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"Virtually every covert intelligence organization and elite counterterrorist unit has one or two anecdotal stories about ex-operators who have "gone bad" or "over to the other side." However, hard information is hard to come by and guarded like "the family jewels," lest it become public and bring discredit on the whole unit. There are even one or two unverifiable stories floating around the community about units sending their own men out to kill those who have gone off the reservation before they can do too much harm.
—NEIL LIVINGSTONE, The Cult of Counterterrorism
Jonny Maxwell fled north through the Kansas night, his hands steady on the wheel of his second stolen car, following the undulant ribbon of 1-35 over the gentle hills and past the dark farmhouses settled among the even rows of corn. Only the lone headlights of an infrequent passing car broke the midnight darkness.
He shook a cigarette from the Marlboro hard pack the car's owner had left on the dashboard. He noticed how his fingertips trembled, and he willed them still. Only when the tremor subsided did he light his cigarette.
Jonny's reflection shone on the inner curve of the windshield, the long hard lines of his face lit by the dim-green dashboard lights and the cigarette lighter's red coil. He was pleased with how little exultation or fear he saw on his face.
This wasn't like Beirut or Bosnia or Syria or Guatemala or any of the other dirty little hellholes he'd fought in. There'd been others with him then—men he'd thought of as his brothers—ready to call down the high-tech wrath of the Stealth bombers and their precision munitions, or to pull on their balaclavas and take up their weapons to come to his aid.
Or to avenge him if he fell.
But he'd fallen alone this time, and there was to be no help for him.
The chemicals of fatigue and stress flowed through him like drugs and, for a moment, the reflection of his face blurred before his eyes. He skinned his lips back in a fierce grimace and exhaled sharply, twice, through his nostrils to clear his head. He needed a break.
Up ahead, where the road seemed to rise into the night sky, a brightly lit roadside rest stop gleamed between the highway and the dark cornfields. Jonny turned the Cavalier into the parking area and idled slowly forward while he looked the rest stop over. On the far side of the concrete shelter over the rest rooms and vending machines was a parking area for the big interstate trucks. Three semitrailers, their lights off, were parked there. On the passenger car side of the stop there were only two cars besides Jonny's. Parked well away from the lights was a beat up Camry, a man slouched in the tipped-back seat, his head lolling against the window in the abandon of deep sleep. In front of the rest rooms was a black Toyota 4Runner. The driver, smoking a cigarette, sat on the hood and stared up at the night sky.
Jonny pulled in next to the 4Runner and shut off his engine. Jonny got out, stretched, and nodded to the other driver.
He was a college kid, early twenties, blade thin in black Levi's and a black T-shirt, with a scraggly goatee that barely concealed his weak chin. He nodded back to Jonny and said, "Look at this sky, will you? It's beautiful out here."
Jonny regarded him in silence for a moment, long enough to make the boy shift and pluck at the knee of his pants, then looked up at the stars.
"That it is," Jonny said.
He went into the rest room and urinated for a long time. He lingered over the sink and thoroughly washed his hands. When he came back out, the college kid was still there, staring up at the sky. The parking lot was still except for the steady click of cicadas. The boy looked at him and nodded again, avoiding Jonny's steady gaze.
Jonny moved close and pointed at the 4Runner's license plates. "You from Minnesota?"
"I go to school there, St. Thomas. In St. Paul."
"I know the area. Nice place. You grow up around there?"
"No, my family's in Cedar Rapids."
"Didn't want to go to the U of I in Iowa City?"
The boy rushed to laugh. "No. Too close to home."
"Yeah, I remember thinking the same thing."
"You go to U of I?"
"No." Jonny smiled and looked around the parking lot. The Camry driver was still lolled back asleep in his seat, the car half- obscured by shadows. There was no sound or movement from the trucker's side of the rest stop. "I went to UCLA."
"How'd you like Los Angeles?"
"Never been."
"I thought you said ..."
"It was the Tegucigalpa campus of UCLA. In Honduras. You know what that means, UCLA? Unilaterally Controlled Latin Assets."
Jonny interrupted the boy's puzzled look when he pointed at the 4Runner's side panel. "Somebody really keyed your door here. Messed your paint job all up."
"What?" The boy slid off the hood and stepped between the two cars. "Where?"
Jonny pointed low on the rear passenger door. "Right there."
"I don't see anything ..."
When the boy bent low to examine the side panel, Jonny clamped the boy's head, one hand over his mouth and the other at the back of his head. He snapped the boy's head back and then sharply over, twisting the struggling student around face up. The boy's legs buckled and the whole weight of his body centered at the base of his neck when Jonny levered the thin neck into the crook of his arm. Jonny jerked sharply upward, once, and heard the dull wet pop of the neck breaking. He turned the limp head and extended it twice to ensure the neck was broken and the spinal cord hyperextended. The boy flopped, twitched, and was done. The black jeans darkened with urine as the bladder let go. Jonny eased the body down between the two cars. He looked over the roof of the 4Runner and slowly scanned the rest stop. The sleeping man in the Camry still slept. There was no one out on the trucker's side and no one in the rest rooms.
He opened the 4Runner's rear door and wedged the limp body into the backseat. There was a faded green cotton sleeping bag wadded on the floor, and he pulled it over the body up to the neck, as though the boy were sleeping. Jonny pursed his lips, then reached out and palmed shut the boy's eyes. Then he got into the driver's seat, turned the keys hanging in the ignition, and drove slowly out of the rest stop.
***
The wind howled in and the roar of the jet engines grew even louder as the rear ramp of the C-141 jet transport lowered, opening the interior of the aircraft to the freezing cold night sky. Thirty thousand feet below, the Arizona desert spread out like a rumpled sheet rucked high in the west to make the Santa Rosa Mountains; the lights of Phoenix to the north and Tucson to the south gleamed like flashlights from beneath a ragged blanket; the sprawling and well-lit airfield at Marana looked like a glowing postage stamp.
Dale Miller shuffled toward the ramp with the five members of his team. All of them wore heavy padded overalls and helmets with goggles beneath, their faces hidden by the oxygen masks linked to the bail-out bottles secured alongside their parachute pack trays. Their individual weapons were secured along their sides. Dale's breath was loud in his ears, magnified by the oxygen mask, even over the aircraft noise and static from his helmet-mounted radio system. He looked at the Air Force jumpmaster, whose tilted head indicated he was listening to instructions from the cockpit on his helmet intercom. Dale flexed his knees and rode the plane as though it were a surfboard, stomping his foot in impatience and gripping a teammate's shoulder.
"What's the holdup?" he said into his throat mike.
"Air Force," Jim Dewberry, his teammate, said. "They got to break in a cherry on our time."
One of the other jumpers looked over at Dale and shrugged in disgust.
The jumpmaster was shouting so loudly the jumpers could hear him over all the other noise, "Say again! Say again!"
Dale said, "No. We waited long enough. Let's go." He pushed at his teammates. The jumpmaster reached out as though to grab him and Dale slapped his hand away. He checked his goggles and shuffled out onto the ramp, which flexed beneath him like a diving board. His knees bent to absorb the motion. He felt for the plane's rhythm, and when the ramp came up beneath the soles of his boots, he sprang with it, tumbling like a leaf in the rushing slipstream behind the jet aircraft. The other jumpers brushed past the protesting jumpmaster and followed him out into the dark.
Dale fell through the dark sky. He spread himself wide like a frog in midleap and let his increasing speed turn him. Banking his arms slightly and cupping his hands, he adjusted his fall and lined up on the edge of the Marana airfield so far below.
Far off on the horizon was the early glimmer of dawn.
The altimeter and stopwatch on his chest board counted off the numbers and the time: altitude steadily decreasing, elapsed time increasing. The rushing air plucked at his jumpsuit and mask. The rush of adrenaline had peaked and evened in his gut. His blood pounded in his ear. He grinned and brought his arms in close to his sides to increase his speed and flew like an arrow at the ground. A few moments later he checked his altitude and flared back into a stabilizing position, arms and legs spread wide, and then deployed his rectangular parachute. He reached for the control toggles, checked his canopy, and then looked to see the rest of the jumpers lining up on him. They were neatly stacked, trailing above and behind him, the dark parachutes almost invisible against the night sky. The only sound the hiss and flutter of their chutes, Dale's team spiraled down behind him toward the drop zone below.
