck him like a sledgehammer — Mordet might kill him, too. How could God allow this to happen? He didn’t ask in anger; he just didn’t understand why Ron had to die. Although Chris believed becoming angry at God was preferable to ignoring God, he valued his relationship with deity more than he valued anger.
Hannah tapped Chris on the shoulder with a chocolate-flavored energy bar, bringing him back to reality. “You should really eat something,” she said, “so you can maintain your energy level.”
She was right, and he nodded. He ate the bar, but his taste buds, too, were numb, and he couldn’t taste the chocolate. Even so, he forced it down.
* * *
They spent most of the rest of the morning poring over the intel and analyses, and just before noon, Sonny stepped out of the living room to answer a call. Young announced, “I might have something.” His hand flew over the keyboard. “Just a minute.”
Chris nodded and turned to the television, where CNN was on. He watched for a few minutes to see if they were reporting anything related to Mordet. Nada.
Sonny came into the room then, a broad smile on his face.
“What?” Hannah asked. “Who was on the phone?”
“JSOC,” Sonny said. “The Department of Homeland Security has cleared our names.”
Before Hannah could respond, Young spoke. “Finished restoring deleted files, and on Mordet’s laptop, I found this photo.” He grabbed a printout from his printer and showed it to them: a painting of an eye held between a monster’s teeth.
“What is it?” Hannah asked.
Young studied the picture. “Looks like some sort of evil eye.”
“But what does it mean?” She crossed her arms, thinking. None of them knew.
For the rest of the day, they spread out across the living room, helping Young sift through more data and analyses to try and figure out the meaning of the painting and what Mordet was planning. They left the TV tuned to CNN, playing at low volume while they worked.
Just after five p.m., they had a few loose threads but nothing substantial yet. Chris happened to glance at the TV when a CNN BREAKING NEWS banner flashed across the scene.
“This just in,” a news anchor began, “the Baltimore-Washington International Airport has lost power, and there have been reports of explosions. CNN Center is working hard to find out more.” The network showed a live video of the airport. “Witnesses on the ground confirm that the entire airport is dark, inside and out.” Then she repeated the same information.
Everyone in the room shifted their gaze from Young’s computer to the TV.
Chris looked at the others. Their eyes were all glued to the TV.
“We now have an unconfirmed report that a passenger plane was shot down,” the reporter added. “On the phone with us is a witness, Jeremiah Whitmaier, talking to us from inside the airport. Jeremiah, what can you tell us about the situation?”
“All of a sudden, the lights went out in the building and outside on the runway, and then I heard explosions,” Whitmaier said. “A plane was making a landing, but then it seemed to pull out of the landing and crashed at the end of the runway.”
“Would you say it was shot down?” the reporter asked.
“No, I didn’t see anything, and the plane wasn’t on fire or anything like that.”
“Where do you think the explosions came from?” she asked.
“They seemed to come from outside,” Whitmaier said.
“Thank you, Mr. Whitmaier.” The reporter turned to the camera. “And we’ve just received a phone call from a witness inside the terminal at BWI,” she said. “What did you see, sir?”
“The whole airport is dark,” the witness said. “No runway lights or anything. People are saying a plane was shot down.”
“Did you see a plane shot down?” the reporter asked.
“No. We only heard that air traffic control is redirecting flights to Ronald Reagan Airport for safety.”
Another reporter interviewed an airport official who said that the emergency generators for each airfield had been blown up and that a plane carrying fifty-four passengers had crashed. Airport emergency personnel continued to fight to rescue possible survivors.
Washington Dulles International Airport was also experiencing a blackout and explosions, and there were rumors that a plane had been shot down there, too. All aircraft scheduled to arrive at Dulles were now being diverted to Ronald Reagan, as well.
Chris’s chest tightened. The mass hysteria — and destruction — was just beginning.
“We should go to BWI,” Sonny said excitedly.
“And do what?” Hannah asked.
“Stop Mordet.”
“I want to stop him, too, but we don’t know where he is.”
“We need more information,” Chris said. “And a plan.”
He looked back to the TV, where the reporter was continuing her coverage. “We just received word that a plane crashed at Ronald Reagan Airport — this is terrible. We’re going live to an eyewitness there. Nancy, can you hear me?”
“This is Nancy. The lights went out, and there’s no electricity, and then there was an explosion, and a plane came down — oh, no.”
“Can you hear me?” the reporter asked.
“Oh, no! Another plane is coming down in flames! And two planes just hit head-on on the runway! They fell from the sky! Those poor people. They fell out of the sky!” Screaming and shouting sounded in the background. Then came a loud crashing noise.
“Nancy, can you hear me?” the reporter asked. “Are you still there? Can you hear me?” The reporter paused, worry creasing her forehead. “I hope Nancy is okay. I hope everyone is okay, but we just lost contact with Nancy.”
The news report shifted to show live video from a helicopter. Cars below were jammed bumper to bumper and hardly seemed to move.
Hannah’s phone rang, and she answered it. She spoke in hushed tones into the receiver. After hanging up, she looked to the others. “Agent Garnet says that the terrorists hacked into air traffic control and are purposely directing planes to fly into each other in a narrow corridor of airspace above Ronald Reagan Airport.”
“The attack wasn’t supposed to happen until tomorrow,” Sonny said.
Young sat at his computer monitoring air traffic over Ronald Reagan Airport. “Why would Mordet need to gain access to the Switchblade Whisper’s black box just to wreak chaos on the airports?”
“What do you mean?” Hannah asked.
“I mean it doesn’t take a special algorithm to do what he just did. The pilots communicate with air traffic control on 1090 MHz — anyone can access that. The Automatic Dependent Surveillance Broadcast isn’t encrypted or authenticated. Anyone with Internet access can monitor air traffic using planefinder.net or another website.”
“Are you saying that anyone could do what he just did?” Hannah asked.
“I’m not saying anyone is as insanely brilliant as Mordet, but I’m saying he didn’t need the black box from the Switchblade Whisper to do what he just did.”
“If he didn’t need the black box, why’d he go through so much trouble to get it?”
Chris heaved a breath. “Because this is just the warm-up.”



PART THREE

Thou shalt not be afraid for the terror by night; nor for the arrow that flieth by day.
— PSALMS 91:5
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“Just a moment, please,” a CNN reporter said, “we’re cutting away to the president of the United States. He’s about to give a speech.”
“Today is a dark day for America,” the president began. “I was briefed by Homeland Security that an airplane crashed at Baltimore-Washington International Airport, and more than five have plummeted at Ronald Reagan Airport, one of them smashing into the terminal, in what seems to be a terrorist attack on the US. Please pray with me for the victims, their families, and America. The federal government will do everything in its power to protect our citizens, help the victims and their families, and hunt down the terrorists responsible. May God bless America.”
Hannah stalked out of the room, her cell in hand, and Chris closed his eyes for a moment to collect his thoughts. Little Kale’s lighter seemed bulkier and heavier in his pocket. Then he remembered that it was a SEAL who’d rescued him. Years later, on a sunny day in southern California, a SEAL trident was pinned to Chris’s chest — the gaudiest military insignia in the US Navy: an eagle bowing its head humbly and its talons clasping a trident and cocked flintlock pistol. Other badges in the Navy were silver-colored for enlisted sailors and gold-colored for officers, but the SEAL trident was only one color — gold. The enlisted men and officers suffered together for it in the same training and on the same battlefields. Golden light reflected off the insignia — especially around the three prongs at the tip of the trident. The remembered image of the trident struck him with the same power as the voice that’d spoken to him as a little boy in the bottom of the dried-up well.
For the first time, his roles as a minister and SEAL came together in one body — his body. It hit him with such force that he opened his eyes and sat straight up, filled with new energy.
“I called my boss and gave him a piece of my mind,” Hannah said, returning to the room.
“What’d he have to say about that?” Sonny asked.
“He apologized.”
“Did you accept his apology?” Chris asked.
“I told him where to stick his apology,” she said. “He wants the three of us to stop the attacks and capture or kill Professor Mordet and Little Kale. Agent Garnet is going to help us.”
“Now they want our help?” Sonny said. “If only they would’ve listened sooner—”
“I can’t imagine the CIA just decided this on their own,” Chris interrupted. “The Posse Comitatus Act forbids the CIA and JSOC from operating on US soil without special authorization from the president. Or at least the governor.”
“This came down from the National Security Council,” Hannah said.
“The chair authorized this, too?” Sonny asked.
Hannah nodded. “Including the chair.”
“POTUS,” Chris said. The president of the United States chaired the National Security Council.
“Exactly,” Hannah confirmed.
Young seemed oblivious to them, slaving away at his computer screen. Chris stood and joined him, looking over his shoulder.
“When I studied the digital image of the evil eye,” Young explained, “I found hidden data, but it’s locked by a password, and it’s taking me time to crack it.”
Chris thought about possible passwords. Then it hit him. “Did you try Ha’la?”
Young turned to him. “What’s that?”
“Mordet’s sister’s name.”
“How do you spell it?”
Chris spelled the name.
Young typed it in and tapped enter. A river of data rushed down the screen and filled the monitor.
“That’s it! That’s the password.” Even though he only had one hand, Young typed twice as fast as any normal person. “I’ve accessed Mordet’s network in Maryland, and now I’m running a diagnostic to show his route and measure packet delays so I can trace a more precise location.”
“If you can trace his location, what prevents him from tracing ours?” Chris asked.
“Nothing,” Young answered.
“We’re going to have to move you to another location,” Chris said. “You won’t be safe here.”
Chris, Hannah, and Sonny discussed possible plans for capturing Professor Mordet and Little Kale. Then Young’s phone rang.
“You expecting a phone call?” Hannah asked.
Young stopped typing. “No.”
Hannah stepped toward him. “What’s the caller ID say?”
“Private.”
“Put it on speaker,” Hannah said.
Young did so and then answered the phone.
“Hello,” said the man at the other end. Just his voice alone filled Young’s room with murk. “Chris, is that you?”
All eyes in the room shifted to Chris.
Young held the phone out to Chris, and he took it. “Hello, Professor Mordet.”
“It has been awhile,” Mordet said calmly. “I was hoping to get ahold of you sooner. I missed you. Did you miss me?”
“Miss you?” Chris asked.
“Because I am the only person who can understand you, Chris. This world can be a lonely place for us who live in a fourth dimension.”
Chris needed to probe him, to catch him off guard and exploit a weakness. “When I first met you, you told me about the plane crash, and that you had to eat the other passengers to survive.” He paused. “But you didn’t mention anything about eating your sister, Ha’la.”
Mordet’s breath caught audibly. “You spoke to someone from my village?”
“I spoke to someone who knows about you.”
“Was he paid for this information?”
“Yes,” Chris said.
“Did Hannah pay for it?”
The fact that he knew her name surprised Chris, but when he thought about how many assets she’d run in and around Mordet’s village back in the day, it wasn’t so surprising. But it wasn’t important who paid for the information; Mordet was just trying to confirm who was working with Chris. He didn’t respond.
“Hannah should not pay for rumors. She should get her money back.”
“Why would this man lie?” Chris asked.
“Because he is not like you and me. He is not like Ha’la,” Mordet said, raising his voice. “He sells his soul for the things of this world.”
Chris continued probing. “People think you’re crazy.”
“And people never thought you were crazy?” Mordet said calmly. “We see things that other people cannot see, and we learn at an early age not to talk about it. People are crazy, but you and I are the ones who are sane. People feel so self-conscious about it that they try to take us back to the wall and chain us there, so we become as hypnotized by the shadows of social networking and web surfing as they are — hearing only what they want to hear, mesmerized by their own mental masturbation.”
I am nothing like this man, Chris reminded himself. Still, he had to try to make Mordet feel understood. Then maybe he would tell them something they could use to stop him. Chris tried to understand him, in hopes of figuring out a way to stop him. “And that’s why you eat people?” Chris asked casually.
Professor Mordet’s voice dropped to a whisper: “When I was in the twelfth grade, I woke up in the middle of the night to hear a voice: ‘How does flesh grow? Flesh must eat flesh; that’s how flesh grows. How do souls grow? Souls must eat souls; that’s how souls grow. How do you grow? You eat people; that’s how you grow.’ I looked around my room for the source of the voice, but I couldn’t find it. For a moment, I thought I might be losing my sanity. But the voice came again and said the same thing. I felt so … liberated. It was so similar to Plato’s allegory of the cave. Up until then, I had been living my life chained to a cave watching shadows on the wall. The voice freed me. Immediately, I turned around and saw the fire and the reality that was casting shadows on the wall. My life until then had only been two-dimensional.” He paused.
Chris’s skin became cold, but he mentally blocked the cold from entering the core of his body.
“You have a secret, too, Chris. I can sense it. Both of us can see beyond the shadows on the wall.”
Chris lost patience with Mordet’s decapitation of reason. “Souls don’t need to eat souls. You’re smart enough to know that. Souls that destroy souls destroy themselves in the end. It doesn’t matter whether you heard a voice or not; you make your own decisions.”
“I thought I proved my point when I escaped from that prison in Iraq.”
“You proved that your lust for evil is greater than your desire to do good.”
“I am on a mission to transform beyond epic proportions.”
Chris forewent preaching and spoke as a SEAL. “I won’t let you do that — especially not here in my country.”
“I have already grown much since you and I last met,” Mordet said.
Chris clenched his fist, and his vocal cords tightened up. “You ate Ron Hickok.”
Professor Mordet was silent for a moment. “Ah, you must have been one of his students. So you must know something about how much I have learned. And from hearing the softness in the edges of your voice, it seems you have not grown. I am not the same man you once captured in Syria. You will not capture me again.” His voice became so cold that it made Chris shiver. “I believe I will succeed, and my mental strength will make it so.”
“What is your next target?” Chris asked.
“Now you’re disappointing me.”
“You’re estranged from reality.”
“I am estranged from mediocrity,” Professor Mordet said. “You and I are not mediocre. And there is a fine line between what is real and what is not. How can you know the difference unless you walk that line, too? People are going to die, and I cannot let you stand in my way.”
“That mental strength is about to get real expensive,” Chris warned.
“The last time we met, you broke your promise. If I see you again, you are going to honor your word. With interest.”
The phone line went dead.
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Hannah called Agent Garnet, and in less than half an hour, the doorbell rang. “That should be him,” Hannah said.
