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What Others Are Saying
About With A Vengeance

(some Amazon.com
reviews)

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 


Al-Shuhada District,
Fallujah, Iraq,

8 November 2004

Operation Phantom
Fury

Team Raven, Task Force
626

 


They came in the night to
kill a man.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

You and me, we’ll take
these two.

We’ll use the
knives.

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

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

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

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

Just like the Raven had
taught him.

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

Hunter nodded when he was
ready.

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

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

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

Go on. Take it.

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

They went into the
alley.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


PART I: CROSS THE SEA
UNDER CAMOUFLAGE

 


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

 



Chapter One

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

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

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

She liked the way he
smiled when he said pleasure.

“Really?” she said. “What
do you do?”

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

“Really? Is it like an
Arab band?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What is this about?”

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

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

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

“Is there a problem?”

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

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

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

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

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

“Honey, we’re in a
hurry…”

“I want one.”

“Honey, I…”

“I want one!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I’m sorry!” Amy
said.

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

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

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

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

“Hi.” Zach said.

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

“My mommy got it for
me.”

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

“Want to see my Felix?”
Zach said.

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

“Who’s Felix?” the man
said.

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

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

“Grandpa told me.”

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

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

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

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

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

He laughed. “Vacation in
Seattle?”

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

“It’s a good city for
kids.”

“And you?”

He shrugged.
“Business.”

“What do you do?”

“Part sales. Aircraft
parts.”

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

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

“I’m a nervous
flyer.”

“I am, too.”

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

“Bye,” Zach said.

“Bye, Zach,” the man
said. He watched them go and wend their way through the packed
boarding area, passing between two knots of Syrian musicians who
didn’t give them a second glance. He spent a brief moment looking
at the Syrian musicians, then slowly surveyed the boarding area
while disguising his movement as a slow stretch. Then the man,
whose name was Hunter James, reached into the breast pocket of his
untucked heavy denim shirt and took out a small PDA, plucked out
the stylus and tapped the screen for a few minutes. An intent look
came and went across his face before he put away his PDA and
adjusted his shirt, pulling it away from his body and the weapons
concealed there.

2

On board the Boeing 757
that would carry American Trans Air Flight #923, three Federal Air
Marshals stood in the front of the empty cabin and spoke with the
pilot.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Seventeen against
five?”

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

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

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

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

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

“Cut that shit,” Bill
Dillon said harshly.

“Only the good die young,
Bill,” Sean said. “You’ll live forever.”

3

Hunter James sat stock
still in the crowded boarding area, seemingly engrossed in his
book, while all around him people swirled like waves on a hidden
rock. He exuded nothing but the ordinary; a friendly man fixed on
his book, apparently unaware of the glances that came and then
passed over him, dismissing him.

Dismissing Hunter was
something he liked people to do.

At least when he was
tooled up to work.

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

Hunter was fond of
knives.

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

The Syrian’s message was
violence.

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

They put his teeth on
edge.

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

Willingness. Willing to
do…what?

Violence.

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

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

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

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

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

And, for a while, a great
friend.

An old, dead friend.

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

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

The new agents all
remembered those blocks of instruction.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You don’t think…” the
woman said.

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

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

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

He specialized in
hijacking.

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

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

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

Like this strike.

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

So simple.

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

Which gave rise to this
operation.

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

As he was about to
demonstrate.

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

Then he went back to his
seat.

In two other lavatories,
his counterparts did the same.

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

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

“Help you?” Sean
said.

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

“Fucking hell,” Sean
muttered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Ahmed Alnami smiled at
her. He slipped his hand inside his suit jacket and gripped the
handle of the plastic knife tucked behind his back.

12

Zachary Prescott stared
out the window at the cloud formations, then turned and looked at
his mother. “Mommy? Why are you scared?”

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

Today was his day to
shine.

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

But it was kicking off
now.

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

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

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

It made him the first
target.