Dale loved this part of the jump. After the heady rush of the fall, this sense of flight, with only the sound of his parachute cutting neatly through the air and the sight of the ground turning beneath him, gave him a sense of peace he rarely felt anywhere else. He tugged one toggle to turn the chute across the wind. In the east long fingers of light reached across the desert. The Marana airfield and the planes parked there, tiny toys from his altitude, grew larger. As he turned toward the edge of the drop zone, where a medical vehicle and an Air Force HUMV were parked, he saw a single figure standing alone, staring up at the descending parachutes.
***
Ray Dalton watched his team descend on the drop zone. One after another, in neat order, they flared their rectangular chutes to slow their descent and turned into the wind. They landed upright and running, quickly shedding their parachute harnesses and deploying their weapons. He felt a little swell of pride, carefully concealed, as he watched his handpicked men—drawn from the finest elite military units and the best graduates of the Central Intelligence Agency's Special Operations Program—move briskly and efficiently through the end of their parachute exercise.
He rubbed his hip, where a steel and ceramic replacement joint had been implanted after a jump much like this one had gone wrong. He'd been a colonel in the Special Forces then. He still carried himself as though he wore a uniform, though these days he shoehorned his tall and angular frame into the tweedy horse-country look favored by the CIA's upper management. His sartorial blending was one of the few concessions he made to internal politics. Many of the new breed of intelligence managers, Ivy League yuppies and political appointees for the most part, were put off by the air of quiet competence and potential violence that Ray cultivated. He liked it that they were afraid of him. He liked it that they had to put up with him.
Who else did they have who could bring these hidden warriors to heel?
There were only twelve men in the unit code named dominance rain. dominance rain was closely modeled on the Israeli "kidon" or bayonet units: teams of state-sponsored and -trained assassins who systematically killed those whom the Israeli government decided were significant threats to Israel and Israeli citizens. The kidon targeted terrorists and their support structure anywhere the new breed of transnational terrorist set up operations. And the disappearances and deaths of the terrorist main players served notice that there was nowhere outside the reach of the long arm of Israeli justice.
The U.S. President liked that idea. After an airline hijacking in which a young U.S. serviceman was beaten to death, the President signed the special executive order authorizing the creation of dominance rain. He pulled out all the stops and let slip the leash on his finest dogs of war to take the fight to the terrorists and other targets of national interest on the new battlefield of transnational low intensity conflict.
The resulting collaboration between the Department of Defense's Special Operations Command and the Central Intelligence Agency's Special Activities Staff was one of the best special operations teams in the world. It was too bad, Ray thought, that more people— other than the president and a tiny handful of his advisors, and a few senior DOD and CIA officials—didn't know just how good his boys were.
The men of dominance rain wouldn't attract attention in a crowd. They had the relaxed confidence of men who'd been tested many times and never found wanting. They came from Delta, Special Forces groups, Ranger battalions, Navy SEAL teams, Marine Force Recon, even a handful with no prior military experience who stood out during the Agency's Paramilitary Officer Course. They all shared extraordinary technical skills in shooting and the black arts of weaponry, hand-to-hand combat, explosives, driving, lock picking, and other esoteric skills; a working knowledge of at least two or three languages, and extensive undercover operational experience.
Their psychological profiles stymied the best psychologists and psychiatrists in the world. One described them all as innovative, unconventional thinkers who combined utter ruthlessness with an innate ability to thrive under stress.
Dale Miller and his teammates were some of the best special operators in the world. And they answered only to Ray Dalton.
Ray waved away the approaching young Air Force lieutenant in charge of the Combat Control Team.
"Sir, we can't allow those kinds of safety violations..." the lieutenant began again.
"I'll deal with it, Lieutenant. Thank you."
The lieutenant hesitated, then backed away. "Sir. Yes, sir."
Ray watched Dale laughing with the other men as they gathered up their parachutes. He remembered Dale as a twenty-six-year- old staff sergeant in the Delta Selection Course, when Ray had been Delta's Operations Officer. At thirty-one, Dale was stocky and prone to swagger, but he'd matured and deepened since Ray had poached him for the special project that became dominance rain. His wife, who kept an appraising eye on all Ray's charges, said that Dale had gotten darker. And in a way, that made sense. It went hand in hand with the job.
He waved the young operator over. "Dale!"
Dale jogged over as the other men razzed him.
"Bad dog, Dale! Bad dog!" one yelled.
Dale was still flushed from the jump. "Hey, boss..." he said. He tugged at his nose and grinned at the ground.
"You pissed off the Air Force," Ray said.
"Yeah."
"Don't do it again."
"Roger that."
"Walk with me," Ray said. He pulled out a thin Honduran cigar. "Want one?"
"Thanks, boss." Dale took the cigar and leaned it into the flame from the battered Zippo lighter with the Special Forces crest that Ray held out. "What's up? I saw the Gulfstream. We got a job on?"
Ray drew hard on his cigar and wreathed his head in smoke. A breeze came and blew the smoke away. He walked a little farther, away from the parachute rigging shed where the other men gathered with their bundled parachutes. Beyond the Gulfstream jet parked on the tarmac nearby, there were two old DC-3s. On the far taxiway a green Evergreen Air 747 cargo plane was parked. All the way across the facility, far across the runways, the dim lights of the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center's Marana facility gleamed in the early light.
Ray examined the burning end of his cigar. "Jonny Maxwell escaped from Leavenworth last night," he said. "He was being transported for an off-site medical examination. One guard is missing. The other was found in the trunk of the transport vehicle. Dead. In the parking ramp at St. Louis International Airport."
He watched with interest how Dale stiffened and lost his swagger. The color rose and then fell in the young man's face. His cigar dangled forgotten in his hand.
"Jonny broke out," Dale said.
"The U.S. Marshal's Service has responsibility for federal fugitives. They're putting together a special Fugitive Investigative Strike Team to go after Jonny. The Outfit wants us to have an observer aboard to advise the Marshal team. You're it."
"Why me? You know how this is going to look," Dale said.
"Has to be you. Who else knows him better? That's what you said at the trial, right?"
Dale flushed and looked away. "I was under oath ..."
"Doesn't matter now. You're the best man for this mission. We need somebody inside to make sure things are taken care of. You're going in as an SF advisor who knows Maxwell. Help them with profiling and so on. Advise them on how he'll think, tactics, all that."
"I don't know what to think about this."
Ray spat a shred of tobacco to the ground. "You don't have that luxury." He paused. "How do you feel about him? Now?"
Dale stared at his cigar, the ash gone cold. He flicked the dead coal off the end with his fingertip.
"I asked you a question." Ray concealed his interest in the way Dale's head snapped up and his cold midwestern blue eyes burned into his boss's face.
"He was my teammate and my friend," Dale said. "He went bad. He was a criminal who got what he deserved. I helped put him away. It was the right thing to do."
"Yes. You helped put him away. And it was the right thing to do. Not everyone thought that way though, did they?"
"No sir, some people did not."
Ray was a master at reading the tide of human emotion and he knew just when to cut across it.
"He was your friend, Dale. I know that. He was my friend, too. I know how you feel and I know how you felt. This is the best thing you can do to help Jonny. Help them find him, talk him in. Jonny was way out of bounds before. But he's really gone off the reservation this time. He's killed at least one, more likely two, correctional officers. He's playing for keeps and this is for sure: it's going to get ugly if he decides to fight it out. You've got to prevent that. You know him better than anyone else ever did. Find him for me. Work with these people. Bring him in."
"Let me see your lighter."
Ray handed Dale his lighter and watched the young operator busy himself with his cigar. The red glow lit his drawn face and a thin cloud of blue smoke hid his mouth.
"What if he can't be found?" Dale said.
"Then you'll be TDY for a long time. As of now, there is no higher priority. There are issues ... OPSEC issues. If he's gone this far, there's no telling what he might do. There's a lot of people in this world who'd love to know what Jonny Maxwell carries around in his head."
"He'd never go over to some tango operation. He'd never do that.. ."
"You don't know that," Ray said. "It could happen."
Ray studied the earnest and pained young face and remembered another young man's face, a proud Nicaraguan-American who'd worked for him. The Sandman was a warrior and a patriot with a great love for his native Nicaragua. He'd gone off the reservation, gone his own way to help his people the best way he knew how. But when his methods became extreme, and threatened to draw unwanted attention to the covert actions in Nicaragua, hunters came for him—men from his past, men who knew him and knew how he fought.