Chris wore his carbine on a sling and held it at the ready position. He moved to the side of the doorway, out of the line of fire, leaned over, and looked through the peephole. It was Frank. Chris unlocked the door and let him in.
“The streets are jam-packed, so I had to fly here by helo,” Frank said after greetings and introductions were over with. “Some other law enforcement officers are on their way here to help out.”
“Thanks,” Hannah said.
“Professor Mordet might be activating sleeper cells,” Frank said. He showed pictures of two men in their twenties. “These two are Syrian nationals who have joined forces with Mordet. They’re cousins. Jawwad Nasrallah is older, but he has the baby face. His younger cousin, Lateef, has the steely eyes. Both men experienced extensive fighting in Lebanon and Iraq from the time they were teenagers and are considered extremely deadly with AKs. Their private lives are also volatile. Jawwad beat his wife into paralysis, and Lateef is suspected of punching his pregnant girlfriend to death.”
“Can we keep these photos?” Hannah asked.
Frank handed the pictures to her. “Yes, they’re for you.”
“I found him!” Young shouted. “I found Mordet!”
“Where?” Hannah asked.
Young tapped on his keyboard. “He’s in Silver Spring, Maryland — about twenty-five miles from here.”
“Let’s go stomp this arrogant prick,” Sonny said.
“Is he stationary or mobile?” Chris asked.
“Hard to say,” Young answered.
“Take the helo,” Agent Garnet said. “It’s parked in a nearby football field, and the pilot is standing by if you need it. I’ll stay here with Young while you three go. Like I said, some other law enforcement officers are on their way here to help out.”
Chris took out his GPS and had Frank show him the location of his helo and a contact number for the pilot. Then the trio thanked Frank and said good-bye to him and Young.
“Who has the point?” Chris asked.
“You can,” Sonny said.
Hannah nodded.
Chris burst out the door and hit the ground at a run. As they raced along the sidewalk, he called the pilot. He asked her to fire up her rotors and prepare to fly to Silver Spring. Within minutes, Chris’s team reached the FBI helo.
They aimed their rifles at the ground as they boarded and took their seats, filling the helo. Chris checked with the pilot, speaking louder than the helo noise: “You just dropped off Agent Garnet?”
“Yes, we dropped off Agent Garnet here. You must be Hannah’s crew. I’m Moose.” The pilot held out her hand.
“Chris.” He shook her hand. “We’re good to go.”
“Very well.” Moose pulled back on the collective control stick, and they lifted off the ground.
The helicopter rose above the rooftops of the school and the surrounding neighborhood. When they reached one hundred fifty meters above the earth, the helo pulled forward. Moose spoke on the radio, but Chris couldn’t hear what she said. The helo freely flew northward and passed over vehicles and flashing police lights clogging the streets below.
Hannah’s phone buzzed. She answered it, and when she finished her call, she thanked Young. Then she gave Moose an address: “They’re near Rock Creek Park.”
Within a few minutes, Hannah was on her phone again. “Young says Mordet just moved to Sixteenth Northwest Street and Aspen,” Hannah said. “Young thinks he’s using a van or a truck to carry his equipment.”
Chris checked his GPS then peered outside. He pointed to an open area between a forest on the left and the city on the right. “Moose, can you put us down on that golf course?”
“Sure,” Moose said.
“If you could just stay in the area for about thirty minutes, I’d appreciate it,” Chris said.
“Roger, wilco,” she said.
When the helo skids reached a couple feet above the golf course, Chris, Hannah and Sonny un-assed the helo. Chris led them in a run north across the green, and he didn’t slow until he reached the trees. Once there, he stopped and developed a hasty plan. He pointed to a spot on his GPS. “Sonny, I need you to post inside the tree line just south of the target. If the target starts shooting, stick it to him.”
Sonny gave a thumbs-up. “On it.”
“I’ll approach the vehicle from the side and tell the tangos we’re police,” Chris explained. “Hannah, I need you to stay inside the trees and cover north of the vehicle, so we don’t get a squirter — or worse, so somebody doesn’t pop out of the back and get the jump on me.”
“Got it,” she said.
“Sonny, when you’re in position,” Chris said, “if you could break squelch once, I’ll know you’re ready. Hannah, I’ll be able to see you. Sonny, you’ll have eyes on the target, so you’ll see me move in on them. Questions?”
Hannah and Sonny shook their heads.
Chris’s experience told him they should remain in place for about fifteen minutes, to make sure no one had followed them after their insertion, but they didn’t have the luxury of time. He adjusted the sling of his carbine. “Okay, let’s roll.”
Chris resumed the trek north. The trees, roots, and uneven terrain slowed him down, but the forest concealed his movement from the tangos.
Minutes later, after crossing a trail and small road, Chris arrived near his intended destination. He stalked east until he reached the edge of the park where the trees ended. There were two separate lanes in the street with a patch of grass running down the middle. Near the intersection sat a black van facing south. In the driver’s seat was a man with a square-shaped head and a Frankenstein haircut — instead of scanning the whole area around him, he stared at the road ahead.
Chris started to signal Sonny to move into position, but Sonny knew where to go and was already backtracking south. While Chris waited, he glanced at Hannah. She looked good to go. Sonny keyed his mic once.
Showtime.
Chris aimed his rifle and calmly walked toward the driver. The driver must have noticed Chris in his peripheral vision.
The man turned and faced him.
“Police,” Chris shouted. “Put your hands up where I can see them!”
The driver shouted in Arabic, and others in the back of the van yelled. There didn’t appear to be a weapon, but a shot blew out the driver’s window, and something scraped across Chris’s cheek. “Where’d the shot come from?”
Sonny returned fire, unloading into the front passenger side of the van.
Chris stepped sideways, so he wouldn’t present a stationary target and shouted in Arabic for the driver to put his hands up, but the engine roared, and the van leaped forward.
Sonny fired into the driver. The van veered off the road near Sonny and continued until a tree stopped it. Four men hopped out of the back, one of them shooting in Hannah’s direction. Chris and Hannah popped the shooting tango in the chest and laid him out on the asphalt flat on his face. The Nasrallah cousins and one other tango fled into the woods. Chris, Hannah, and Sonny fired at them and missed.
Sonny assaulted the front of the van, shooting more holes in the driver and passenger. “Front, clear!” he shouted.
As Chris neared the back of the vehicle, he edged around the open back door, weapon at the ready. All the terrorists inside had fled. “Back, clear!” he reported.
Police sirens wailed in the distance.
Chris and Sonny turned and hurriedly entered the woods to the west. Hannah followed close behind. The terrorists crashed through the forest, moving fast. Chris picked up speed, and Hannah and Sonny kept up with him. They crossed a park road then a trail. Chris tried to shoot, but the tangos’ weaving in and out of tree trunks blocked his line of fire. Soon slivers of moonlight stabbed low through the trees — the tangos neared an opening in the forest. The trees gave way to a rock-reinforced bank that dropped one meter into a creek. Jawwad and Lateef crossed the creek and ascended the opposite bank, not looking back as their buddy’s legs bogged down in the water. His upper body moved faster than his legs, and he fell on his stomach. He stood, but before he could regain forward momentum, Chris shot him twice in the back, and his body arched before it came down with a splash. Chris hopped down into the creek to find the tango face down in the water — dead.
He ran out in the open and maneuvered to the other side of the creek. He trusted that Sonny and Hannah were covering him. When he reached the trees, he turned to see Hannah and Sonny still on his six, and he continued the chase west through the woods.
They traversed more trails, a smaller creek, and then even more trails. The tangos crossed Oregon Avenue and passed in front of a parked vehicle. Chris aimed over the vehicle, tracked Jawwad in his sights, and fired, but the man spun around an oak tree, and Chris’s shot sank harmlessly into the wood. He dodged a truck on the road before racing across into the woods on the other side. But by the time he got there, he’d lost sight of the cousins.
Just as Chris stepped out of the trees and onto the north lawn of a private residence, an AK flashed from around the corner of the house. The bullet chipped off a chunk of bark from the tree beside Chris. He dodged the AK’s line of fire and took cover behind a tree. Then he shifted directions and ran around the south side of the house.
He circled around to the west side, but the Nasrallah cousins weren’t in sight. He stopped to listen. Tree branches and leaves snapped and crackled to the north — Lateef and Jawwad were still moving fast.
Chris ran across a concrete driveway and an asphalt street as he followed the noise into another copse of trees. After he and his teammates exited the grove of trees, he spotted the cousins dashing through a neighborhood of houses that stretched to the northeast. Lights came on and curtains parted, and Chris knew the neighbors must be watching.
Chris took aim at Jawwad, but he crossed in front of a house. Chris held off on shooting. He didn’t want to accidentally hit an innocent homeowner. Jawwad turned around to check behind him and ducked behind a large car parked in a driveway. Chris crouched behind a station wagon parked in the street, went prone, and put the side of his head to the pavement. He peeked out from under the car. He could only see one person’s feet below the large sedan. The other brother was probably standing behind a tire. Chris lined up the cousin’s ankle in his sights and squeezed the trigger. He hoped that if his shot hit too low, the bullet would skip off the street and at least hit the tango in the foot. Jawwad yelped. Bingo.
Chris fired at the other ankle, and the man came down on his hands and knees. His knees presented bigger targets than his hands, so Chris homed in on one and squeezed three times. The cousin toppled over and screamed. Chris fired until his magazine went dry, and he became still.
As Chris inserted a fresh thirty-round magazine in his carbine, Hannah and Sonny exchanged fire with the remaining tango. Fully reloaded, Chris popped up to help Sonny and Hannah, but Lateef had already fallen.
Hannah met Chris’s eyes, concern filling her voice as she spoke. “Sonny is wounded.”
Chris hurried over to find Sonny on his back, carbine still in his hands. “Just a scratch.”
“Can you move?” Chris asked.
Sonny moved his arms and grunted. “Just my upper body.”
“Can you move your legs?” Chris asked.
“Nada.”
“Don’t try to move anymore,” Chris said. “Can you feel your legs at all?”
“I got shot in my side, and it must’ve damaged my spine. I can feel the ground against my legs, but I can’t move them.”
“Just stay still,” Chris cautioned him. “Hannah’s going to bandage that leak in your side, and I’m going to take care of the Nasrallah cousins.”
Lateef’s upper body stuck out from behind the front of the large sedan. He appeared immobile, but Chris advanced on him to be sure. Chris felt the pulse in his neck — nothing. Nearby, Jawwad lay in a pool of his own blood. Frothy goo bubbled out of his chest. At least one of the bullets had entered a lung. Jawwad’s eyes were full of life, and his lips moved.
Chris stepped closer and aimed at his head.
“Please,” Jawwad said in English. He held a pistol in his hand.
“Drop it,” Chris said.
Jawwad hesitated.
“I won’t tell you again.”
Jawwad laid the pistol on the ground. His gaze lowered. Chris needed to question him about Mordet’s whereabouts, but Jawwad’s eyes rose again, full of determination. “I can’t surrender.”
Chris had seen that pride in an enemy’s eyes before. “I know.”
Jawwad reached for his gun, but Chris shot him twice in the face. He pulled in a long breath, exhaled and then put his carbine on safe.
He returned to Hannah and Sonny. She’d already patched his wound and was on the phone, calling for an ambulance. “I’m with the FBI, and one of my partners has been shot…”
“How you doing, Sonny?” Chris asked, crouching down.
“What do you mean, ‘how am I doing,’ you moron?” Sonny snapped. “Can’t you see I look like a damned doormat?”
“I see you haven’t lost your sunny disposition.”
“Just leave me here to die in peace.”
“You aren’t going to die,” Chris said.
Sonny’s voice became serious. “I don’t want to leave the Unit. More than anything in this world, I don’t want to leave the Unit.”
Chris understood. Like Sonny, most SEALs weren’t too afraid of losing money, receiving demotions, suffering pain, or even dying, but they were afraid of being ostracized from the fraternity. The job was their lifeblood. “You’re not going to leave the Unit.” He didn’t know if Sonny would be able to recover enough to stay in the Unit or not, but he said what he thought Sonny wanted to hear. Everyone deserves hope, even if his situation is hopeless.
“Ambulance and police are on their way,” Hannah said. “And the police are on their way to secure the tangos’ van.” She gave Sonny a peck on the forehead, and he looked like he might be able to stand up and walk purely from the euphoria.
She laughed. “Stay still until the ambulance arrives, will you?”
Chris leaned over Sonny and puckered up for a kiss.
“Oh, no,” Sonny cried in disgust, “don’t you do that. I can’t use my legs, but I can still shoot you.”
Chris smiled. “I’ll search the tangos for intel. Hannah, can you call Young to see if he has any new intel on Mordet?”
“I’m on it,” she said.
Chris searched Jawwad and Lateef carefully, and when he stepped back to his team, Hannah was off the phone. “Young and Frank aren’t answering their phones,” she said. Her voice shook slightly.
“Don’t wait for me,” Sonny said. “I can still shoot to defend myself if I have to. Young might be in trouble.”
Chris and Hannah nodded.
“Be careful,” Chris said.
“You, too.” Sonny tightened his grip on his weapon and laid his head back.
Chris and Hannah ran into the trees from where they’d come, and as they ran, Chris called the pilot to confirm she was still standing by. They were going to need her help.
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Chris and Hannah raced back to the park and rendezvoused with their helo, its rotors already spinning. As soon as the pair were inside, Moose lifted the helo off the ground. The last time Chris had found Young, he was in a shit state, almost dead. He called Young — still no answer. Hannah called Frank — nothing. Moose flew them to the school in Annandale and landed.
Chris and Hannah dashed from the helo and off the school grounds. Soon Young’s house came into view: there were two marked police vehicles and what looked like at least two unmarked vehicles parked next to the curb, but there was no uniformed cop out front. As Chris and Hannah cut across Young’s lawn, they slowed to inspect the sidewalk — stains. Blood-stained footprints from three or more men led away from the front door. Chris packed Young’s previous shit state and their friendship and all related emotions into a box and stacked it on top of the stacks of boxes in the dark warehouse in the suburbs of his mind, but the adrenaline coursing through his veins wouldn’t be stowed away so easily.
Hannah stopped and pointed to the space between the bushes and the front door where a uniformed cop lay still.
Chris clicked his rifle’s safety off. Upon inspecting the door-frame, he found two cracks — one near the doorknob where someone had kicked and one close to the lock where the door gave way. Up higher, he spotted a third crack, near the deadbolt. He gave Hannah hand signals that they were about to do a soft clear: no noise.