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

Now the terrorists were
armed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

His last word was
“Hunter…?”

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

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

“Forward! Forward!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

His job wasn’t done.

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

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

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

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

“Mommy!”

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

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

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

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

“Watch!” Nawaf
screamed.

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

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

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

He wanted something for
pain.

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

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

“No kids.”

“You can adopt…is your
wife…?”

“Gone. A while.”

“I’m sorry…”

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

“You all right,
Hunter?”

“Yes.”

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

“Yeah.”

“You need anything else,
hon?”

“No.”

“Rest up, hero. We need
you back.”

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

She walked out of the
room.

Hero.

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

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

The last man
standing.

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

Hero.

The word sickened
him.

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

Hunter turned off the
television.

Dead.

“Ah, God…” he
whispered.

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


PART 2: CREATE
SOMETHING OUT OF NOTHING

 


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

 



Chapter One

 


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

Hunter lived with pain
every day.

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

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

“Any good news?” Hunter
said.

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

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

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

If you fall off the
horse, get back on.

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

It kept his mind
busy.

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

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

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

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

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

Want to see my
Felix?

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

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

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

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

And they’d done pretty
damn well.

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

The boy was maybe four,
Hunter thought.

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

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

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

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

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

Want to see my Felix the
Cat?

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

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

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

That’s what Raven would
have said.

But then, he wasn’t
Raven, was he?

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

Like a cat.

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

Nothing.

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

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

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

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

It was working.

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

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

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

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

Want to see my Felix the
Cat?

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

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

Perceive those things
which cannot be seen.

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

Something was wrong
here.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Except for the little
boy.

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

The parents looked up,
and the woman screamed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“He’s got a grenade!”
Hunter shouted.

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

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

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

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

And he pulled the
pin.

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

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

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

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

Nothing.

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

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

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

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




Chapter Two

 


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

A large video file was
attached.

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

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

But there was more.

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

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

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

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

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

“Otherwise planes will
fall, and the airports will roll with blood. You cannot stop us. I
am Ahmed Samir Said, I am a sword in the hands of Allah. I will
strike where and when I am directed, and nothing will stand in my
way.”
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CNN beat Fox by three
minutes. In the White House Situation Room, the Duty Officer whose
job it was to monitor all the major news stations took immediate
notice and banged out an electronic communication that went
directly to the desk of the National Security Advisor. A few
minutes later, in the Oval Office, President George Taylor faced
his National Security Advisor, Natalie Sonnen, across the broad
desk that so many powerful men had sat at before him. Together,
they watched the big television monitor placed so the light from
the windows that looked out across the grassy expanse of the White
House grounds wouldn’t glare on the screen.

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

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

“Is that who I think it
is?” he said.

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

“Good thing he was,” the
President said.

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

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

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

“Anything on this one?”
the President said.

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

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

“Yes, sir.”

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

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

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

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

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

How could it happen here
in the heartland?

More to the point, how
could it happen again?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Hunter James,” he hissed
through a cloud of blue cigarette smoke, masking his face. “You’re
a bad penny. You always turn up…always too damn late. You should
have put that gun to your head, you son of a bitch.”

3

In the Cabinet Room of
the White House, the assembled members of the meeting called by
National Security Advisor Natalie Sonnen stood when President
Taylor entered the room.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Alex?” Richards
said.

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

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

The President listened
with interest.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


Chapter Three

 


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

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

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

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

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

She aced firearms.

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

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

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

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

She went into the
room.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Of course,” Hunter said.
“Now?”

“When I’m finished,”
Basalisa said.

“Yes.”

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

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

That got him a cool
look.

Gordon looked down,
flustered.

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

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

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

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

“I’m counting on you,”
Basalisa said.

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

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

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

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

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

“Let’s get this
done.”

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

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

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

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

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

“Are you on medication?”
she said.

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

“You seemed a little
slow…”

“Here?”

“At the airport.”
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