His brothers in arms. Who hunted and killed him.
Ray had circled the killing ground in an Intelligence Support Activity Beechcraft King Air light aircraft, listening to the staccato gunfire of the bitter battle in the jungle below and the harsh commands and labored breathing of men on the radio. He'd taught himself how to turn off the tide of disgust and sadness he felt when he heard the Sandman's voice on the secure radio frequency calling his name when the ISA assault team overran the Sandman's patrol.
He'd had practice since then with that reflexive quashing of emotion, and he called on it now as he said what needed to be said.
"I didn't want to believe that Jonny worked for me in forty countries, saved hundreds of American lives, sat at my dinner table with my wife and three daughters, and was raping women all the time. I didn't want to believe that he'd end up in prison. I don't want to accept that he'd kill American civilians to break out.
"But we don't have the luxury of thinking like that. He has to be found. The National Command Authority has a finding out. Jonny's name is in it."
Dale turned his back to Ray and faced the rising sun. Ray squinted at the young soldier's back and waited for him to speak.
"What if I find him and he won't come in?" Dale said.
Ray nodded. He dropped his smoldering cigar and ground it into the dirt beneath his tasseled loafer.
"Then you'll have to take him out, Dale."
***
"I want a piece of this asshole," said Detective Nina Capushek of the Minneapolis Police Department's Sex Crime Unit. She glared out the passenger side window of the unmarked squad car as it sped through downtown Minneapolis. "I want him to get one little hair out of line with me."
Detective Herb Dunn looked over at his partner and said, "We're going to collar him just fine."
"It's because she fought him," Nina said in a tone Herb knew well. "She had defense wounds. A seven-year-old girl with defense wounds. And MacDouglas knew the family, knew the girl, he worked for the lawn service on that neighborhood route. It was him, Herb. I got that feeling. I know it. It was him and I'm taking him out."
Herb took a deep breath that strained his big belly against the seat belt. "You're going to have to grow a thicker skin if you're going to last, Nina."
Nina's green eyes narrowed as she looked over at him. Her full lips were drawn tight into a thin line. She was silent for a long minute.
"Do as you say, not as you do, is that it, Herb?"
He shrugged, discomfited as always by her cool and appraising gaze, and concentrated on his driving. After twenty-one years on the job, he thought he had every nuance and turn of the complex relationship between two cops in a squad car thought out. But then God had to mock his vanity by seeing that he got partnered with this drop dead gorgeous thirty-year-old ex-Fed who coupled some of the best street cop instincts and moves he'd ever seen with an almost psychic intuition about people. Nina just knew things about people, and her insights into dirt bag minds—and into his—kept him off balance in a way he didn't allow himself to think of as threatening.
She broke the silence with a laugh, shaking her head like a doting aunt at a well-loved but incorrigible nephew. She patted Herb's belly straining the buttons of his frayed white oxford shirt under a worn and greasy polyester tie.
"Is this what you mean by growing a thick skin?"
"Have some respect for your elders, young lady, or I'll turn you over my knee."
"Quit teasing me, old man. You know I like that. Will you cuff me first?"
"Jesus, Nina!"
Herb's ears burned and he couldn't help it. He thought he'd be used to it by now. Nina was young enough to be his daughter, if he and Mary had had any kids, but her mouth was as bad as any crusty cop on the beat. She leaned back in her seat, still laughing. Herb liked the sound of her laughter; she sounded so young and carefree. The worry and care and endless compassion for the victims and their families she saw every day were aging her. She channeled her fierce rage into a ruthless and obsessive hunt for the offenders. She was one of the best investigators he'd seen in twenty-one years of law enforcement. And she was the best partner he'd ever had. It didn't hurt that she was gorgeous and fun to be around. The main thing was, whether they were wrestling with a suspect in an alley or canvassing neighborhoods for witnesses, she was right there beside him, measure for measure.
Herb eased the unmarked squad through the back alleys off Thirty-first Street into the back parking lot of the run-down Uptown apartment building. He eyeballed the lot, then backed the car into a slot marked reserved for manager only. Nina bounded out of the car, patting her right hip where her Sig-Sauer P-228 9mm rested in the Bianchi Paddle Holster Herb had bought her for her thirtieth birthday. Herb squeezed his left arm in and felt the comforting weight of his four-inch Smith & Wesson Model 625.45 ACP revolver. Three thick moon-clips rode on the other side of his shoulder holster and tucked in his left hip pocket was a Smith 642 hideout .38 snub. He got kidded about his heavy weapons, as the offenders they hunted were rarely violent when apprehended; most sexual predators saved their violence for the weak, helpless, or unarmed. Robbed of surprise, size, or weapons, most sex offenders were pathetic waste. Some career criminals who majored in robbery or burglary and minored in rape might fight, but most just went along. But Herb had worked the street too long to ever underestimate the danger of the human scum they dealt with.
Nina went up the concrete stairs to the boarded-up security door at the back of the building. The lock had been jimmied and pried open so many times that it slid right out of the ragged doorsill when she tugged it open. Two men, one Hispanic, the other black, stood just inside, passing a smoldering crack pipe between them.
"What is this?" the Hispanic said.
Nina plucked the hot pipe from his fingers, dropped it, and crushed it underfoot. "Police," she said. "Get gone."
"We gone, we gone," the black man said, taking his friend by the sleeve. "Ten-four, we gone."
"Move," Herb said. The men walked away quickly, looking back over their shoulders.
Nina drew her pistol and started up the stairs, two at a time. Herb caught himself grinning at the sight of her muscular ass in her close-fitting blue slacks. He snapped his head around at the sound of the door behind them opening.
"Out of here!" he hissed at the Hispanic man peeking through the door. The man disappeared in a hurry.
Nina paused on the landing above, listening. Herb came up behind her and murmured, "We're good." He positioned himself in front of her and led the way down the narrow hallway, noting the apartment numbers on each door. The cheap wallpaper peeled away from the wall and molding. The doors were poorly stained hollow core laminate, with tarnished pseudo-brass doorknobs. There were a variety of locks; apparently the landlord allowed tenants to install their own. The two detectives stopped outside Apartment 216. Nina listened at the door. The television inside was turned up loud. She nodded to Herb, who stepped past her and pressed himself against the wall on one side of the door. Nina stood to the other side, reached out, and tapped sharply on the door.
"Hey, Dan!" she called. "You there?"
There was the shift and scrape of a chair on a linoleum floor and then the heavy pad of bare feet to the door.
"Who is it?" The voice was sour.
"Me," Nina said, swinging her head out where he could see the flash of her long hair and little else through the peephole.
"Who's me?"
"C'mon, Dan. Open the door," Nina said in a whiny voice.
The lock turned and Dan MacDouglas peered out through the partially open door. His face was unshaven and lined with lack of sleep; there was a fresh scrape down one cheek. He saw Nina and Herb, and in the surprisingly fast reaction of a cornered animal, tried to slam the door shut. Herb hit the door hard and bulled it open with his shoulder, stumbling as the resistance suddenly vanished. MacDouglas ran down his narrow entryway through the front room toward the back bedroom. Nina grabbed Herb's arm to steady him, then squeezed by him and raced after MacDouglas.
"Nina! Dammit!" Herb said.
Nina shouted, "MacDouglas, stop! Police!" She eased round the cover of the bedroom door, exposing only a sliver of her and the muzzle of her weapon locked out in front of her. MacDouglas was throwing magazines and photographs out the window. At the sight of her, he snatched up a long hunting knife from the floor beside his bed.
"You want some of me, bitch? You want some, bring it on." MacDouglas hunched his weight forward and swiped the air with his knife.
Herb entered behind Nina and brought his revolver up to challenge MacDouglas when Nina's first shot rang out. She fired again and again, so rapidly that the brass cases seemed to hang in the air, one of them clinging to Herb's collar, hot and burning on the soft flesh there. In the slowdown of time that comes with life-threatening action, Herb saw the fabric of MacDouglas's T-shirt flutter and begin to spot with red. But what he would never forget was Nina's face, the grim wide-eyed green glare of the hunter with her prey in her sights, and under that the unmistakable satisfaction as she put seven 9mm 124 grain Hydra-Shoks into the heart and upper torso of Dan MacDouglas.