She nodded and moved in close behind him — she was ready.
Chris gently pushed on the door — it swung open freely. There was no give in the doorknob, and the metal strike plate from the latch assembly lay on the floor.
Chris’s adrenaline continued to surge, but he was in control, scanning for targets. He cleared the doorway and stepped over a body before quickly taking command of the left side of the room all the way back to the corner. He sensed Hannah enter behind him and take the right. The crimson-soaked carpet squished with each step. In his peripheral vision, bloody bodies lay on the floor. He experienced a vague hope that none of them were Young, but he’d seen corpses before, and if he didn’t want to be one of them, he had to stay focused on his responsibility and remain alert for living threats. He moved to the far corner of the room — no bad guys. Then he scanned to the cross-corner; at the same time Hannah would be scanning to her cross-corner and their fields of fire would overlap in the center of the room. The whole process took less than five seconds, but there was also a closet on Chris’s side, so he opened the door and looked inside — no threat. Room clear.
The bodies in the living room area appeared to be five armed Arab males and two plainclothes law enforcement officers. Agent Garnet lay there, too, and Chris frowned. Some of Young’s computer equipment was missing, and so was Young.
They moved toward the kitchen, where blood was splattered across the table, countertop and walls. Another uniformed policeman lie on the floor with eyes open and his pistol still in his hand. The puddle of blood beneath him glistened on the ivory tiles.
Chris and Hannah cleared the other rooms in the house quickly and found traces of blood on the carpet throughout. No Young. Now that they were sure the house was empty, they returned to the living room.
“It looks like the tangos killed the uniformed officer in the front of the house before breaching the door,” Chris said.
“Then Frank and two others opened fire on the tangos, and the tangos returned fire. A uniformed officer came out of the kitchen to help but was gunned down.
“The three surviving tangos searched the house for Young, tracking blood throughout.”
“Do you think they found him?” she asked.
“Unless he got away.”
She touched the side of Frank’s neck, where the artery lay, checking for a pulse. Her voice was filled with melancholy: “Do you ever get used to friends dying?”
Chris thought for a moment. “Yes and no.”
She pulled her hand away and shook her head. “Yes in what way?”
“Yes, I’m used to it sucking every time,” he said.
“What’re you not used to?”
“Never got used to seeing their families and friends suffer.”
She nodded.
Chris helped her examine the other officers to see if anyone had survived, but they were all deceased. Next, they checked the tangos to see if any of them had survived, but they were all dead, too. Chris grabbed a plastic trash bag from the kitchen, and then he and Hannah searched the tangos’ bodies for intelligence — not just their pockets, but every inch of their clothes. The pair dumped wallets and personal belongings into the plastic bag. Chris found an almost imperceptible bulge on one side of a jacket worn by one of the tangos. Inside the coat, a secret pocket had been sewn in.
He pulled out his pocket-knife and carefully snipped the stitches, revealing a small Ziploc bag containing a credit card and a piece of paper with a phone number written on it — a simple escape and evasion kit. “This guy must’ve been some kind of leader,” Chris said. “He’s the only one with an E & E kit.”
Hannah’s attention seemed to be elsewhere. “You know, when we cleared the house, the bookshelf in the master bedroom seemed kind of shallow.” She left the room without another word, and he followed her into the master bedroom.
She pointed to the wall next to it. “You see how thick this wall is — that could be used to add a closet — or something. It’s all dead space. Why would a builder leave all that dead space?”
“The paint on this wall is newer than the rest of the room,” Chris said.
“That, too. And why paint only one wall in the master bedroom? Nobody sees it.” She pushed and pulled on the bookcase, but it didn’t move. “Young, it’s me, Hannah! Can you hear me?”
Chris helped her tug at the bookcase. It moved slightly before stopping, as if it was locked from the inside. “Young, it’s Chris! Your house is secure!”
“Young, are you in there?” Hannah called. “It’s safe to come out.”
A click sounded from behind the bookcase, and then it opened. Young came out from a secret room carrying computer equipment under his arm, and Chris let out a sigh of relief. The whites of his eyes were bloodshot, and dark bags sagged below them, his skin was pale and his feet unsteady. But he was alive.
Chris helped him out and set his computer equipment to the side. He was in a hurry to keep Young safe, but he wasn’t in a hurry to show him the carnage in the rest of the house. “Why don’t you lie down on the bed for a bit until we can get some more help?”
Hannah threw off the bed covers, and when Young sat on the edge of the bed, she helped him out of his shoes. Then she touched his cheek. “Your skin feels cool.”
He lay in a fetal position, and she tucked him in. “I wasn’t expecting it,” Young said quietly. “The police officer outside radioed something to Agent Garnet, and he told me to take cover in the master bedroom. Then there were gunshots outside, the door crashed down, and all hell broke loose. There was so much noise that the house vibrated. It was so terrible. I almost pissed myself, but I was too scared to piss. Then I heard voices — Arabic.” His voice started to tremble along with his body. “They were looking for me. I was so scared Professor Mordet would find me; I was so scared. They searched my bedroom for what seemed like forever.”
“You’re okay now,” Hannah said.
“Was Mordet here?” Chris asked.
“I … I don’t know,” Young replied.
“Did you hear anything that might be a clue — anything at all?” Chris asked.
Young looked up at him. “It was all in Arabic.”
Chris nodded.
“I took this off one of the tangos.” Chris handed Young the bag with the credit card and phone number. “After you rest a little, I need an address for this phone number.”
Young exhaled long and slow. “Okay.”
“We’ll be here with you,” Chris promised.
Chris backed off to give Young a rest, and Hannah stroked Young’s hair.
“Did anyone survive?” Young asked.
“Shh,” Hannah said. “Just rest.”
Young leaned forward. “I have to know.”
“They’re all gone,” Chris answered.
“They were under attack, and all I could do was hide,” Young said. “I should’ve done something to help, anything. Instead of just hiding … like a coward.”
“You’re not a coward,” Chris snapped. “You helped us when no else would. Your unique computer skills are critical to this mission. We can’t find Mordet and stop him if you’re dead. Agent Garnet’s job was to protect you, and he did. If you tried to do his job and he tried to do your job, you’d both be dead.”
“Maybe,” Young said.
“Just rest,” Hannah said again, soothingly.
Sirens sounded outside, and Young looked to the window. “Police.”
“We’ll take care of the police while you rest,” Chris said. “You’ll need your energy for what’s next.”
“What’s next?” Young asked.
“I don’t know,” Chris answered. The only easy day was yesterday.
* * *
Chris and Hannah explained to the police what had happened, and then they explained again when FBI Agent Trinity Hayes arrived. Her chestnut hair touched her shoulders, and she moved confidently and slowly like a snake, referring to the FBI as the Boo, short for the Bureau: “The Boo can never replace a guy like Frank,” she said. “Right now most of our agents are running around chasing false leads on Professor Mordet.”
“Have you been in touch with the computer forensics people about what’s inside the Nasrallah cousins’ van we gave them?” Chris asked.
“It was serving as some kind of repeater for another computer, but we haven’t been able to trace it to the original source,” she said. “Fortunately, the attacks on our airports have stopped.”
“We’ll need a safe house for Young,” Chris said.
“I’ll take care of that,” she said.
Chris liked the conviction in her voice, and he and Hannah both thanked her. Then they went into the master bedroom to check on Young. “How’re you doing?” Chris asked.
Young turned over on his side. “I’d like to go back to work.”
“You need to pack first,” Chris said. “The Bureau is arranging for a safe house. You can’t stay here, even if it weren’t a crime scene.”
Young sat up. “Okay.”
Rather than dwell on the terrors of the past, Chris preferred to dwell on the opportunities of the future. He gave Young a gentle punch in the shoulder. “You’ll be up and running again in no time.”
“I’m backed up on the cloud and with one of my assistants,” Young said, “so as soon as I replace some equipment, I should be back in action.”
“I’ll make sure we get some protection for your assistants, too,” Hannah said.
Chris gave her a small smile. “Good idea.”
Young stood, his jaw dropping for a moment. “I do remember something.”
“What?” Chris asked.
“One of them grunted in a strange way, like a nervous tic or something. And there was a noise, like the sound of a cigarette lighter flicking open and closed.”
Chris knew those sounds. “Little Kale.”
“You think?” Young asked.
“I know.”
Minutes later, Chris and everyone in Young’s house loaded themselves and their gear into a black SUV while Bureau and police escorts stood by.
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The Bureau agent switched on his headlights, put the SUV into drive, and pulled into the street as Trinity made calls on her cell phone from the passenger seat. While carefully checking his mirrors, the driver cruised around a block in a circle, but no one seemed to be following them. Chris, Hannah, and Young sat in the back.
Fourteen kilometers later, they reached a two-story milky-white southern colonial in an upscale neighborhood. Four columns formed a colonnade in front of the house, the roof sheltering a front patio behind the columns. Black shutters bordered the windows.
“Here we are,” Trinity said. They got out of the SUV and walked across a symmetrical brick walkway that led to the door.
“We seized this property years ago from a guy running a Ponzi scheme,” Trinity said. “Put it up for auction but didn’t get the minimum bid, and the Boo needed a safe house, so we paid the minimum to a fund for the investors who got scammed.”
“Sweet,” Chris said.
Trinity led them inside, under a chandelier, and up a grand staircase, where they set up shop for Young inside the master bedroom on the second floor. Under crown molding, the colonial blue walls contrasted with the regal-red carpet. Luxurious surroundings or not, getting his analysis up and running was priority one.
“Chris, you and Hannah can stay in the Jack-and-Jill bedrooms,” Trinity said. “The agent in the hall will work in shifts, so someone will be up here around the clock. We’ll have a team of agents downstairs. There’s a sophisticated alarm system surrounding the house, and we’re stationing a surveillance team across the street.”
“Thanks,” Chris said.
She nodded and headed downstairs, leaving them to settle in, Chris guessed. And he needed those few minutes alone. Even just washing his face and brushing his teeth made him feel refreshed.
He knocked on the bathroom door leading to Hannah’s room to see if she was okay. She opened the door, looking beautiful with her hair flowing to her shoulders like paint on a Renoir.
Her smile fired up his soul. “Come in,” she said.
Chris forgot his original purpose of checking on her.
“Is everything okay?” she asked.
The fullness in her voice made his blood throb stronger and faster, and the fullness in her lips made him want to kiss them. There would be no sin in one kiss….
He closed the gap between them, tilted his head, and softly touched his lips to hers.
“That was a surprise,” she whispered. “This could complicate things.”
He kissed her again.
She laughed, and the sweet sound rang through him. “A reverend and an atheist. Hmm….”
“You’re preaching to the choir,” he said quietly.
She kissed him this time, and blasted through the lock on his warehouse of boxed-up emotions like an armor-piercing bullet. Everything he’d ever felt for her burst into the air.
She opened her lips slightly, allowing his tongue inside. She put her hand on his shoulder, and he caressed the silkiness of her cheek. Passion, fire, joy, tenderness, grief, worry, and a host of other emotions floated in the air, surrounding him.
When he broke the kiss, she took five steps back. He didn’t know if she was playing hard to get or pulling him in, but it didn’t matter. He took five steps into her room. Her bed looked feathery soft, covered by a fluffy comforter.
The feelings covered him, and he didn’t fight it. He put his hands on her hips and watched as she closed her eyes and leaned toward him. This time, when he touched her lips, he savored the taste of her. He closed his eyes and his heart thumped louder. She wrapped her arms around his neck, and his hands eased around to the small of her back. Emotions swirled around them, pulling the oxygen out of the air. Breathe.
Her lips pressed against his harder, and her tongue dove deeper, so he gave it back to her harder and deeper. Hannah’s hands tightened, digging into his flesh. He pulled her in closer as his body pressed forward, and she lost her balance. He opened his eyes as the two of them fell and landed on the bed.
He wanted to explore her body with his hands, but he knew he couldn’t. This is going too far. His mind raced to the Bible for something to save him, anything, and he recalled Potiphar’s wife’s attempt to seduce Joseph, who resolved the problem by running away from her.
Not knowing what else to do, he got out of the bed and stood. “I’ve got to go.”
“Now you’re surprising me again, but I think I liked the first surprise better.”
“I vowed not to have premarital sex. I promised Reverend Luther and God.”
She just listened.
“You said this could complicate things.”
She eased out of the bed and stood in front of him. “Sometimes I like it complicated.”
He stepped back. “I’ll know. And God will know.”
“Is it a sin for you to kiss me?” she asked softly.
“No.”
She took a step forward. “Do you want to kiss me now?”
He nodded. “But I can’t do more than that.”
“I want what you want.” The warm breath of her words caressed his lips.
He leaned forward until their mouths touched, and they communicated without words and without time.
Eventually, the fatigue of the past few days caught up with them, and she pulled away. “Thank you. For putting the world on pause.”
“Thank you.”
She kissed him on the cheek. “We should probably get some rest.”
He smiled before kissing her once more on the lips. “Good night.”
“Good night.”
Chris returned to his room, his pulse still racing. He had remained true to his vow of chastity, but the battle wasn’t over. He tried to read his Bible, but he glanced at his door connected to the bathroom leading to her room. All he wanted to do was make passionate love to Hannah until they both passed out. His eyes returned to his Bible, but he couldn’t focus.
I need to sleep.
He tried taking a hot shower then soaking in a hot bath. It relaxed him, but he still wasn’t sleepy. Again, he looked at the door leading to her room. Then he knelt next to his bed and prayed. But when he opened his eyes, he couldn’t help glancing at the door once more.
He didn’t know how he was going to get any rest. Maybe a glass of milk would help. He walked out of his room, and the agent in the hall glanced at him but then looked away. Maybe he heard us kissing in her room. Heat rose to his cheeks as he headed downstairs. But on his way to the kitchen, he noticed a small bar up ahead, by the kitchen entrance. He walked down the hall, more surprised than he should’ve been to see another agent sitting on a stuffed sofa in the living room.
“Is everything okay, sir?” the agent asked politely.
Without thinking, Chris shook his head, but then he changed it to a nod. “Everything is fine,” he fibbed.
“Are you sure?”
“Yes, I’m fine,” he said with all the conviction he could muster.
The agent nodded with a puzzled look on his face.