***
Jedediah Isiah Loveless—Jed to his friends—was a chaser and proud of it. Not skirts, though he'd done a fair bit of that in his time. He was a man-chaser, one of the best, a flat-faced, narrow-eyed, sunburned, and knotty-muscled five feet eight inches of former Force Recon Marine. He'd spent a few years after Vietnam as a cop in Texas before an old Marine buddy lured him into the U.S. Marshals Service. Jed came just in time to ride the Marshals' roller-coaster fortune, from their near rock-bottom days as seedy prisoner escorts to the heady days after their capture of the escaped spy Christopher Boyce led to their expanded mandate as the premier federal man-hunters.
He'd been summoned, in the middle of the night, to the Target Acquisition Center in Arlington, Virginia, for a briefing on one Jonathan Harding Maxwell, formerly of the Fort Leavenworth military penitentiary. He made the calls and pulled together just the right team for this operation, which was how he came to be out here at Washington's Reagan National Airport to meet one Master Sergeant Dale Miller, the Army's handpicked liaison for this Fugitive Investigation Strike Team.
Jed had a good position, his back to the wall, where he could see people deplaning off the flight from Phoenix. One of the men coming down the jetway had the look Jed recognized: a concealed wariness, a casual look that scanned the crowd, close, then far, back and forth, lingering on hands and eyes, waistbands, shoulders and ankles—all the places where the giveaway tells and body language of an armed man—or woman—register.
Jed grinned when he saw the young man make him. The soldier was neatly dressed in khakis and a chambray work shirt under a brown leather pilot's jacket. He didn't stick out in the crowd. He looked like any other traveler, a little more athletic maybe, but not too out of the ordinary.
Jed liked what he saw. He had a fondness for the shooters who, if the truth be known, were a band of surrogate sons to him, the father of daughters. Years of seasoning and experience had taught him to read men, to know the strengths and weaknesses they wore like skill-identifier badges. This one had seen the elephant. Might even have French kissed him once or twice. He was a good age, early thirties, still young and strong but with enough seasoning to be near his peak. Jed didn't think any gunfighter reached his peak till after he'd been on the job for at least seven to ten years, with some serious up close and personal confrontation time, and that generally took well into a man's middle thirties. It took that long for the illusions and bullshit to begin to sort out in a man's life, and for the true nature of his character to rise like the inner surface of a stone rises after years of running water pass over its face. Time, trouble, and how they handled it was what determined a shooter's life—and his face.
He pushed off the wall and held out his hand. "Dale Miller, right?"
The soldier had a good grip. "That's right, Mr. Loveless."
Jed grinned. Score one for the young gun. "Mr. Loveless was my daddy, Dale. Call me Jed, all my friends do." He gestured at the small blue-green Cordura duffel in Dale's left hand. "That all your gear?
"Travel light, freeze at night. You know the drill."
"Hooyah, I surely do," Jed said. "You eat? They feed you up on all that good airplane food?"
"All the peanuts and pretzels a growing boy could want."
Jed laughed. "I got a car out front." He led the way through the crowded concourse. He noticed how Dale kept his bag in his left hand and stayed slightly behind and to the right of Jed. "What kind of shooter you packing there, son?"
Dale grinned. "Browning High-Power."
"Who makes your leather?"
"Greg Kramer. Wear a lot of Sparks, too."
"Young, good-looking, and he's got good taste in gun leather. I bet you get more ass than a toilet seat."
***
Dale leaned back in his chair and appraised the other members of the Fugitive Investigative Strike Team. The men were seated, grouped by affiliation, around a circular table in a windowless conference room buried deep inside the Marshals Service Headquarters in Arlington.
Two of Jed Loveless's handpicked marshals from the Special Projects Unit sat across from Dale: Edgar Harris, a wiry, edgy former city cop from Cincinnati, who ignored Dale's outstretched hand; and Tommy La Roux, a thick-boned Cajun with an unruly mop of black hair who shook Dale's hand firmly and said, "Dale, good to meet you."
Jed sat at the head of the table, facing the door. He tapped his pen impatiently against the yellow legal pad on the table in front of him. At the opposite end of the table was a reed-thin FBI agent who'd introduced himself as Ted Nakamura from Behavioral Sciences. Nakamura looked more Indian than Japanese, and fidgeted while polishing his thick glasses on a handkerchief.
Once everyone was settled, Harris said, "What do we need a psych profile and a spook for?"
"Dale's not a spook," Jed said.
Harris ignored Dale and spoke only to Jed. "He's not a cop. What's the military doing here?"
"Maxwell isn't your run-of-the-mill fugitive felon, Edgar," Jed said. He tapped his pen hard against the table. "We might need a little extra insight into the methods of his madness."
Tommy La Roux laughed with the deep-bellied ease of a man who laughed often. "Edgar don't like nobody but police, Dale. He's got a nasty, suspicious mind because he spends too much time chasing shitbags. Don't mind him. We're glad you're here."
"Speak for yourself," Harris said.
"I'm glad to have a couple of experts around," La Roux said. He looked first at Dale, then down the table at Nakamura. "Maybe you guys could explain to this old country boy how Maxwell got through all that good psychological-type screening you put him through. I haven't read all the file, and"—he paused and looked speculatively at Dale—"there's some big gaps in his record. Sure seems like he was looked at close, though. Shouldn't there have been some, what do you call, behavioral indicators?"
La Roux was a lot sharper than he wanted people to know, Dale thought. He met La Roux's quizzical look, then turned to Nakamura, who pushed his glasses up on his long nose, smudging the lens with a sweaty forefinger.
Nakamura cleared his throat, looked at Jed and then at Dale. "A little, um, background might be in order. I've reviewed the military psychologist's records on Maxwell... um, anything you want to add, just jump in, Sergeant Miller, feel free ..."
Dale crossed his arms. "You go ahead. I'll fill in later." He gave no sign that he noticed the look that Harris gave La Roux and Jed.
Nakamura blinked as though something were in his eye. "What, um, Delta Force does, what they do with their testing, is select in for certain behavioral traits, and then select out for undesirable combinations of those traits ..."
"I'd think that raping women and murdering cops would be an undesirable combination," Harris said. He sighed when Jed glared at him, and began to doodle furiously on his notepad.
Nakamura continued. "From our perspective, that's true. But some of those behaviors grew out of traits, attributes, that are, um, highly prized in military special operations personnel. Like any behavior or attribute, they can be ... less than desirable ... depending on the circumstances. Maxwell was a highly capable and experienced special operations soldier. He'd shown that in numerous classified— even to us—operations, dangerous operations, all over the world. Indicators? After the fact we can find plenty. The truth is, though, that he was selected to do exactly everything that he's done with the exception of rape."
"I'm going to want you to come back to that first part," Jed said. "But I don't understand the rapes. This guy was a hell of a soldier, the best of the best—in the Army anyway." He winked at Dale, who allowed himself a small smile at the attempt. Harris snorted and didn't look up from his doodling. "He was no stranger to discipline and honor. What the hell happened to him?"
Nakamura bobbed his head rapidly. "That's an interesting question. Sexual aggressiveness, up to and including sexual assault, is a phenomenon associated with any group of men involved in high risk operations or contact sports. Football players, wrestlers, boxers, soldiers, police officers, race car drivers... the aggressiveness needed to succeed in those fields goes hand in hand with a high sex drive. What prevents most men from crossing the line from aggressive sexuality to sexual assault are situational constraints and internal moral structure. Maxwell had been raping for a long time and managed to keep himself from getting caught." He glanced quickly at Dale. "And not ever letting his teammates know. He ..."
"I'm sure this is real interesting for somebody," Harris said. "What I want to know is where this guy is going and what he's going to do next. In my humble opinion as a mere cop, that's what profiles are for. I don't give a shit what kind of interesting psych case he is. I want him behind bars and on trial for the murder of those officers. Period." He shot a challenging stare at Dale. "I don't give a shit what kind of Rambo hero he was supposed to be. He's a dirtbag rapist and cop killer."
"Edgar," Jed said.
Harris closed his mouth and drummed his fingers hard on the tabletop. He shrugged, dropped his head, and began to elaborate on his notepad drawing. From where Dale sat, it looked as though he were drawing a pistol.
"Go on, Ted. Then we'll hear what Dale has to add," Jed said. "Just give us the quick sketch. You said he did everything he was selected to do. What do you mean by that?"