He opened the cabinet and surveyed the stock. He’d known enough serious drinkers to know that the strongest liquor inside was probably the bottle of Wild Turkey 101. This will definitely help me sleep.
He removed the cap and sniffed. A mixture of caramel, vanilla, and gasoline wafted into his nostrils. Chris felt the weight of the possibility that this drink could be the first step to him becoming an alcoholic like his grandfather. He also felt the weight of his responsibility as an ambassador of the Lord. He’d been so successful as a teetotaler that it seemed a shame to throw it all away in this moment. Even so, a drink of alcohol was forgivable; premarital sex would cost him his ministry.
He selected a squat glass and filled it halfway. His throat burned as he drank the amber liquid, but he didn’t stop downing the alcohol. He wasn’t drinking for pleasure or camaraderie. The burning soon became numbness, and he quickly emptied the glass. Warmth spread from his chest to his belly and throughout his body as he set the glass down and closed the cabinet. On his way back to the stairs, past the living room, the agent wished him a good night.
“Good night,” Chris said, but his vocal cords were unsteady. He turned his head before he had to see the agent’s reaction to his odd behavior.
Back in his room, he lay down in the bed and turned on the TV to a televangelist, but he couldn’t focus on the words. Within fifteen minutes, he was nodding, so he turned off the TV and closed his eyes.
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Chris woke up hungry for breakfast, despite the nausea he felt when he considered that today Professor Mordet would attack. They still didn’t know where or at what time, but no matter what, he’d need his energy. His movements were sluggish, which he attributed to the Wild Turkey, but he expected to be able to shake it off after eating. He’d just finished dressing when Hannah walked in through the bathroom door without knocking. Her hair was damp, and her skin glowed. She smelled like vanilla and oranges.
“I had the strangest dream last night,” she said.
“What was it?” he asked.
“I dreamed that we kissed.”
Chris smiled. “Is that so strange?”
“Surprising is a better word. A good surprise.”
Chris smiled. “I had the same dream.”
“You hungry?” she asked.
“Like a tiger.”
“Then let’s go, tiger.”
“I have a feeling that today we may not have much more time for eating,” Chris said.
“Me, too.”
They exited his room and checked on Young, but he was already eating and working. Chris and Hannah descended the stairs and made breakfast. The refrigerator and pantry were well stocked, and he made himself salmon with fresh fruit and orange juice.
Hannah only wanted a waffle, topped with fresh fruit and whipped cream.
“Your parents are diplomats, aren’t they?” she asked.
They sat down at the kitchen table and ate. “Service is important to them,” he said. “What about your parents? I don’t know anything about them.”
“My mother’s family was quite well-to-do, but her clan was weak, and the other clans persecuted her family — in the name of Allah. My mother’s family wanted to stay in Iran, but their lives were in danger, so they tried to get out. Only my mother survived. She was rescued by a case officer working for the Agency. His cover was blown, and he left the country with her.” Hannah ate a bite of her waffle.
“He sounds like a special man,” Chris said.
Hannah finished chewing.
“He was my biological father.”
Chris didn’t know what to say, so he waited for her to speak again.
“He died when I was young,” she said, “so I hardly knew him. But I knew I wanted to be like him. My whole life I’ve wanted to be like him.”
“Must’ve been hard.”
She leaned over the table. “You don’t understand. You don’t understand the half of it.”
“I can only understand what you share with me, Hannah.” Chris said softly. “How did he die?”
“Every time I ask around the Agency about how my father died, I hit a brick wall with the same old you-don’t-have-a-need-to-know BS.”
“It sounds like they want to cover something up,” Chris said.
“More like someone.”
Chris ate another morsel of salmon. The feeling that something bad might happen to her rushed over him.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“Nothing.”
“Your face says something is wrong,” she said.
He focused on finishing his meal, but he couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling in his gut.
What sounded like a stampede of feet pounded down the stairs then. Startled, Chris, Hannah, and the agents drew their pistols and aimed.
It was only Young, who promptly froze and threw up his hand. “Hey, guys, it’s me.” In his hand was a piece of paper. When they lowered their weapons, he extended the paper to Chris. “This is an address for the phone number you found on the tango in my living room.”
“You want to go hard or soft on this address?” Hannah asked Chris.
“Hard as woodpecker lips,” Chris said.
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Chris and Hannah left the safe house and drove a rental SUV fifteen minutes to a neighborhood called Seven Corners. Chris turned north off Arlington Boulevard and entered a residential area filled with spacious two-story homes.
“I can see why the tangos chose this location,” Chris said. “So many trees here, and each house sits on a large lot to provide separation. Nobody can see what his neighbor is up to.”
“You just going to do a drive-by first?” Hannah asked.
“Probably. If the situation looks good, we’ll pay this guy a visit.”
Chris drove past the house, and there was only one vehicle in the driveway. “Looks good so far,” Hannah said.
No one seemed to be home at the neighbor’s house, so he pulled into the neighbor’s drive and parked. “We’ll enter the target building through the back, so nobody coming to the front will see evidence of our entry.”
“Roger,” Hannah said.
They wore civilian clothes but carried assault rifles. Leaving the neighbor’s property, they passed through a cluster of white cedar trees and walked around to the side of the target building. They looked inside the windows, but there was no sign of anyone. At the rear of the house, Chris kicked in the back door. Hannah entered first and peeled left. Chris followed her and peeled right. She was moving too fast, putting herself in Chris’s firing lane — if he had to shoot, he might end up shooting her, too. A more experienced operator would be careful not to get too far in front of his mates. Chris could speed up, but he might miss covering his area properly and get them both killed.
When they reached the kitchen, the dishwasher door was open, and there were dishes and eating utensils in the rack. The house appeared lived-in, but no one was on the first floor.
Chris and Hannah met at the stairs. “I’ll go first,” he whispered. “When we clear the rooms, be careful not to get too far ahead of me.”
This time, Hannah kept pace with him as they searched bedrooms, bathrooms, and closets. The master bedroom contained the usual furniture except for one thing: a coffin-sized wooden box. Combination locks secured it near both ends. The surrounding carpet was wet and smelled like an unflushed toilet.
Chris pulled out his lock picks, and as he worked the lock, something — or someone — stirred. After he picked the other lock, he motioned for Hannah to stand at an angle covering the box without standing in front of it. Chris stood off to the other side. He didn’t want to be in front when something blew up or when Jack-in-the-Box popped out shooting.
He quickly opened the box, and a fist-sized stench of piss and shit punched him in the face, making his eyes water and throat gag. Inside lay an Arab man clothed in a straitjacket and bound with leg irons, lying in his own filth.
“Please, help me,” the man cried in English, squinting his eyes against the light.
But Chris didn’t know if the hostage was friend or foe, and Chris didn’t have time to deal with him, so he left the man where he was and searched for more clues before taking any action.
“Please, get me out of here,” the hostage called out in Arabic this time.
Chris noticed a cell phone on a nightstand and pocketed it.
“He’s coming back any moment,” the hostage said.
“Who’s coming back?” Hannah asked.
“The Grave Man,” the hostage answered.
She looked at Chris, then back at the Arab. “Who is the Grave Man?”
“He works for Kalil.”
Chris’s senses heightened, and he looked out the window. “Do you know exactly when he’s coming back?”
“Soon!” the hostage shouted.
In the corner of the room, there was a computer on a small desk. Jackpot. He’d have to work quickly. He pulled out his burner phone and called Young to tell him about the computer. At Young’s instructions, Chris turned on the computer, opened the web browser, and found one of Young’s web pages. Young gave him an ID and password to log in.
“Now I’m going to access the computer by remote,” Young informed him. The cursor on the screen moved seemingly on its own, windows opening and closing. Young was in.
Chris let the hard drive continue to run while he manually turned off the monitor, so anyone who happened to lay eyes on the computer wouldn’t immediately notice anything unusual.
Chris braved the stench to approach the hostage. “Who are you?”
“My name is Mohammad,” the hostage said.
“That’s original.”
“Really, I’m Mohammad. Mohammad Haq.”
“Who do you work for?” Chris asked.
“Freddie Mac.”
“What do you do at Freddie Mac?”
“I’m a computer programmer,” Mohammad replied.
“How do you know Little Kale and the Grave Man?”
“They invaded my home and took me prisoner,” the man said. “I don’t know anything else about them.”
“So if I call Freddie Mac, they’re going to know who you are, but you’ve gone missing?”
“Yes!” Mohammad said.
“Then you can stay here until Freddie Mac tells me that.” Chris closed the box.
“Please, don’t close the lid,” he begged. “Please.”
Chris looked up Freddie Mac’s phone number on his phone and called. They put him on hold first. Figures. Then when the operator picked up, she transferred him to human resources, who put him on hold again. Finally, a human resources rep answered the phone, but she said she couldn’t give out personal information. Chris discreetly ended the conversation.
He turned to the closed box and said, “I’m having trouble verifying your story. You got any evidence better than your word?”
“I work for Hezbollah!” he shouted. “I keep this safe house for Hezbollah, and Grave Man wanted to use it for him and his men, but when I didn’t cooperate, he put me in this box. Grave Man works for a guy named Kalil, but Kalil has never been here.”
Chris opened the lid. “What about Professor Mordet? Has he been here?”
“I don’t know anything about any Professor Mordet.”
Hannah stood with an eye on the window. “A brown Range Rover just pulled in the driveway.”
“It’s him,” Mohammad exclaimed. “Grave Man!”
Chris hurried to the window. “What does he look like?”
“His hair is grey — beard, hair on his head,” Mohammad said. “Even his skin has a greyish tint.”
“How many men are with him?”
“Two or three.”
Chris whispered in Hannah’s ear. “We’ll stay hidden downstairs until they’re all inside.”
She nodded.
“Maybe we can take Grave Man alive.”
“What about me?” Mohammad asked.
Chris walked over and aimed his rifle at Mohammad. “Shut the hell up.”
Hannah smiled. “Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. I like it.”
Chris hurried down the stairs, two at a time. At the bottom, he took a position behind a love seat flanking the sofa, and Hannah posted behind the other love seat on the opposite flank of the sofa.
The sound of car doors closing jolted Chris’s heart with a burst of speed, and adrenaline saturated his arteries. Moisture emerged from his palms, and he worried about his rifle slipping in his hands, so he gripped it tighter. His breathing came warmer and faster. He took a deep breath in an attempt to control himself. He visualized popping up from the couch and aiming.
The doorknob rattled. Someone inserted a key and turned it. The door squeaked open. He waited for it to close. But it didn’t.
Do they sense something? They seemed to be waiting. For what? Grave Man and his men were quiet. Something is wrong. Chris popped up from behind the couch.
Grave Man and two beefy guys with pistols, who looked like bodyguards, had entered the house and aimed their pistols at Chris. Another person stood behind Grave Man and hadn’t entered the house yet.
The bodyguards fired first. One of the rounds hit the love seat, and another snapped somewhere above his left ear. All he could do was focus on survival. The noise of the bodyguards’ pistols inside the house was loud, but Chris didn’t have a sound suppressor, and his rifle was louder. He fired as soon as the first bodyguard appeared in his sights. Chris’s shot tore into the pistol side of the bodyguard’s chest, and his pistol dropped to the ground. The second bodyguard squeezed off another round, and Chris felt its heat on his neck. Chris shot him in the middle of his chest, but the second bodyguard hung on to his pistol. But before the second bodyguard could fire again, Chris popped another hole in his chest and fed him a bite of hardwood floor.
The first bodyguard frantically reached for his lost pistol, and Hannah’s rifle blazed, knocking him down.
Grave Man and his third bodyguard did a desperation dance in the doorway: Grave Man tried to exit as Third Bodyguard tried to enter. One of Chris’s rounds struck the doorframe, but the other two hit Third Bodyguard, who remained standing and looked down at the bullet holes in his chest.
Grave Man made a sprint for his Range Rover. “Moving forward!” Chris shouted to Hannah, hoping she heard and wouldn’t shoot him by accident. He trusted that she would make sure the downed bodyguards stayed down. Chris sprang to the door, and his shoulder smashed into Third Bodyguard, knocking his swaying body out of the doorway.
Grave Man was closer to the driver’s side of the Range Rover than Chris, so Chris made up for it with a hail of bullets through the driver’s side of the window. The glass exploded. “Stop!” Chris commanded in Arabic.
Grave Man jumped away from the vehicle. His feet were planted solidly on the ground like a tree trunk, and he held up his arms like branches in a breeze.
With his right hand, Chris continued to aim his weapon at Grave Man while gesturing with his left hand. “Get down! On your stomach! Hands behind your back!”
Grave Man dropped to the ground and did as he was told.
Chris slung his rifle on his back, pulled some zip ties out of his pocket, and secured Grave Man’s hands behind his back. Then he frisked Grave Man from head to feet — and retrieved a cell phone. Chris jerked him to his feet and pushed him toward the house. “Walk!”
Grave Man stumbled at first but then steadied his legs.
Chris escorted him inside, where his three bodyguards had fresh bullet holes in their skulls. Hannah had ensured they wouldn’t cause more trouble. As Chris prodded Grave Man up the stairs, he became reluctant. “What’s wrong,” Chris asked, “you don’t like where we’re going?”
Grave Man didn’t reply.
Chris made him lie down in the stinking master bedroom next to the box and zip-tied his feet. “We’re going to play a game,” Chris said. “It’s called trading places. These are the rules: you tell me where Little Kale and Professor Mordet are, and I don’t put you in the box. If you don’t tell me where they are, you go in the box.”
His arms trembled, but he didn’t speak.
Hannah assisted Chris in helping Mohammad out of the box. His legs wobbled and were too weak to stand. Chris and Hannah steadied him, guided him to the wall, and sat him down.
Mohammad spat at Grave Man and shouted an Arab insult: “My shoes are better than you!”
Chris looked at Grave Man. “Now it’s your turn.”
Grave Man’s trembling intensified. “I don’t know anything about Little Kale or Professor Mordet, I swear!”
Chris motioned for Hannah to grab his head, and Chris reached down for his legs.
Grave Man kicked his bound feet and thrashed his head.
Hannah used her fist as a tenderizer for his face, knocking him out. They picked up his heavy, limp body and dropped him on his back in the box. With his hands zip-tied behind his back, his arms would quickly become uncomfortable. The stench had dissipated somewhat, but it still made Chris gag. He didn’t know how Hannah could stand it without choking.