Nakamura wiped one hand on his wrinkled gray trouser leg. "His ability to compartmentalize. The rapes were executed with all the planning and skill that a highly trained commando could bring to it. Yet he was able to keep that out of his work. He didn't see any conflict between the jobs he did for his country and the jobs he did ... for himself. That's one. The initiative and ruthlessness to seize on an escape opportunity and do what needed to be done to make sure he got away clean. Focus on his mission. That's another."
"What mission?" Jed said.
"Getting away. His method shows planning and forethought and knowledge of police operations. His physical showed high liver enzymes, which can be related to alcohol abuse, liver failure, any number of medical conditions. I've got someone checking to see if it can be artificially induced. The prison hospital has no facility for the kind of detailed workup you need to determine the cause. Two guards escorted him off the prison to a hospital in St. Louis. And the trail, so far, stops with the prison sedan in the long-term parking lot at St. Louis International with one guard dead in the trunk. His neck was broken." Nakamura looked as though he were pleading with Dale to say something. "Maxwell is some kind of hand-to-hand combat expert, I believe."
"He had lots of training in close quarters battle," Dale conceded. "Breaking necks is easy if you take someone unaware."
La Roux scratched the back of his neck. "Remind me not to sit in front of you."
Harris cleared his throat and shook his head from side to side. He drew in large letters beneath his elaborate pistol: BULLSHIT.
Dale took a deep breath through his nose and out through his mouth, and willed his hands to relax. Nakamura took off his glasses and rubbed at the smudged lenses with a tissue he took from his pants pocket. "It may be that Maxwell wasn't actually planning an escape at all. He may have seized the chance when it presented itself, precisely as he's been trained to do and as his personality predisposes him to do. He may be running on autopilot, doing escape and evasion in a hostile environment with nowhere to escape to. He has no place to go, no one to turn to, nothing to go back to, no family, no friends, nothing outside of the military community that has ostracized him since his trial. We need to understand what kind of isolation he's feeling right now. He's someone to whom the sense of belonging to something larger than himself was paramount. Drummed out of his unit in disgrace for a shameful series of crimes, the humiliation of being imprisoned with men he could only look down on ..."
"He's no better than any of them," Harris said.
"He'd think he is, though," Nakamura said, riding over Harris's words. "That's one of the clearest indicators in his profile. He thinks he's different from everyone else. He's very intelligent, IQ of 135 ... and after reading the report from the Delta psychologist"—another long look at Dale—"I believe he had some understanding of psychological testing. Delta uses their psychometric test instruments differently than clinical psychologists do. They select for men who are capable of working completely alone, under inhuman pressure, but who at the same time are capable of working as a team member and drawing on sophisticated interpersonal skills while undercover. Maxwell's profile indicates that he thought he should be ashamed of some aspects of his personal behavior. Now we can see what those were. The original interpretation was that Maxwell was in some way compensating for a poor self image resulting from childhood emotional and physical abuse. The unit psychologist's call was that he was sure the adaptations Maxwell made were, in the context of military special operations mission requirements, useful... no matter their questionable effect on his mental health."
"You've lost me," Jed said.
Nakamura put his glasses back on and peered around the table. "Many of the characteristics and behaviors desirable in a special operator are attributes that would be considered unhealthy elsewhere. Obsessive attention to detail, focus that eliminates any considerations outside of the mission, extreme physical aggressiveness, the ability to lie congruently, a lack of emotional dependency that borders on sociopathy—there's a very fine line here. You see the same thing in police profiles, for that matter: aggressiveness, fascination with authority, capability for violence, love of the rush."
"They've got you pegged," La Roux said to Harris.
"Fuck you," Harris said.
"Back on track," Jed said. "So where does this take us?"
"We know what direction he's probably going to develop in. The main organizing structure, the framework of his life, was built around his identity as a Delta soldier. He was a superb technical operator. You could consider his skill his religion. His job was a monastic structure he built to live in. He built a structure of extraordinary skill to compensate for, to deny, the injured inner self crippled by the abuse he most likely suffered as a child. He needed that structure and it was taken away from him. Or rather, more interestingly, he set himself up so it would be taken away from him. It's as though he wanted to be caught—look at how it finally happened: he leaves a custom-made glove available only to Delta operators and pilots from the Nightstalker helicopter unit in a victim's home. This from a man who was able to work undercover in the most hostile terrorist environments in the world and never get caught.
"Now he has no structure. He didn't build one in prison. And he needs one, one where he can excel, where he can exercise his skills, achieve control and self-gratification. He needs a structure that mirrors back his careful construct of himself, the construct that sustains his ongoing rationalization. That rationalization justifies, to him, his actions."
Nakamura leaned forward and gripped the table edge.
"I think Maxwell is heading down the track, building up speed, to an intersection not too far away. He's either going to leave the country, find himself a military position as a mercenary or an advisor in Africa or Latin America, or he's going to stay right here in the States and become the very best criminal he can be. It all depends on how circumstances unfold for him over the next few weeks. It's going to be one of those two tracks."
Dale unfolded his arms and sat forward, adjusting his holstered High-Power as he did. "How do you get to that conclusion, Agent Nakamura?"
Nakamura seemed grateful for the question. "If he stays here, he can't go backward. He can't go back to the structure he had before. That means he has to build one. Where can he do that? He's not the sort of man who could adopt a quiet civilian life and stay in the background, work in a grocery store or a gas station. He needs to exercise his skills, to prove his excellence, and the best venues for that are the criminal or mercenary realms."
Harris set down his pen and nodded. Dale saw that his interest was piqued.
"That's useful. What about his structure in prison?" Harris said. "Who was he celling with?"
"At the time of his escape, no one," Nakamura said. "His previous cellmate was another Army master sergeant, John Murphy, who was doing twenty for trafficking in stolen military weapons. He was supplying M-16s, M-60s, grenades, even light antitank weapons to white supremacist groups and outlaw motorcycle gangs across the Pacific Northwest. Murphy was transferred from the cell to the prison infirmary two months ago, after he was diagnosed with liver cancer. He died three weeks ago."
"That's interesting," Jed said. "Maybe that's where Maxwell got the idea about the liver enzymes. How close were they?"
"We don't know," Nakamura said. "The guards say Maxwell kept to himself. Other than Murphy, just idle conversation with a few other prisoners. We're talking to them. No known problems, but one of the guards mentioned that Maxwell was a suspect in the beating of a black prisoner who was found in the showers. He's still in the hospital, been in a coma for two weeks with a cerebral hematoma."
"Somebody kicked his ass fierce," La Roux said.
Nakamura nodded. "Maxwell was suspected, but he denied it and there was no proof. Nobody saw anything."
Nakamura took a deep breath and fell silent. He paged slowly through his notes.
La Roux looked over at Jed, then at Dale. "Well, partner, you worked with this guy, is that right? What is it that you guys did together?"
Dale sat very still, his face blank. His index finger tapped twice, then once. Chest, chest, head. Knocks them down and keeps them dead. "I can't discuss specifics ..." he began.
"We're all on the same side here, Dale," Jed said.
"... but I can say that Jonny Maxwell was the senior NCO in my troop when I came on with Delta. We worked a lot of operations together, we were in Bosnia, the Gulf, a lot of places together. We had a close working relationship, just like you guys get when you work with somebody for a long time in hard places," he said.
Harris curled his lip. "He was a friend of yours, wasn't he?"
"Yes he was," Dale said. His finger tapped, then stopped. "For a long time, I considered him a friend."
"You testified against him at the trial though," Harris said. "Said you'd been suspicious of his behavior, saw signs of, what did you call it"—he leafed through the case file in front of him—"aberrant behavior. Is that right?"
"Yes," Dale said.
"Did you challenge him on it before you testified against your partner?" Harris said. "What's up with that? You guys were friends?"
Dale avoided their eyes and looked at the wall above Jed's head. "I thought I knew Jonny Maxwell. As much as he let anybody know him ... What's he going to do? I think Nakamura is on track. I don't know if Jonny planned his escape. If I had to bet, I'd say no. I think he just seized the opportunity, the same way he would if he were a prisoner of war. He's out, he's hunted, and he knows the game. He's trained to know how you think. He's had lots of practice in the real world, staying ahead of local security forces, which is how he's going to think of you. He knows what you're going to do, what moves you're going to make, and what order you'll make them in. The one thing you can count on is that he won't do anything you'd expect your average fugitive to do. Right now, he's going to take it twenty minutes at a time. Strictly survival stuff. He's got to get a vehicle—if he hasn't found a way onto an aircraft—get a safe house, get money and documentation. He's got tasks to do, to create a temporary refuge to further refine his escape and evasion plan. And he'll make that as foolproof as he can."
"What's he planning to do?" La Roux said.
"What Nakamura said, I think. Either leave the country, go mere, or stay here and go major league bad guy."
"You think this guy is so tough," Harris said. "We've taken down tough guys before, Miller. Some of you commando types, too. Remember that guy Vasquez, Tommy?"
"Enrique Vasquez," La Roux said. "Oh, yeah. He was a hard old boy. He was Vietnam something."
"He was some kind of Vietnam-era CIA slash Special Forces slash fucking Phoenix Project ninja assassin," Harris said. "He was working as an enforcer for the Outlaws biker gang. Killed a state trooper in Oklahoma, a local sheriff in Texas, and a whole shit pot of people the Outlaws were pissed at. We ran him down. He gave us a good chase, but we ran him down."
"Old Edgar had to get face-to-face with Enrique," La Roux said. "You put what, three rounds of double-ought in his chest?"
Harris laughed. He never looked away from Dale's face. "Put a hole in him big enough to pass a six-pack through."
"I believe you did just that," La Roux said.
"We tracked him, bagged him, and tagged him. Everybody thought he was a tough guy, too."
Dale met Harris's challenging gaze with a level, neutral face. He looked at Jed and La Roux, who watched for his reaction. Nakamura stared blankly into space.
Dale nodded slowly. "I realize you're good at what you do. I respect that. But I don't think you get it. Let me tell you something about Jonny Maxwell. During the Gulf War, when Kuwait was occupied, the Iraqi Republican Guard and several divisions were in and around Kuwait City. They looted the city, raped and pillaged, crushed the little resistance movement that was starting up.
"The security around Kuwait City was as close to seamless as the Iraqis could come up with—and it was pretty good. Patrols day and night, electronic surveillance to prevent air penetration, ground sensors on the roads to augment the roadblocks, minefields on the foot approaches.
"Jonny Maxwell went into Kuwait City by himself. Not once, not twice, but on five separate occasions, he went in alone to do close target reconnaissance, mark air targets and landing zones, and to coordinate what was left of the resistance. He was captured once, by a patrol. He only had a pistol. He killed all six members of the patrol before they could turn him over to a prisoner processing team. Then he continued and completed his mission. And he went back again after that. When the Iraqis had thousands of men, some of them highly trained, searching for him.
"He eluded military patrols, dogs, police units, and special military hunter-killer teams. Alone, on foot, armed with a pistol and without any backup.
"Don't fool yourself into thinking that he's just another criminal with some military history. He was as good as it gets in a hard world."
Harris sat back in his chair and crossed his arms. La Roux nodded, impressed, and looked at Jed, who made notes on his legal pad.
"What's he like to do?" Jed said.
"He likes to be by himself. He likes to shoot. He likes to hunt. He owned a Harley, he likes to ride. He likes to rape women. That's it," Dale said.
"Does he like to fight?" Jed said.
Dale took his time answering. "In the sense of picking a fight in a bar for fun, no. He wouldn't start one like that, but he'd finish it if someone brought it to him. But if it's a mission... once the balloon goes up, once he's in contact and the fight is on, there's nobody better. He's never more alive than when he's in the middle of the fight. That's how he made his name. It's all he's lived for, all he's trained for, all he's ever thought about. Being in the moment, in the fight. Running the game. That's what he's about. If we hunt him, if we corner him, we'd better be ready to go all the way and then some. Because that's the only way he knows how to go."
***
According to his driver's license, Chad Bergh was twenty-two years old and resided at 1742 Seventh Street in St. Paul, Minnesota. Now he lay beneath three feet of loamy dirt in a field, his grave bordered by tall rows of corn, just off a gravel utility road not far from an isolated off-ramp.
In the idling 4Runner, Jonny replaced the license and poked through the rest of Chad Bergh's wallet: American Express and Gold Visa cards; a social security card; a St. Thomas University student ID and library card; thirty-two dollars in assorted bills; a family photo of Chad with mom, dad, and two sisters, one not bad-looking, and an ugly dog. A yellow Post-it note with several four-digit numbers and the word "gandalf" written on it. PIN numbers for the credit cards and a password, he guessed.
You could tell so much about someone by looking in their wallet. The kid's whole life was in there.
Too bad for him.
Jonny threw the wallet into the glove box and wiped his hands on his pant leg. His Levi's were too short in the leg and too loose in the gut; the Cavalier's driver had been short and fat. He'd wept silently when he stripped off his clothes and handed them to Jonny. It reminded him of the Iraqi salesman he'd killed on the highway outside of Baghdad during the Storm. The Iraqi had the same resigned but defiant look when he realized how it was going to end.
Jonny drove away with his lights off. The gravel crunched beneath the slow rolling wheels of the 4Runner. When he hit the paved road that returned to the highway he turned on the lights and accelerated down the ramp. On the empty highway the headlights bored into the dark. The speedometer was at ninety before he noticed he was speeding.
He eased off the gas. He felt as though he were short of breath, as though something were pressing on his chest, and he forced himself to breathe deeply and slowly, forcing the oxygenated blood deep into his tissue, washing out the adrenaline and the ... what? He saw the boy's face, the surprise and the fear and the sad resignation he'd seen so many times before. In one of the African hunting books he enjoyed, there was a story about a white hunter who was mauled by a lion. The hunter described how a peaceful sense of lassitude came over him when the lion's jaws clamped down on him, how he hadn't felt any pain, only a sense of pressure ... the pain came only after his friends rescued him and the full extent of his injuries became apparent.
It must have been like that for the boy. He was sure of it.
Jonny put those thoughts away on the shelf in his head where he kept such things. He'd learned how to do that a long time ago. He'd been ten, and Gene Tovares, a neighbor sympathetic to the quiet boy from the loud house, had taken him on his first hunt into the rugged northern California foothills. Jonny sat in a tree stand and waited for the dogs to run the deer past him. He felt a deep churning in his stomach when the adrenaline rose up as his deer appeared, and he learned to ride that wave down in the same moment, as hunters have done for thousands of years. The Winchester Model 94 .30-.30 rifle thumped back into his shoulder socket and the buckhorn sight tracked up and then down again. The lever was cool in his small hand as he ratcheted it down, then up, reloading automatically without ever having been taught how. The deer rose up onto its hind legs, its front hooves thrashing the air as though it were boxing an invisible opponent. It staggered forward a few steps and then collapsed into the grass, shuddered, and grew still in a spreading pool of blood.
Time stood still with the scent of gunpowder. He felt a strangely familiar satisfaction. He paid no attention to the praise of the other hunters, big bluff hardworking men with the smell of coffee, sweat, whiskey, and raw blood around them. It was as though there were two parts to him, and one part had woken for the first time—a part that rose and turned, sniffing for the rich scent of blood that filled him with warmth and sudden unexpected strength, put timbre and fiber into his voice, and put the pathetic misery of his other life in a small dim shadow down in the corner of the brilliant picture laid out before him.
His first man had been the same.
***
Later, on the road, his plan began to take shape. Minneapolis would be good. It was close enough to Milwaukee and far enough away to keep law enforcement from connecting him to his stash—if they even had an inkling about it, which he doubted. They would have no way of knowing, but it was important not to underestimate the opposition. All operators kept one or more stashes of money, documents, and weapons for those times when you might get caught short on a job ... or had something going that was better left outside the regular requisition channels.
More than a few of the boys had screwed themselves out of their pensions that way. There had been mass reassignments, demotions, and prison sentences handed out after the Department of Defense Investigative Service tore apart the voucher and budgetary practices of the special ops paramilitary teams. It was only human that there would be abuses—credit cards with no limits that you never had to pay, multiple identities, briefcases full of freshly minted hundred-dollar bills, expensive cars, lavish safe houses maintained for cover... heady stuff to senior enlisted men who were lucky to be pulling down two grand a month after taxes. Some of them got greedy and got caught. Or got screwed by their bosses.
Or their friends.