Within seconds, Grave Man came to. He gagged once. Twice. The third time, he gagged harder, turned his head, and vomited inside the box.
“That really is disgusting,” Chris said.
Grave Man trembled. “I don’t know who Professor Mordet is, and I can’t tell you anything about Little Kale, or he will kill me.”
Mohammad screamed at Grave Man. “I’ll kill you!”
“Right now, Grave Man,” Chris said, “I think Little Kale is the least of your worries.”
“I’ll give you money!” Grave Man shouted. “Twenty thousand dollars.”
Chris chuckled. “Money. You just don’t get it, do you?” He closed the lid and fiddled with the latches to make it sound like he was locking them.
Grave Man’s voice strained more, but the box muffled it, and Chris and Hannah descended the stairs. With both men secured upstairs, Chris called Young. “How’s it going with that computer?” he asked.
“Did a cross-drive analysis, and two words are significantly more frequent than others: Washington and Dallas,” Young answered.
The word Dallas made Chris’s heart sink. Reverend Luther and his congregation could be in danger. “We suspected an attack on Washington, but what do they want with Dallas?”
“Not clear,” Young said. “Maybe they’re going to attack both.”
“We’ve got another cell for you to hack,” Chris said.
“Go.”
Chris used Grave Man’s cell phone to log into Young’s website. Seconds later, Young was hacking the phone. Chris returned it to his pocket, turned to Hannah, and asked, “Any idea what their target is in Dallas?”
Hannah shook her head. “Not a clue.”
“Me, neither.” He took a deep breath. “Ready to blow this joint?” Chris asked.
“Blow as in boom-boom or bye-bye?”
He smiled. “It’s tempting to blow these guys up, but we better leave them for the FBI. We can call Trinity from the car.”
“As you wish,” Hannah said.
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Hannah sat in the driver’s seat and was starting the ignition when Chris’s cell phone rang.
“It’s me,” Young said.
“What’s up?” Chris asked.
“Little Kale is meeting with members of a terrorist cell at a mall — Tysons One.”
Chris swiveled the phone away from his face. “Hannah, how far away is Tysons One from here?”
Hannah put the vehicle into drive. “About fifteen minutes.”
“What time is Little Kale’s meeting?” Chris asked into the phone.
“I don’t know. We’re still trying to decipher the messages. I’ll call you back.”
Hannah drove onto Arlington Boulevard and headed west before exiting to Virginia State Route 7 and following it to the Tysons Corner Center turnoff. The tangle of roads, cars, and concrete made for an unsightly jungle. Enormous concrete pillars, holding up a metrorail, ran through the middle of it, adding to the ugliness. “Tysons Corner Center is the real name of the mall,” Hannah said. “It was built before the Tysons Galleria across the street, so people call the original Tysons One and the newer Galleria, Tysons Two.” She pulled into the parking lot to her left and parked in the first available spot.
“At least there’s parking,” Chris said.
They scanned the area before placing their rifles in the backseat under a blanket. They wouldn’t be able to walk around incognito carrying them. Chris felt the outline of his pistol on his right hip, hidden under his shirt. He visualized lifting his shirt and grasping the pistol handle. They stepped out of the SUV and entered the mall through Nordstrom.
Hannah led Chris to the northwest corner of the department store and into the main part of the mall. The vanilla-colored tile floors and spacious three stories illuminated by white light and reflections of gold gave the interior a rich appearance. A significant number of women wore hijabs— head scarves. For a moment, the presence of so many Muslims made him nervous, but he realized it was normal for the area. He had no beef with Muslims. Nikkia had been a Muslim, and she’d been a better Christian than him.
“We can blend in with the other customers at the food court and have a decent view of the mall,” she said. “If I were planning a meeting in the mall, I’d have it in the food court.”
Chris nodded in agreement, and he followed her to the food court, where most of the restaurants had only just opened. It was still fairly quiet.
“We better get something to eat,” he said.
“Right now?” she asked.
“I don’t actually want to eat, but it’ll help our cover.”
“Five Guys is pretty popular,” she said with a shrug.
They ordered cheeseburgers, fries, and sodas and then found an open table with a good view. Chris’s phone vibrated as he sat down. “Hello?”
“Me, again,” Young said.
“Yes.”
“The meeting is at the food court.”
His guts dropped inside him, and he glanced around.
“Little Kale’s contact will be wearing a red shirt for identification,” Young added.
“Do you have a time for the meeting?” Chris whispered. “Is this a man or woman? Caucasian or Arab?”
“That’s all I got. I’ll call you if we find out more.” Young hung up.
Chris relayed the information to Hannah quietly, forcing himself to keep a smile on his face so it looked like was just talking with a friend, but she couldn’t hide the look in her eyes. It was exactly how Chris felt.
He scanned the food court for their target. A man with dark skin, a beard, and a red shirt sat alone eating kabobs. “I wish I knew what Little Kale looked like.” Chris said.
“You don’t know what he looks like?”
“He wore a hood when he kidnapped me.”
A large man approached the area near the man in the red shirt. He looked about Little Kale’s size, but he passed Red Shirt’s table without handing off anything or speaking to him. Then the large man left the food court.
He searched the area again. A Caucasian woman in a ruby-red blouse stood alone for a few minutes and looked around as if she were waiting for someone. Then she ordered a soda and sat down. As she sipped on her drink, no one joined her.
Two muscular, tattooed Caucasian men loitered at the edge of the food court but didn’t buy any food. Although they looked like ex-cons, neither of them wore a red shirt, and no one met with them.
Over at the McDonald’s counter, Chris noticed a man wearing a burgundy Washington Redskins jersey placing his order. Is the contact wearing red-red or burgundy-red? The man paid in cash and then stood off to the side and waited for his food. He didn’t seem to be one of their targets, but a professional would be able to blend in easily, too. His Redskins jersey stuck out in Chris’s mind. On the phone, Young had mentioned Washington and Dallas.
Chris used his cell phone to access the NFL website. He clicked on the Washington Redskins and examined their game schedule. He jerked his head up to Hannah’s face. “Today, the Washington Redskins are playing the Dallas Cowboys at 4:25 p.m.”
Her eyes widened, and she stopped sipping from her straw.
“Where’s the Redskins’ stadium?” Chris asked.
“FedExField. In Maryland.”
“How many people does that stadium hold?”
“Eighty-five thousand,” she whispered, her face paling. “But … but how are they going to sneak enough explosives into the stadium?”
“I don’t know. The meeting here probably has something to do with it.” Chris dialed Young and recapped their theory then resumed watching the man in the jersey…
“Could that be Little Kale?” Hannah asked, her voice barely audible. “In front of Macy’s, coming this way.”
A big guy and three goons swaggered through the mall like they owned it. They certainly had the attitude for Little Kale and his ghosts. The eldest ghost touched his side like he wasn’t used to carrying his pistol concealed. Or itching to pull the trigger.
Chris glanced back at Redskins, who had received his meal and was taking it to the opposite end of the dining area. But Little Kale didn’t head in his direction. Instead, one of the two tattooed Caucasians made direct eye contact with the woman in the ruby shirt.
“If we find Little Kale, should we take him down here?” Hannah asked.
“We could. Or we could catch him in the parking lot and roll him up there — limit the collateral damage.”
The big Arab sat with Ruby while his thugs stood ten meters away. Eldest Ghost touched his side again. The Arab grunted between words with the woman. Then he grunted again.
“That grunt,” Chris said. “I’ve met a lot people, but I’ve never heard a grunt like that.”
“Are you sure?”
“It has to be Little Kale.”
A group of customers got up from one of the tables next to Little Kale and Ruby. Little Kale’s thugs noticed and moved in to take the table. On the way, Eldest Ghost bumped into a young Arab woman who wore designer jeans and a fashionable scarf and robe. “That was rude,” she said in Arabic.
Eldest Ghost stopped in his tracks and turned to her. “What?”
“You just bumped into me and didn’t say anything. That’s rude.”
“You should watch where you are walking.”
“You bumped into me,” she said in English.
Some heads turned to watch their argument.
“Look at how you are dressed,” he continued in Arabic. “Your wrists, ankles, and hair are showing, and that fabric is too thin. It shows too much of your body shape. Its style is too Western. That is not hijab!”
His two comrades tried to discourage him from arguing, but they were younger than him, and he wouldn’t listen.
She put her hands on her hips. “I love Allah, and I’ll show it how I please. In the Koran, there’s no dress requirement for full body cover like you say. You should study the Koran, you old fool!”
He cocked his hand back to strike her, but an Arab male in jeans and a tight black T-shirt, stepped in. He pushed Eldest Ghost, knocking him on his ass. “You don’t touch her!” he shouted in English.
A pair of women cheered for the guy in jeans. If they really understood what situation they were in, they’d be heading for the nearest exit. When Eldest Ghost stood and reached down to his hip, Chris only had a split second to react: defend the couple or maintain his cover. Chris drew his pistol, so did Eldest Ghost, and the cheering women screamed.
Chris’s line of fire to him was clear, and the closest bystanders were a couple sitting at a nearby table. Chris crouched and shuffle-stepped to the side to create more separation between his line of fire and the couple at the table behind. Eldest Ghost spotted Chris and shifted his aim from the boyfriend to Chris’s direction, but Chris brought his pistol to bear on Eldest Ghost before he brought his weapon to bear on him. Chris’s trigger finger started to squeeze before the tango appeared in Chris’s sights, and when Eldest Ghost appeared in his sights, he squeezed the rest of the way. Bang! The shot cracked Eldest Ghost’s arm, pieces of bone flying like a frag grenade into his body. Bang! The second 9 mm slug seemed to catch Eldest Ghost directly in the lung. He went down, and he didn’t stand again.
The food court broke into a full-scale panic. People froze, screamed, dove under tables, and ran for exits.
One of Eldest Ghost’s comrades drew his pistol, but before he could aim at Chris, Hannah gunned him down. The remaining tango was a cool customer — he backed away from the table with his hands in the air. Meanwhile, Little Kale and Ruby stood up and walked away. The cool tango gained momentum, trying to catch up with Little Kale. The two tattoos left their position and sped toward Ruby.
Chris and Hannah followed. Little Kale glanced back at them and then picked up speed. Chris and Hannah did, too.
Little Kale must’ve been on to them because he and his entourage busted through the middle of the mall, knocking people out of the way. The tangos reached the opposite end of the mall before ducking out of sight in the Bloomingdale’s department store.
Chris rushed into the department store. Passing a display of overpriced handbags, he continued past racks of fine clothing and ventured deeper into the store, but he saw no sign of the terrorists. Then he spotted Ruby and her two tattooed men nearing the exit. He crouched, using the racks of clothes for concealment, and stalked her. Chris glanced back to check on Hannah, but she wasn’t there.
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Hannah spotted Little Kale’s upper body near the escalator on the second floor of Bloomingdale’s. Instinctively, she dropped low and stepped onto the escalator. She figured that, at any moment, Chris would turn around and spot her, but he continued farther into the department store, focused on something ahead.
Turn around, damn it. Little Kale is getting away.
She wanted to call to him, but that would alert Little Kale. The escalator maintained its ascent, and Chris maintained his forward course until he was no longer in view.
She stepped off on the second floor, concealed her pistol in her hip holster under her blouse and followed Little Kale through several departments of Bloomingdale’s. Little Kale exited Bloomingdale’s, and she followed him in the direction of Macy’s.
He’s probably going back to his vehicle.
His underling slowly turned around, and Hannah hid in a shop to her left. An eager Verizon salesman greeted her. Although locking herself into a long, expensive contract wasn’t a high priority for her at the moment, speaking to the salesman helped her blend with the other shoppers. He was in his early twenties, and the sparkle in his eye suggested he might be interested in more than phone sales. She smiled at him and popped out of the store as fast as she’d popped in. Staying close to the shops, she rushed toward Little Kale and Underling, closing the gap between them and her.
Underling glanced over his shoulder, catching Hannah between shops. There was no place for her to hide, so she did the next best thing — she went for her pistol. In hand-to-hand combat, she was confident she could give both of them instant colonoscopies, but ten meters away and with pistolas, all she had was optimism. “Police!” she shouted with authority. Rather than move back to the nearest store and use it for cover, she moved forward aggressively, hoping to use the next shop.
Underling grabbed at his hip, but Hannah didn’t wait to see if he was going for a pack of throat lozenges. She jerked the trigger, pulling her pistol down and to the left. Even so, her first shot struck Underling in the gut, wiping the cool look right off his face. Her second round punched him in the chest, and he toppled forward, crashing head-first to the floor.
She looked around for Little Kale, but he’d vanished, probably into one of the stores. In the time it took to draw a sidearm, he reappeared, barrel blazing. The sudden attack from him surprised her, but she side-stepped left and entered a Häagen-Dazs store, escaping his blistering assault. A pool of melted ice cream covered the floor, and people huddled under tables and behind the counter. Another shopper called out in fear. All eyes in the store locked on Hannah and her pistol. “It’s okay. I’m one of the good gals,” she said.
Outside, people scattered in opposite directions; one woman was bleeding. A lull in Little Kale’s barrage gave Hannah a chance to return the love. She went prone and leaned out of the shop, searching for a clean shot. She found it and returned fire, but Little Kale exposed little of his body other than his head and shooting arm. Her first shot grazed his arm, but the other missed.
Little Kale’s muzzle flashed again, and her whole world went black.
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Ruby’s tattooed duo spotted Chris following them, pulled out their guns, and pointed them sideways at him, gangster style. He already had his pistol out and dropped the first Tattoo. The other continued to fire rapidly, making a lot of noise and hitting nothing but some clothes and a mannequin. Chris laid him out next to his homey.
Ruby ducked out of sight, so Chris had to peek around the corner to see her. She groped on the ground for one of her men’s pistols. “Freeze!” Chris yelled, but it made no difference. Ruby picked up one of the pistols. Chris fired at her but missed and hit the tattooed body lying in front of her. Tattoo cried out in pain. The woman sent her first bullet Chris’s way, and it grazed the side of his head. He tapped one between her eyes before she got off a second shot. All three of them lay motionless.
A pudgy clerk lay on the ground nearby, shaking. She stared at him like he was an alien that had just beamed down from a UFO. The woman gestured, pointing to her ear and then the floor next to Chris. At first, he didn’t understand, but after searching the area where she pointed, he noticed his prosthetic ear on the floor. Ruby’s shot must’ve knocked it off. He picked it up and examined it. Other than a little dirt, it seemed fine. He brushed it off before putting it back on his head. The magnet in his ear affixed firmly to the metal plate in his head. The clerk stared as if he were beaming back up to his UFO.
A commotion above the commotion arose in the mall behind him. He was so absorbed in his own gunfight that he’d totally lost track of everything else.
Hannah.
He rushed out of Bloomingdale’s and into the main area of the mall. He followed the noise, trying to locate the source. It was coming from the second floor rather than the first. Hannah was probably in the thick of it with Little Kale and Cool Tango.
Please be okay.
He could backtrack into Bloomingdale’s and take the escalator up, losing time and distance. Or he could race ahead to Macy’s and block any chance of Little Kale’s escape — catching the terrorist between Hannah’s gun and his.
What goes up must come down.
He tore through the mall. Frightened people crammed into shops, many on their cell phones, giving him a clear path. When he reached the food court, he hung a left and kept running until he got to Macy’s. Frightened shoppers gawked at him. Frantically, he scanned the area for an escalator until he spotted it. He found it, also noting an elevator and three exits to the parking lot.
It was also possible Little Kale wouldn’t exit Macy’s at all. If I were Little Kale, I’d exit one of the other shops in case someone like me was waiting to spring an ambush.
Chris holstered his pistol and exited the mall with a mob of shoppers pushing each other, desperate to get away. Cars almost collided as they hurried out of the parking lot. Though sirens squalled in the distance, the police and other emergency responders hadn’t appeared yet. He ran to the middle of the parking lot, stood behind a parked truck, and turned around to observe the mall exits and his surroundings. No one suspicious left the mall.
But someone approached from the parking lot to the northwest — Little Kale — fifty meters away. Chris kept a low profile, but a shiny black Mercedes pulled out from the parking lot where he stood and rolled in Little Kale’s direction. It may have been a coincidence, but if it wasn’t, he was already too late to catch up. He sprinted through the parking lot to reach Little Kale before he rendezvoused with the vehicle, but Little Kale spotted Chris and walked faster. Then he broke from a hurry into a run.
Chris pumped his thighs harder and harder, sucking in quick shots of oxygen. Someone opened a door in Chris’s path, and he just barely dodged the obstacle. Twenty-five meters away from Chris, Little Kale neared the Mercedes. Chris drew his pistol and fired. A miss. Little Kale jumped in the back-seat of the Mercedes, and it sped away.
Chris couldn’t outrun it, of course, and the situation seemed impossible, but he didn’t lose sight of the mission, pumping his legs madly. When a truck pulled out, the Mercedes bumped into it. Little Kale’s driver tried to push the truck out of the way, but no luck. The driver shifted into reverse, speeding backward in Chris’s direction. Chris planted his feet, aimed through the back at the driver, and squeezed. Once. Twice. As the vehicle passed within a few meters of Chris, he fired one round at the driver through the passenger side, but the vehicle kept going. Tracking, Chris shot repeatedly through the front windshield at the driver, but it still didn’t slow — and it didn’t turn. It kept running in reverse, off the parking lot, across a grassy island and into the crowded intersection of International Drive and Chain Bridge Road. A semi truck hit its brakes with a hydraulic groan and rubber squeal, ramming into the passenger side of the car, knocking it into the opposite lane. A small car swerved to avoid it, but the next car behind clipped the spinning tail, finally bringing Little Kale’s vehicle to a stop.
Chris’s lungs seared as he ran toward the accident. Cars in both lanes of Chain Bridge Road came to a squealing halt as drivers pounded on their horns. When the light on International Drive turned green, the intersection was so jammed up cars couldn’t proceed. Chris ran so hard that he puked. He spit the funk out of his mouth and ran onward until he reached the intersection.
Much of the passenger side of Little Kale’s car was crushed. Chris grabbed the door behind the driver and pulled it, metal screeching, partway open, but it became stuck. He gave it some muscle, and the opening extended farther. The stink of gasoline burned his nostrils, and the floor was wet. The car dashboard and seat sandwiched the driver like a piece of sagging lunchmeat. In the back seat, Little Kale’s arm hung like it was dislocated; his legs were bent at impossible angles, one of them pinned under the seat in front of him. One side of his face was puffy and bloody. His eyes were dazed, and he breathed in shallow, rapid grunts.
Chris ignored the danger and crawled in and sat next to him.
“So,” Little Kale said slowly in Arabic, as if he were fighting off a deep sleep, “you must be … the one.”
Chris spoke in Arabic, too. “The one?”
“The one … I keep hearing about.”
“From who?” Chris asked.
“Are you afraid? Of death?” Little Kale’s voice was strained, as if each word sapped more energy out of him.
“Not too afraid,” Chris said. “Not physical death.”
“What other death is there?”
“You’ve been drinking it your whole adult life, Little Kale.”
“There’s nothing little about me.”
“You used to be big, but now you’re small.”
Little Kale’s face flushed red. “I don’t know who you are. But you’re a dead man.”
Chris reached for Little Kale’s pocket to search it. Little Kale tried to stop him, but Chris took hold of his hand and twisted it around until his wrist snapped with a horrible crack. Little Kale squawked like a wounded bird. Chris pulled a plasticuff from his pocket and secured Little Kale’s broken wrist to the dead driver’s. With another plasticuff, he tied the driver’s opposite hand to the misshapen steering wheel. Then he emptied Little Kale’s pockets: cell phone, wallet, and keys. Little Kale tried to pull his leg out from under the seat in front of him, but it was locked tight and he cried in pain. He attempted to pull his hands loose from Chris’s cuffs, but Chris punched him into submission.
Little Kale regained consciousness. “Who are you?”
“Do you remember Nikkia?” Chris asked. “The elementary school bint you kidnapped and let die? I’m her friend.”
Little Kale cocked his head, puzzled. “Her friend?”
“I want to know where Professor Mordet is,” Chris said.
Little Kale’s lips quivered before he spoke. “Be careful what you wish for.”
Chris leaned in closer. “You’re afraid of him.”
“He says you’re his equal.”
“Then you should be afraid of me,” Chris said.
Little Kale’s lips didn’t stop trembling.
Chris showed him the lighter with his name written on it: Kalil.
Little Kale grunted. “Where’d you get that?”
“I was the American diplomat’s son you kidnapped.”
“I need a doctor,” Little Kale said.
“You need someone to clean up this fuel leak.”
“This is America. I have rights,” Little Kale said, his voice raising in pitch.
Chris held up the lighter. “I carry this as a survival tool. And a reminder.”
“I have rights.”
“You have the right to tell me where Professor Mordet is,” Chris growled. “If you do, I’ll let you live. That’s more rights than you ever gave Nikkia.”
“If I tell you, he’ll eat me alive!”
“Do you want to be burned alive now or eaten alive later?”
Little Kale jerked on his bound hand but couldn’t free himself. “You can’t do this!”
Chris became aware of the heat burning through the windshield. The fumes in the car might combust at any moment, taking both Chris and Little Kale up in smoke. He twirled the lighter in his hand.
“You’re insane!” Little Kale shouted. “Help me! Somebody help me!”
Chris flicked the lighter and the flame rose. “I want to make you suffer for what you did to Nikkia. I detest you. I want to do more than kill you; I want to murder you.” Chris was beside himself, as cruelty, hate and murder coursed through him — the three things Reverend Luther had prayed wouldn’t fill Chris’s heart, even in battle. Chris felt helpless, trapped by his own rage.
“I can’t tell you!” Little Kale shouted.
“Help me to help you! I’m on the edge here! Give me something to work with. Anything!” Chris wanted to step out of the vehicle, toss the lit lighter on the floor, and slam the door.
“I hope Professor Mordet eats you! Slowly!”
Chris looked at Little Kale then at his lighter.
God help me. Please.
He took a deep breath. In a moment of clarity, he took control of his body, closed the lighter lid, and put the lighter in his pocket. Chris was back inside his body, but his senses were overwhelmed, becoming too anesthetized to notice anything around him. He didn’t remember crawling out of the vehicle, but he was suddenly outside of it. He pushed hard on the crumpled door, and metal screeched against metal until it closed. Then he walked away.
“There’s someone inside that car!” a woman wrapped in makeup, jewels, and designer clothes yelled from a small group of onlookers.
“His leg is pinned under the car seat in front of him,” Chris said. “First responders are going to have to cut him out.”
Another lady gawked and pointed in the direction of Little Kale’s car.
Chris stopped and turned around.
The interior of the vehicle was on fire. Little Kale screamed, but his shouts were stifled inside the car. Soon, windows cracked under the intense heat. There was no saving Little Kale now, and Chris was too numb to feel anything except relief that Little Kale’s fate was no longer in his hands. And that Little Kale would never terrorize anyone ever again.
He took out Little Kale’s phone, switched it on, logged on to Young’s website, and the phone took on a life of its own. Young was on it now.
Chris headed back to the mall and sped up to a jog. Then a run. He searched for Hannah on the second floor, but all he found were bloodstains surrounded by police tape and law enforcement officers outside a Häagen-Dazs shop. He posed as Hannah’s brother and asked the police officers what had happened to her. They said one woman was killed and the other had a concussion. Their description of the woman with a concussion seemed to match Hannah. He used his own phone to call Young and asked if he had any information on her whereabouts.
“I don’t know where she is. But from what you’re saying, it sounds like Hannah is the woman with the concussion,” Young said.
Exhausted, Chris sat down on a bench. “If you find out more details, let me know.”
“Will do. You might be interested to know that there’s one anonymous phone number in Little Kale’s directory that he calls often. The number doesn’t appear in the other tangos’ directories.
Chris closed his eyes for a moment. “Mordet.”
“That’s what I was thinking.”
“Do you have a location for him?” Chris asked.
“Too many. Could you use Little Kale’s phone to give him a call? That might help me pinpoint him.”
“Sure.”
Young gave it to him.
“Okay.” Chris ended the call, put his phone away, took out Little Kale’s cell, and called the anonymous number. It rang. And rang.
“What’s wrong?” Mordet answered.
“Little Kale won’t be joining you,” Chris said.
There was a pause. Mordet spoke in a relaxed voice. “Little Kale was an idiot. But I am intelligent enough to make up for his weakness.”
“You’re not going to blow up the Redskins-Cowboys game.”
Professor Mordet was quiet for a moment. “Oh, but I am, I surely am, and herein lies the paradox: I am the Teumessian fox that can never be caught. And you are Laelaps, the dog that catches everything.”
“We may both turn into stone, but you’re not killing those eighty-five thousand people,” Chris said.
“I will. And someone special to you will die, and you and I will shine in the sky for billions of years like Canis Minor and Canis Major.”
“What do you mean someone special?” Chris asked.
“Search your soul, and you will know who.”
“You’re bluffing. You’re just trying to distract me.”
“Now if you will be so kind as to excuse me, I have some work to do.”
The line went dead.
“Damn!” Chris shouted.
People nearby turned and looked at him.
His personal phone rang. The caller ID showed Young’s name.
“I still can’t pinpoint him,” Young said with disappointment when Chris picked up.
“How long will it take?”
“I don’t know how many hours.”
“We don’t have many hours,” Chris said.
“I know. I’ll do what I can,” Young said before hanging up.
Chris sat there on the bench, hollowness growing inside him. He looked at his watch. Kickoff was a little over four hours away. The most likely place for Mordet to be was in the vicinity of the Redskins’ stadium, but without any solid leads, he’d be chasing phantoms. And even if he knew where Mordet was, he still didn’t know if Hannah was all right. He squeezed his eyes shut, pushing back the tears that threatened to spill out.
Where are you, God?
Reverend Luther’s voice echoed in his mind. God is always in the same place. We’re the ones who move closer or farther away. Chris wanted to be closer, but the dark cloud of discouragement hovered over him.
Thousands of innocent people will die.
As his sorrow swallowed him deeper and deeper, he felt more and more like the helpless boy at the bottom of the abandoned well. He’d used his belt buckle to scratch off a tally of each day. After three days, he’d still had no food or water, becoming so feeble that he’d known he was near death. He’d prayed to be rescued, but when he’d received no answer, he’d scratched a message on the wall telling his parents that he loved them.
Then he’d heard something that sounded like a voice coming from above. He had looked up. The night sky had seemed lighter, but no one had been there. But he’d heard the voice again. It had been a small, mild voice that shot to his heart like a diamond bullet, making his body tremble. In an instant, he’d known it must’ve been the voice of an angel. Or God. He’d feared that he might melt in the presence of such a holy being or be struck by lightning. And although he’d wanted to crawl under a rock and hide, there had been nowhere to go. The voice had spoken again, and that time Chris had understood: Fear not. On the morrow, when the night cometh, you will be saved. The sky had become darker after that, and the voice hadn’t returned.
During the next day of captivity, Chris had barely had enough energy to think about the voice. Although he’d thought he might’ve been hallucinating, he’d believed his experience had been real. Weakening further, he’d drifted in and out of consciousness. In the evening, he’d tried to stay awake, but he’d realized that his salvation might be death. He’d fallen asleep waiting to be saved, only to be awakened by the sound of the air being beaten. For a moment, he’d thought it was angels, but when he’d heard gunshots and machine gun fire, he’d realized it was helicopters. Minutes later, a light had flashed down on him, and a voice had called to him, “Chris Paladin, are you down there?”
He’d tried to cry out and wave, but his voice had come out faint, and he’d barely been able to lift his arms.
“Chris, I’m a Navy SEAL. I’m here to rescue you.” A shadow had descended the well, and when it had touched bottom, the man had strapped Chris into a harness, hooked them together, and then they’d ascended.
Chris sat in the mall trying to make sense of it all. He remembered his sermon before leaving Dallas, how the man who’d wavered between belief and unbelief had finally sided on belief, which resulted in the healing of his son. On the mission to stop Mordet, Chris had wavered, too — struggling to be both a minister and a SEAL. His sermon had been more for himself than it had been for his congregation, he realized now. Since childhood, his personal relationship with God was always his key to overcoming doubt. Once again, it was time for Chris to believe. It was time to save those thousands of people.
His phone rang then, and he glanced at the screen. Young. Chris answered.
“Just did another cross-data check, and one word was significant,” Young said.
“One word?” Chris asked.
“Aegis. In the IT world, the Aegis handles a computer network’s authentication, but I can’t figure out how they’ll use that to blow up the game.”