He put that thought away. The early morning light swelled in the sky. The gleaming skyline of Minneapolis grew in the distance.
***
Jonny checked into an anonymous Super 8 Motel near the Minneapolis-St. Paul International Airport. From the room, he dialed the toll-free number on the back of the Visa card, and at the prompting of the mechanical voice that answered, entered in the card number and the last four digits of Chad Bergh's social security number. The metallic voice said there was a balance of $137.42 on a credit line of $9750.
Operating funds were the first priority. After hiding himself beneath sunglasses, a thick watch cap, and a super-sized plastic coffee mug he held to his face, Jonny worked his way through four different ATM cash machines in the suburbs around Minneapolis. The local machines would only allow a $500 cash advance against a daily ceiling of $2000. He figured he had twenty-four hours before the automated theft and misuse software would flag the pattern of large cash advances. But that should be enough time.
The next stop was a computer superstore, where he purchased an Apple G-3 Powerbook and had the RAM maxed out while he waited.
"Nice machine," the checkout clerk said as he put the computer box back into Jonny's shopping cart.
"They're supposed to be," Jonny said. "I'll need it for school."
"Going back?"
"Grad school."
"Better you than me. I had enough. Thanks for shopping Computer World."
"Thank you."
He concealed the computer box beneath the sleeping bag in the back of the 4Runner, then drove up I-35W to Lake Street and into the Uptown District at the intersection of Hennepin and Lake. The streets were lined with large and small shops, trendy restaurants, bars, and coffee shops. He parked in the public ramp behind the Calhoun Square shopping center.
Inside the enclosed mall he went into the Gap and purchased several pairs of black Levi's, half a dozen black and half a dozen white T-shirts, and several denim shirts in black and blue. From a vendor's cart in the atrium, he bought a pair of RayBan Wayfarers. He bought a low-cut pair of black Doc Martens work shoes in a store called Hobnailed and Naught. The young woman waiting on him had her lips, nose, ears and tongue pierced with gleaming silver beads.
"Present for someone?" she said as she put the shoebox into a shopping bag.
"Me," Jonny said. "My friends tell me I need to get with the times."
She looked at his ill-fitting Levi's, baggy flannel shirt, and the Wayfarers hiding his eyes. "They may be right."
"Whatever." Jonny was glad for his hidden eyes. What you don't know won't kill you.
On the way back to the Super 8, he stopped at a Target and bought toiletries, underwear, socks, and a home barber's set. Back in his room, he laid out clothes on the bed, then took the barber's set out of its plastic sleeve and went into the bathroom. He studied himself in the mirror. Three days of beard stubble covered his face. His medium-length brown hair had thinned out and receded from his forehead. He cut his hair as short as he could with the barber's scissors, then ran the electric clippers over his head till only a close stubble remained. With a safety razor, he shaved his head completely bald and removed all of his facial hair except for a slightly crooked goatee. The bald look smoothed out his features and took at least five years off his thirty-six.
He showered off the stray hairs, then dressed in new patterned boxers, a black T-shirt, black Levi's, a thick black leather belt, white socks, and the black Doc Martens. He didn't recognize himself when he looked in the mirror, nor would anyone else who'd known him. Prison had trimmed him down to 175 pounds of stringy muscle and bone. The Jonny everyone else knew was closer to 190, with medium long hair, and favored T-shirts, flannel work shirts, blue jeans, and cowboy boots. Now he looked like a hip coffee barista in his late twenties, as far from the image of Jonny Maxwell, former commando and escaped convict, as he could be.
The RayBans were the final touch.
"I'm a hip dude," Jonny said, studying himself in the mirror. He needed to work on the smile. It was too edgy. He let himself slouch a little. Yeah, this would work. He'd fit right into the Twin Cities large student community, with its transient population and cheap lodging. And taut-bodied young women.
He'd think about that later.
He unboxed the computer and ran a diagnostic on the internal modem and communications program. Everything checked out as it should. He preferred the Apples to the IBMs they'd been issued in DOMINANCE RAIN. He liked uncomplicated machines that did what they were told and gave him no problems.
After a final run through the ATMs tomorrow, Chad Bergh's card would be done. He'd have to move fast to set up the next phase.
He picked up the phone, entered *67 to block the Caller ID, then dialed Chad's home phone number and got his answering machine. He entered the remote access number from the Post-it note in Chad's wallet. There were three messages, two from friends looking for Chad, one from Citibank, just like clockwork, telling him to call and verify a number of recent transactions that didn't meet his usual profile. The card would most likely be frozen tomorrow, but if he went right after midnight he could hit all the ATMs and get another $2000 out.
Now it was time to work.
Jonny plugged the computer modem into the phone jack and entered a toll-free 800 number into the communications program. The modem buzzed and beeped as numbers played across the screen. A splash screen came up: restricted access. authorized users only. this site is monitored and unauthorized attempts at access will be prosecuted.
At the password prompt, Jonny entered "War666Dog." The verification prompt came up and he reentered the alternate SYSOP password he'd inserted into the program years before and hit return. A directory of files rolled up.
"Bingo," Jonny said softly. "Welcome to the jungle."
He typed rapidly, his shoulders twitching as though he were playing an elaborate pinball machine, the cursor bouncing from screen to screen: credit cards, credit reports, driver's licenses, personal references, background history. Long dormant identities, created years before as part of the dominance rain start-up, were hidden away in this corner of the unit's dedicated mainframe.
Jonny spun his legend, to deceive and ensnare, like a spider spins a web. First the bare threads that held the whole together: background, friends and family; credit references and credit cards. All the addresses and past employment and credit references were laboriously backstopped by the hardworking clerks in the CIA's Special Support Unit, who made sure that the little stops and checks that people use when they characterize someone were all there.
The substance of life is woven from lies, he thought. It's so easy to reinvent yourself, to airbrush out the bad, to highlight the good, to create a new life for yourself and for your new acquaintances.
How many times do people do that, gloss over jobs they'd rather forget, relationships left in smoking ruin? Or build up and expand something into something else that bore no resemblance to the truth?
It was something special operators did. The ability to do it well was the stamp of the true professional. And the back doors into the corporate and government mainframes the contract hackers had so cunningly fashioned gave the operator elite the tools they needed to take the game to its technological pinnacle.
But it took a certain kind of genius to use the tools well, and Jonny was a genius and a grand master at the game, both on and off the playing field. He'd learned how to play as a boy, glossing over the aftermath of his father's rampages and his mother's helpless bleating that kept him up at night, and left him with dark bags under his eyes, nodding off in the back of the classroom.
Mrs. Morton, the kindest of his three fourth-grade teachers, said, "Why are you so tired all the time?"
"I was up late reading," he'd say, his mouth crinkled in the pseudo-smile he practiced every night, a big grin to hide the flat dark stones his eyes were becoming. Deep down in the reptile brain, part of him remembered how easily she accepted that small lie, and he'd learned then that women would so often accept the lie rather than face the frightening burden of the truth.
He paused at the keyboard and listened for a moment. There was only the distant sound of closing doors and the far-off hum of traffic. He looked into the mirror behind the desk. Deep lines ran down his cheekbones to the corner of his mouth, lines that pulled like marionette wires to expose his large canine teeth when he smiled. His eyes were dark brown, hidden as though beneath colored contacts, so often masking his true feelings, the eyes of a child of rage looking out with dumb fury at the world. It wasn't Fortune's face. But maybe it was the face he'd earned. He rarely allowed himself to think about that. He believed in keeping his mind on the task in front of him at all times. Right now, that was the creation of his legend, backstopping his credit and job references, and integrating those fabricated transactions into the sea of data that flowed around the world, through the back doors the government had created for him and his brother assassins in DOMINANCE RAIN.
***
The front room of Nina's condominium overlooked Lake Harriet in the quiet Linden Hills neighborhood of southwest Minneapolis. It was late afternoon, and the paved paths around the lake were filled with people walking, biking, or Rollerblading. Nina was dressed comfortably in hiking shorts and a baggy T-shirt, her long legs curled beneath her in the heavy green overstuffed armchair she'd inherited from her father. "The Big Green Monster" she'd named it as a child, when her father had held her on his lap, the two of them cozy in the cushy depths of the chair. After he died, she brought the armchair home and tucked it into the sunny window nook that looked out over the lake. Sometimes, when she dozed off in the chair, she felt her father's arms wrapped tight around her.