Chris was quiet for a moment as he thought. In Greek mythology, Zeus and Athena carried a shield called Aegis. But what does that have to do with the stadium?
He thought some more. Then the realization hit him. He swallowed. “Jim Bob said that he believed the Department of Defense weapons systems were vulnerable and that if Mordet obtained the black box on the Switchblade Whisper, he could use the crypto, security, and authentication to hack into the Department of Defense. The Navy developed a missile guidance combat system called Aegis. It’s all computerized.”
“So Mordet needed the Switchblade Whisper in order to hack into Aegis,” Young said. “Wouldn’t he have to pilot the ship within missile range of the Redskins’ stadium?”
Chris stood and hurried to the nearest exit. “Naval Station Norfolk has plenty of ships capable of carrying missiles that can strike the Redskins’ stadium or beyond. I’m on my way there right now. We’ve only got a few hours. Let me know if you get anything new.”
“Will do.”
Chris arrived at the rental car, only to remember that Hannah had the keys.
Damn.
At least he knew how to pick a lock and hotwire a car.
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Chris sped south on I-95, anxiously checking his side and rearview mirrors, looking for police who might try to pull him over or slow him down. If only they could slow down his thoughts, instead.
Is Hannah okay? Am I going in the right direction? Will I make it in time to stop Mordet? I can’t let those eighty-five thousand people die. I’m losing my mind.
“Shit. Shit-shit. Shit, shit-shit…” He repeated the same words aloud over and over. The repetition gave him a sense of stability and took his mind off losing his sanity.
Chris’s phone rang again, and he answered it.
“Norfolk just experienced a cell phone outage in areas that include the Naval Station,” Young said.
“Shit,” he said again. “If Mordet hits a ship’s quarterdeck, communications and armory all at the same time, no one can call for help, and the security team will have no access to their weapons.”
He slammed his foot down on the accelerator.
* * *
Three hours and two hundred miles south later, Chris arrived in Norfolk.
Most of the naval station’s security faced inland, and their training centered on planned exercises at scheduled dates and times that seemed more of a dog and pony show than a true test of security. It often left the water unwatched, or at least not watched by careful eyes. Once when he was in the Teams, he’d forgotten his military ID card, and he’d actually swum onto base. He hoped to do the same today at Naval Station Norfolk.
Chris parked his car on the north shore of Willoughby Bay and studied the base across the water. Although it would be a shorter swim to the heliport, that was a restricted area and probably more difficult to infiltrate, so he chose to swim to the Navy’s recreational marina, nearly a kilometer away.
He left his rifle and Little Kale’s things in the vehicle, but he kept his pistol in its concealed holster. Both the pistol and holster could take the water, but his cell phone couldn’t. He pulled out a waterproof bag, and before he sealed his cell phone in it, he checked to see if he had a phone signal. He did. Good. The utilities must’ve already fixed the cell phone outage. He placed the phone in his bag, sealed it, and returned it to the thigh pocket of his cargo pants.
Chris slipped into the water and swam a combat sidestroke, which gave him a low profile without splashes. Nobody on the base seemed to notice him yet, and as he expected, there was no visible security facing the bay. He swam until he reached a mound of rocks that formed a seawall protecting the marina from being eroded by small waves in the harbor. His pace had been fast; it had only taken him eighteen minutes. He wasn’t the same kid who had walked off the street into the Navy, that was for sure. And now the stakes were infinitely higher.
Chris stepped out of the water scanning the area for onlookers. He didn’t see any, so he walked inland across the wall of rocks and stepped onto the base.
Here I am. Now what?
He set the timer on his watch: T-minus sixty minutes until missile launch. He took off his shirt, wrung the water out of it before donning it again, and walked past a family in civilian clothes. They gave him an odd look as if wondering why his clothes were wet. Then a pair of sailors passed, paying him little attention, if any. They either hadn’t noticed or hadn’t cared. He continued south along the wharf. After passing nearly three kilometers of piers with ships tied to them, he still had three more kilometers of piers to go. Not knowing exactly what he was looking for, he felt lost.
As he proceeded to Pier Nine, a sunless mood came over him. The USS Normandy, a guided missile cruiser, was moored by itself to the north. He passed the pier, and the shadowy feeling brightened. It was as if a giant dark cloud hovered over the Normandy itself.
Mordet. I can feel you.
He returned to Pier Nine. The pier security guard’s gaze narrowed on him as he approached. Chris examined the sailor quickly. The guard’s hair came slightly over his ears. Either he was a sailor pushing regulations or an imposter. Chris suspected the latter. He’s too alert — unlike a sailor who has stood too many watches in home port, and nothing happens. But something is about to happen, and this guy knows it.
“Sir, this pier is temporarily on lockdown for a security drill,” the guard said.
“I’m investigating a terrorist threat in the area,” Chris countered, “and I’d like to know where you went to boot camp?” Every sailor remembers where he went to boot camp, and whoever says it’s classified information is lying.
“Huh?” the guard asked.
“Did you go to boot camp in South Carolina or Texas?”
“Texas.”
Chris took a step toward him. “Wrong answer.”
The guard’s hand inched slowly in the direction of the pistol on his hip. “I’m sorry, I meant South Carolina.”
“Wrong again,” Chris said.
The guard reached for his pistol, which Chris realized had an extended holster, probably for a sound suppressor. There was nothing Navy about the man other than his uniform. Chris stepped forward and struck him with an open-handed chop to the throat, stunning him. Chris grabbed his head and wrenched it around until the guard’s spine snapped, and his body dropped to the ground like a sack of elephant shit.
He proceeded to the 173-foot cruiser. It’s the weekend. Most of the crew will be off the ship. He walked up to the brow, a portable metal plank that connected the ship to shore. Partway across the brow, he stopped and stood at attention facing the US flag aft, then he continued to the end of the brow and stopped at attention facing the older of two sailors on the quarterdeck. “Request permission to come aboard,” Chris said.
Instead of asking for Chris’s ID and granting permission, the older sailor said, “We’re under lockdown right now, and you can’t board the ship.”
Similar to the imposter on the pier, his holster wasn’t regulation.
“Are you the OOD?” Chris asked.
The sailor hesitated. “Yes.”
Chris pointed to the other guy. “Is that your Petty Officer of the Watch?”
“Yes.”
“Where’s your Messenger?” Chris asked.
“I told you, we’re under lockdown.”
“Why are both of you armed instead of just one?” Chris asked. “Why sound-suppressed pistols? And what are these stains all over the quarterdeck?”
The fake OOD reached for his gun, but Chris got to his own first and let the air out of the imposter. Meanwhile, the other “sailor” was drawing his sound-suppressed weapon. Chris’s bullets swept him aside.
His pocket vibrated. Damn. If he’d been sneaking up on someone and his cell had gone off, he’d be a dead man. After taking his phone out of his pocket, he noticed the caller ID: Young.
“What?” Chris whispered.
“You were right! Mordet hacked into the USS Normandy’s Aegis combat system, and he’s uploading GPS coordinates and TERCOM leading to two targets.” TERCOM was the Terrain Contour Matching navigation system used for cruise missiles. Each missile would follow the pre-recorded contour maps, use its internal radar to record its current locations, digitally match the uploaded map with its current location, correlate for accurate flight, and adjust for any deviance until it reached its target.
“We know that he’s targeting the Redskins’ stadium. But you just said two targets.”
“Just a sec. He’s going to fire a Block II TLAM A.”
Chris’s heart sank. Each Tomahawk Land Attack Missile could travel distances up to 2500 kilometers at a speed of 890 kilometers per hour. They delivered an air-burst of four hundred fifty kilograms of high explosives, enough to kill all eighty-five thousand people at the Redskins-Cowboys game.
“Where’s the second target?” Chris asked.
“Oh, no.”
“Where?”
“The White House.”
Chris continued to scan the area for immediate threats. “Mordet said he was going to kill someone special. He must’ve meant the president. We’ve got to stop him.”
“When Mordet hacked into the Aegis, he left a back door open. I’m into the C&D, but he’s blocking me from the Weapon Control System. I need access to that in order to terminate the launch.”
“I’m heading to the CIC to shut him down.”
“What’s the CIC?” Young asked.
“Combat Information Center. It’s the tactical center of the ship.”
“I’ll keep trying to shut him down, too,” Young said. “Be careful.”
“Out.” Chris turned off his phone, zipped it in the bag, and put it back into his thigh pocket.
He opened a grey hatch, not knowing what would come next but hoping he’d rise to the occasion. He walked forward, aiming his pistol at each danger area, and as he reached the ladder leading up to the CIC, a beastly thug with a submachine gun came down the ladder. The beast lifted his weapon, but Chris squeezed the trigger of his pistol, giving him open-heart surgery. Someone else’s bullets sprayed down the ladder in his direction, and he jumped back to avoid the projectiles.
“I was expecting you, Chris,” Professor Mordet called from the top of the ladder. “You had me worried for a little while. I thought you might be late for the show, but you are just in time.”
Submachine guns poked down the ladder as if searching for Chris. His heart rate flicked to full auto, and his palms became slick. He squeezed his pistol tighter. When the first tango appeared, Chris fired, but he missed. He fired again, but the tangos’ weapons withdrew. “Glad to know I’m not late,” Chris said.
“You cannot stop the rain from falling,” Mordet said. “You can put up an umbrella to keep yourself dry, but others are going to get wet.”
“Not if I can help it.”
“But you cannot help it. I have already taken over the ship’s Weapon Control System and set it on an automatic program timed to launch two Tomahawk missiles at kickoff of the Redskins-Cowboys game. But you already knew that, didn’t you?” There was a cruel happiness in his tone. “Whether the president attends the game or watches from the White House, the outcome will be the same. The Weapon Control System can no longer be manipulated from the CIC. No one can stop the rain now. Not even you.”
Chris maneuvered around to a ladder on the port side, hoping to find another way to the CIC, but three men had already descended the steps and declared open season on him. He hastily shot back at them to slow their advance before he ducked out of their line of fire. He had to get there before Mordet’s men trapped him in the passageway athwart ship. He aimed his weapon chest-high as he turned the corner and ran into a tango. The abrupt encounter startled Chris, and he jerked the trigger, but at point-blank range, he didn’t miss. He continued to pull the trigger rapidly: surprise, speed, and violence of action. Point-blank’s body collapsed on the man behind him, and they both fell to the floor. More shuffling noises came from the top of the ladder.
Meanwhile, the port side gang reached Chris’s passageway and lit up the air around him. He stepped aft, out of their firing lane, but it occurred to him that the portside gang might circle around and trap him, so he went farther aft, returning outside to the quarterdeck, where the OOD and POOW imposters lay dead. Now he had more room to maneuver, but so did the enemy.
Chris opened a starboard hatch facing aft and went through. When he reached the first ladder, he descended two decks. Blood splatter stained the deck, bulkhead, and overhead. As he changed directions and headed to the bow, toward the CIC, a voice shouted behind him in broken English. “Stop! You, stop!”
Chris turned into another passageway athwart ship and ran to the port side, desperately clinging to the increasingly impossible hope of sneaking into the CIC and stopping the missiles. He took a ladder up but only ascended one deck before he heard someone coming down the ladder from above. Chris stepped off — to the approaching sound of more tangos.
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He glanced at his watch: T-minus twenty minutes. He hurried out of the passageway and into the crew’s berthing. His feet stuck to dried blood that covered the deck. Crimson stained the yellow privacy curtains on racks where napping sailors now slept permanently. He followed the blood smears on the deck that led to the lounge. He opened the door and aimed inside — more blood. Three sailors lay dead on the couch, and others were heaped on the floor like refuse. The TV was still on. Those who didn’t have weekend duty and had families were at home, while those with duty and those with no family were on the ship, dead. Anger burned through Chris’s arteries.
He poked his head out the starboard side of the berthing and looked forward — nothing. Then he checked aft — Professor Mordet’s head was poking out from a passageway, looking the other way. With only a fraction of a second to decide and fury boiling inside, Chris took the shot — and missed.
Mordet pulled back, then his head — and a submachine gun — reappeared low to the ground. He fired.
Chris backed into the sailors’ berthing.
“Ron Hickok taught you Flash-Kill, did he not?” Mordet called.
“He did. But he refused to teach you. That’s why you killed him. You thought if you ate him, you’d learn.”
“Très bien, mon ami.”
“I can’t imagine you killed him in a fair gunfight, and I can’t imagine he’d be taken alive, so how’d he die?”
“Explosives in his pillow with a pressure detonator,” Mordet said. “It did not take a large amount of explosives; even so, his head blew clean off.”
Chris’s gut knotted up. “So tell me, after you ate him, what did you learn?”
“Everything,” Mordet said. “The strength of my belief to launch those missiles is stronger than your strength of belief to stop me.”
“You didn’t learn Flash-Kill,” Chris replied knowingly.
“What did you learn?”
“I learned that people like you are too impressed with their own bullshit.” Chris leaned out of the berthing and fired twice. The first shot caught Mordet in the shoulder, and the second just missed his skull. He made no sound.
Chris’s pistol was empty, so he ejected the empty magazine and smoothly loaded his last. Then he hurried quietly on the balls of his feet through the berthing. He came out on the port side and rushed through the passageway to an intersection where he faced an athwart passageway and hoped to shoot Mordet in the back, but the professor was gone. Chris could follow the blood trail, but that had probably occurred to Mordet, too, and Mordet could be waiting to greet him.
As much as he wanted to kill Professor Mordet, it wasn’t his primary objective; preventing the missile launch was. He checked his watch: T-minus five minutes.
If I can’t reach the CIC to stop the launch, what else can I do?
On the starboard side, three tangos spotted him, and he blasted at them. They returned fire. Chris was quicker, more accurate, and more mobile. Although he won the gunfight, he’d spent valuable ammo doing it and only had half a magazine left.
He crept up a nearby ladder. Before he reached the deck above, Mordet appeared on the deck below and fired a burst up at him, missing. The clanging sound and the sparks from each round hitting metal were terrifying. Breathe.
He pushed onward, clearing the top of the ladder, then turned, aimed below, and squeezed off a two-round burst. In the narrow confines of a passageway armed only with a pistol that was low on ammo, he was trapped. He tried to conserve ammo, but Professor Mordet busted caps at him like the flames of perdition.
Looking for more space to maneuver or some other tactical advantage, he opened a hatch and stepped outside onto the main deck. One of Mordet’s shots struck Chris’s pistol and knocked it out of his hand. As he bent over to pick it up, Mordet burst through the door.
Chris picked up his weapon, but Mordet was already pulling the trigger. Chris’s heart sank.
Click.
Mordet was out of ammo. Chris aimed and squeezed the trigger. Nothing. Something was wrong with his pistol. He backed away from Mordet to buy enough time to clear his weapon malfunction.
Professor Mordet seized the moment and charged Chris, who quickly tapped the bottom of the magazine and racked the slide. He reacquired Mordet in his sights and fired. Nothing. Mordet hit Chris like a middle linebacker, and they both landed hard on a cell of the Tomahawk missile’s Vertical Launch System (VLS) imbedded in the deck. The oxygen rushed out of Chris’s lungs.
Mordet pinned Chris under him and spoke in a trancelike euphoria: “Souls must eat souls, that’s how souls grow.” He opened his mouth.
“Eat this.” Chris pistol-slapped Mordet on the side of the head, and then Chris rose to his feet.
Although dazed, Mordet struggled to his feet, too.
Chris holstered his pistol.
“You have become weaker, and I have become stronger,” Mordet said. He punched, but Chris sidestepped, caught his wrist with one hand, and pushed his elbow with the other until Mordet’s bone made a sickening snap. He cried out. Chris stomped at an angle on the outside of Mordet’s knee, and the bone sounded off like a firecracker. Mordet screamed as he sank to the deck. Sobbing, he propped himself up with his good arm as he tried to use his good leg to stand.
Chris side-stomped his standing arm, fracturing it near the elbow and laying him out again. Then Chris picked up Mordet’s good leg and kneeled on the outside of his kneecap until it popped. Mordet shrieked.
Mordet twisted his head around until he could see his opponent. Tears streamed down Mordet’s face, but he forced a smile. “Now you are going to break my neck?”
“Now you’re going to realize where you are.”
Mordet turned his head. He saw he was lying across the ship’s missile launching cells.
“You can call off the launch,” Chris said. “Or you can fry. It’s your choice.”
Mordet chuckled. “Bravo, bravo. You do not disappoint. And I promise not to disappoint you. I will feast on the souls of the dead and rise from the ashes like a phoenix.”
“Before, you said you were the Teumessian fox that can never be caught. Now you say you’re a phoenix about to rise from the ashes. Which are you?”
Mordet seemed puzzled.
“Are you the fox or the bird?” Chris asked.
Mordet stammered, “I–I-I’m…”
“You’re a fool. Soon to be a cremated fool.”
An alarm sounded overhead from a PA system. “What’s that?” Mordet asked.
“The incinerator is about to fire up,” Chris said.
Mordet’s voice became unsteady. “You cannot destroy me!” Mordet’s voice trembled. “I am as physically and mentally strong as you!”
“Your strength is in hell,” Chris said.
A missile hatch opened next to Professor Mordet.
Chris ran to the side of the ship. The air scorched his feet as he jumped over the rail. Professor Mordet squealed like a wild boar being roasted alive. Chris dove into Mother Ocean and swam underwater. The roar of the missile melted Mordet’s squeal.
As Chris swam underwater, Ron Hickok’s words echoed inside his head: Son, Flash-Kill is no technique; it’s a way of life. All your believing can take you far — without believing, you’re finished before you begin — but even mighty beliefs alone can’t take you all the way. The universe has a positive flow to it, and if you go against that flow, it’s a toss-up as to whether you’ll win or lose, but if you find that flow, follow it, and apply your undying belief, you can’t fail.
Chris had found that flow — it’d helped him find Mordet — and he had applied his undying belief to stopping him, but it hadn’t been enough. Many thousands of people were still going to die. Why?
Chris broke the surface and inhaled. Helos swept in, and a SEAL Team fast-roped onto the USS Normandy— surprise, speed, and violence of action. As his brothers assaulted the ship, he swam to shore. Within minutes, he climbed up onto the bank and lay there haggard — physically and mentally spent.
Chris reached into his pocket, retrieved his phone, unzipped it from its waterproof bag, and turned it on. He wanted to call Young, but he didn’t want to hear the bad news: either the president and everyone in the White House had died, or eighty-five thousand people had died. Numb, he watched the ship takedown.
His phone vibrated: Young. Chris just stared at it. It rang twice more before he mustered the courage to answer.
“We did it!” Young exclaimed.
“Did what?” Chris asked.
“Stopped the launch of the first Tomahawk.”
Chris was too stunned by the good news to rejoice. “Really?”
“Yes!”
“But the second one launched,” Chris said.
“Yes, but during the missile’s midcourse phase, I was able to break into the command guidance and give the Tomahawk a new GPS coordinate — far out in the Atlantic Ocean.”
Chris exhaled long and hard, his shoulders unwound, and he looked up at the clouds in the sky. “Thank you.” He closed his eyes. “Mordet is history, and a SEAL Team is securing the ship as we speak.”
“Thank you, too,” Young said.
“Have you heard anything about Hannah?” Chris asked.
“Just a minute.”
As Chris waited, the stiffness in his shoulders returned and spread to his neck.
“She’s okay,” Young said. “Just had a mild concussion and already checked out of the hospital.”
Chris’s neck and shoulders became loose again. As a preacher and an atheist, their relationship didn’t seem to stand a chance beyond being colleagues and friends, and both were too strong-willed to change, but in spite of the odds, part of him hoped that someday, in some way, they could become more.
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The next day, Chris stepped off a hospital elevator, turned right, and walked down the hall. He opened the second door on the left and entered without knocking.
Inside lay Sonny.
“Wake up, Sunshine,” Chris said.
Sonny slowly opened his eyes. “I must be in Hell already.”
“How’s your spine?”
“The paralysis was temporary. I can walk, and soon I’ll be running again.”
“That’s hallelujah great!”
Sonny smirked. “You know me. That’s how I roll.”
A knock came at the door.
“Who is it?” Chris asked.
“The Swedish massage therapist,” a female voice said with a Swedish accent.
Chris drew his pistol and held it down to his side. He turned to Sonny. “Did you order a Swedish massage?”
“No,” Sonny answered. “But I’ll take one.”
The door opened and Hannah appeared.
Relieved, Chris returned his pistol to its holster and gave her a hug. When he relaxed his embrace, she was still hugging him. Without thinking, he kissed her.
“After I lost you in the mall, what happened?” he asked. “And later, when I saw the police and all the yellow tape and blood stains—”
“You worried about me?”
“Yes,” he said.
She smiled. “One of Little Kale’s shots blew out a piece of wall that hit me in the head and knocked me out.”
“Are you okay?” Chris asked.
“Just a mild concussion. I’m fine now.”
“How’d you know I was here?”
“Young,” she said. “I told him I wanted to surprise you.”
“Hey, what about my massage?” Sonny shouted.
Hannah chuckled. “The massage isn’t for you, silly.”
“Well, okay.” Chris separated from Hannah and gave Sonny’s shoulder a massage.
Sonny grimaced. “Not cool.”
Chris stopped.
Hannah gave Sonny a hug.
He looked like he’d just won the lottery. “We should get together more often. Friends of mine are asking about us. Want a piece of the action. But I told them to suck eggs.”
“There’s certainly more work to be done,” Hannah said. “New terrorists replace the old ones. Al Qaeda is growing again…”
“And?” Chris said.
“And there’s a new storm on the horizon,” she said.
“Is this a new mission for the three of us?” Sonny asked.
“If it isn’t tomorrow, it will be soon,” she said.
Chris thought for a moment. “I have to get back to my congregation.”
“Will you help us again?” Hannah asked.
Chris thought some more. “The duties of a SEAL and a pastor tear at me from opposite directions, but this mission validated both. And I can’t think of two finer warriors I’d rather fight alongside. You just say when.”
She grinned.
Chris smiled. “Sonny, you ready to bust out of this joint and get some real food?”
Sonny stirred in his bed. “I thought you’d never ask.”
Chris and Hannah walked over to Sonny’s bed to help him out of it, but he refused, batting their hands away. He was slow, and it caused him pain if he moved the wrong way, but he made his way off the bed. Together they walked out of the hospital.



GLOSSARY

AK: Abbreviated form of AK-47 and its variants.
AK-47: Contraction of Russian, Automat Kalashnikova abraztsa 1947 goda (Kalishnikov’s 1947 automatic rifle). Holds thirty rounds of .308 (7.62 × 39 mm) ammunition.
Bint: Arabic for girl or daughter.
BUD/S training: Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL training. Where all prospective SEALs must begin training, located in Coronado, California.
C&D: Command and Decision, the brains of a weapon control system, which includes missiles.
Delta Force: US Army’s Special Forces Operational Detachment — Delta. Has used cover name of Combat Applications Group (CAG) and Army Compartmented Elements (ACE), but its men simply refer to it as the Unit. Recruits mostly from top performing Army Rangers and Green Berets. Similar to SEAL Team Six, Delta Force is the Army’s Tier One unit that conducts counter-insurgency and counterterrorism operations. For the most sensitive operations, they also work under the CIA’s umbrella of Special Operations Group (SOG).
DEVGRU: Development Group, one of the cover names for SEAL Team Six.
Dip-dunks: Pejorative term for diplomats.
E&E: Escape and Evasion. For each mission, SEALs make an E&E plan for what to do when they can’t make it to the extraction. They also carry a small kit to help them escape and evade the enemy.
Gator: Interrogator.
Inshallah: “God’s will” or “God willing.”
JSOC: Joint Special Operations Command has operational control over Special Mission Units (SMU) such as SEAL Team Six and Delta.
Klick: Kilometer.
Kydex: A strong thermoplastic material used to make holsters that is waterproof and holds its shape better than leather.
Mate: Short for teammate. Because of British SAS influence on the formation of SEAL Team Six and Delta Force, British usage of some vocabulary such as mate has also been adopted by these units.
MP7: A Heckler & Koch (German) submachine gun. Fires an HK 4.6 × 30 mm round. Extremely quiet when used with sound suppressor.
QRF: Quick Reaction Force.
SEAL: U.S. Navy commandos who operate in the environments of SEa, Air and Land. The odd-numbered SEAL Teams (1, 3, 5 and 7) are based in Coronado, California, and the even-numbered Teams (2, 4, 6, 8 and 10) are based at Little Creek, Virginia. (If the Teams expanded, Team 9 would probably be created next.)
SEAL Team Six: Team Six selects from the best SEALs to serve in its Tier One unit, also known as DEVGRU. Team Six SEALs conduct counter-insurgency and counterterrorism operations. For the most sensitive operations, they work under the CIA’s umbrella of Special Operations Group (SOG).
Selection: The course for weeding out who would become a Delta operator and who wouldn’t.
Shabiha: Ghosts. An armed militia that work for the Al-Assad family. Shabiha began sneaking food and cigarettes into Lebanon to sell on the black market for a much higher price. The shabiha paid a percentage to the Assads. The shabiha also smuggled drugs, guns, and expensive cars from Lebanon into Syria — all sanctioned by the Assad family, who, again, received their cut.
SIGINT: Signal Intelligence. SIGINT collects human and electronic signals and can break encryptions and analyze who is sending/receiving signals and the quantities of signaling.
SOG: Special Operations Group conducts high-threat military and intelligence operations that the US government may deny knowledge of, such as SEAL Team Six’s raid of bin Laden’s headquarters. Each Team Six SEAL signed a contract temporarily placing him under SOG’s command. SOG also utilizes Army Delta Force operators and others.
SOP: Standard Operating Procedure.
Spook: Slang for CIA officer.
Tango: Terrorist.
Unit: Delta Force.



Special Operations Warrior Foundation

The Special Operations Warrior Foundation (SOWF) was founded in 1980 as the Colonel Arthur D. “Bull” Simons Scholarship Fund to provide college educations for the seventeen children surviving the nine special operations men killed or incapacitated at Desert One. It was named in honor of the legendary Army Green Beret, Bull Simons, who repeatedly risked his life on rescue missions.
Following creation of the United States Special Operations Command, and as casualties mounted from actions such as Operations “Urgent Fury” (Grenada), “Just Cause” (Panama), “Desert Storm” (Kuwait and Iraq), and “Restore Hope” (Somalia), the Bull Simons Fund gradually expanded its outreach program to encompass all Special Operations Forces. Thus, in 1995 the Family Liaison Action Group (established to support the families of the 53 Iranian hostages) and the Spectre (Air Force gunship) Association Scholarship Fund merged to form the Special Operations Warrior Foundation. In 1998 the Warrior Foundation scholarship and financial aid counseling were extended to cover training fatalities as well as operational fatalities since the inception of the Foundation in 1980. This action immediately added 205 children who were now eligible for college funding.
The Warrior Foundation’s mission is to provide a college education to every child who has lost a parent while serving in the US Special Operations Command and its units during an operational or training mission. The special operations forces covered by the Foundation include, but are not limited to, Army Rangers and Special Forces personnel, Navy SEALs, Marine Corps, and Air Force special operations personnel. These personnel are stationed in units throughout the United States and overseas bases. Some of the largest concentrations of Special Operations forces are at military bases at Camp Lejeune and Fort Bragg, North Carolina; Hurlburt Field, Florida; Coronado Naval Station, California; Dam Neck, Virginia; MacDill AFB, Florida; Fort Lewis, Washington; Fort Stewart, Georgia; Fort Campbell, Kentucky; Little Creek, Virginia; Fort Carson, Colorado; Cannon Air Force Base, New Mexico; Royal Air Force Base, Mildenhall, United Kingdom; and Kadena Air Base, Japan.
The Warrior Foundation also provides immediate financial assistance to special operations personnel severely wounded in the war against terrorism.
Today, the Warrior Foundation is currently committed to providing scholarship grants, not loans, to more than 700 children. These children survive more than 600 Special Operations personnel who gave their lives in patriotic service to their country, including those who died fighting our nation’s war against terrorism as part of “Operation Enduring Freedom” in Afghanistan and the Philippines as well as “Operation Iraqi Freedom.”
To date, 121 children of fallen special operations warriors have graduated college. Children from all military services have received or been offered Warrior Foundation scholarships.
Contact information:
Special Operations Warrior Foundation
P.O. Box 13483
Tampa, FL 33690
www.specialops.org
E-mail: warrior@specialops.org
Toll Free Phone: 1-877-337-7693
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