She liked to sit and look out at the water and the people. While she didn't like crowds, she liked to people watch. She told herself it was to keep her observation skills sharp. The comfortable front room, like the rest of her home and her desk at work, was neat, tidy, and organized. Pictures of friends and family dominated the decor. Plain oak bookcases were filled with framed photos and ceramic figures, as was the false mantle above the gas-operated fireplace.
She looked at the silent phone, then stood and stretched like a cat, the long muscles of her legs and arms tingling. The phone rang. She smiled at her precognition and rubbed the tense muscles in the small of her back.
"Hello?"
"Hey, girlfriend," Herb said. He sounded nasal and slightly wheezy. "You're not doing naughty things to yourself are you?"
"No. I wore out the batteries in Mr. Happy. Pick me up a couple, will ya? Double As?"
"You'll just have to go manual till I get by the store," he said, laughing. "Jesus, what I wouldn't give to hear you at Confession."
"Your heart couldn't take it, old man. How are you?"
"I'm good, Nina. Can't get a damn thing done around here, though. Need my partner back. How about you? You need anything? Besides batteries?"
"I'm good to go. I wish they'd get me back on the job. I don't need this."
"Take the time, it's free."
"Whatever." Nina paused. "The shrink came by the other day. Didn't stay long."
"What'd he have to say?"
He's too casual, Nina thought. She shook her head slowly and grinned at the floor, appreciating his barely concealed concern. "Well, he was a little worried about me sleeping with my pistol in my mouth ..."
"Fuck you!"
"... and I told him I had this unresolved oral fixation 'cause I was never breast-fed ..."
"Nina..."
"... and I was wondering if that was related to post-shooting syndrome?"
There was a long silence.
"Nina, none of that is funny," Herb said. "This is your job ..."
"Lighten up, Herbie. I know about my job. I'm the one out here, not you. The only thing bugging me is my caseload's gathering dust while I'm sitting here on my ass."
Herb sighed. His wheeze was even more pronounced.
"Speaking of fat asses," Nina said. "When was the last time you ran farther than the toilet? Your wheeze is getting worse."
"Ah, it's these allergies. Summertime pollen, all that." Herb sounded contrite. "Speaking of asses, hurry up and get through this shooting board bullshit and get yours back here. I'm tired of looking at Malone's."
"You better watch yourself, old man. I get jealous," Nina said, laughing. "Just remember who saved your tired old ass."
"You," Herb said. His voice turned flat and serious. "You did."
***
Later, Nina walked slowly around Lake Harriet. Normally she'd be running two laps around the lake, but today she lacked the energy for a run. She strolled along, hands jammed in her pockets, a blue fanny pack at her waist hiding a Sig-Sauer P-230 stoked with Corbon + Ps, her badge and ID, a cell phone and her pager. She ignored the appreciative looks the passing men gave her. They were mostly suntanned and healthy yuppies, biking, blading, or running, calling out "Left! Passing on your left!" as they zoomed by.
She stopped near the band shell, then walked out on the pier to watch the sailboats tacking back and forth on the far side of the lake. The ring of anchor chains and the creaking pier sounded loud in her ears. A lone gull squawked overhead. For a moment she felt disoriented, as though she were looking through the wrong end of a telescope that zoomed the whole world down into a dime-sized vision of Dan MacDouglas falling backward, the shock and surprise on his face as the last firings of his brain registered that he was, quite suddenly, dead.
Killing a suspect in the line of duty was a frequent topic of discussion at both the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center when she'd gone through as a rookie criminal investigator for Treasury, and the Minneapolis Police Academy, where she'd gone through after she quit the Feds and returned to Minneapolis to look after her father. She didn't participate in the macho bluster that the men took comfort in. Some of the other women bought into that, out of some mistaken sense that they had to talk and act like one of the guys in order to be a cop. Then, as now, Nina went her own way in all things, in her carefully preserved private life as well as on the job. She'd made up her mind a long time ago that her life, her partner's life, and the lives of innocents were worth more than any violent dirtbag. She'd made peace with herself about killing a long time before she had to.
That didn't necessarily make it easier, though she was surprised at just how little it affected her. After all the lectures and talks about post-traumatic stress, she'd expected something more. She didn't feel sad, she didn't feel mad, she didn't feel depressed. After the initial rush of adrenaline, she only felt... satisfied. Satisfied that she and Herb weren't hurt. Satisfied that her training had served her well in the test. And satisfied that she'd killed that sick, evil son of a bitch. She'd never be able to say that out loud, except maybe to Herb. He'd been both surprised and dismayed by what he saw on her face during the shooting. But he was her partner.
She smiled down at the reflection of herself in the green water beneath the pier: a tall, athletic young woman who might be a stockbroker, an accountant, a business executive—or a blooded street cop. Nina liked that about herself; she liked to surprise people. It preserved the distance she liked to keep. She especially relished how often male cops underestimated her because of her looks. More than one had been surprised by her performance, and many of the other women officers looked to her for an example. She liked that, too. Nina believed in mentorship. It was how things got done, how people got ahead. She'd had good mentors in her life.
Uncle Ray was one, her dad's tough and wiry younger brother, an ATF agent who avoided the FBI agents who hung with his brother, a street agent who was proud of his undercover work breaking up arms smuggling rings in the outlaw biker gangs. His stories had taught her the difference between a cop and an agent, and had been one influence in her decision to quit the Feds. He'd eaten his gun one bad night, when something out of his past came up in him, not long after she'd found out about Dad's cancer.
Nina turned and walked away from the reflections in the water and the memories they raised. Her quick footfalls sounded hollow on the old planking of the pier. Ripples of water flowed out from the pilings like whispers in an empty room.
She walked along the lake, then cut across the trolley tracks and up the hill into the two-block-square shopping area that anchored the Linden Hills neighborhood at the intersection of Forty- fourth Street and Upton. She waved to Steve the butcher when she passed the meat shop, peeked in at the children playing in the front window of the toy store, and stopped at Sebastian Joe's Ice Cream Cafe for a coffee. The tree-shaded courtyard hadn't filled up yet, so she was able to find a table near the street to sit with her paper and French Roast. She became restless after a few minutes; she often did when she thought of Ray. She took her coffee and paper and walked down Forty-fourth Street toward her condo. Halfway down the block, in front of the old brownstone building across the street from where Old Joe, the Italian immigrant retired from General Mills, kept his lush garden, a sign said one bedroom apartment for rent.
Won't take long for that to go, Nina thought. Apartments didn't last long around here.
Curled in the Green Monster, Nina sipped her coffee and turned the newspaper pages with increasing violence. For once the Star & Tribune had dealt evenhandedly with a police shooting, even though the reporter dwelt more on the perceived issues of a woman working sex crimes instead of the issues of a cop taking out a dirtbag in a justifiable shooting. She threw the paper on the floor.
She knew what she needed and where she could get it.
She pulled a light flannel shirt over her T-shirt and went out the door. She got into her four-year-old Jeep Cherokee and drove around the Chain of Lakes the back way into downtown, past the Walker sculpture garden and Loring Park onto Hennepin, then over into the northeast to Torrone's Bar and Grill. She went straight through the back door marked employees only into the bar and slid onto her favorite stool beside the waitress station.
Years as a construction worker and amateur bodybuilder had given Joe Torrone—the sixty-year-old owner, bartender, and occasional bouncer—a powerful frame that even at sixty was still knotted with intimidating muscle. He turned his pit-bull head stiffly and grinned at his favorite customer.
"Yep, the most beautiful girl in the world, and she has to walk into my bar," he said in a Bogart imitation bizarrely skewed by his thick northern Minnesota accent.
"We'll always have Paris, Joe," Nina said. She loved this old man who reminded her so much of her father. She leaned on the bar and scooted her stool closer, twining her legs around the stool braces as she did when she was a little girl sitting with her father in this same bar.
"It's good to see ya, baby girl," Joe growled. He looked down to hide his pleasure. "Been too long. Ya been to Confession?"
"Why?" Nina said. She was surprised by the chill in her voice. "Should I have been?"
Joe froze. A bar towel dangled forgotten in his shovel-sized hands. "What am I saying, I wasn't thinking. Jeez, Nina, I'm sorry," he said. "That's not what I meant, that thing what happened ... me and my big mouth. Empty head. Jeez, Nina, I'm sorry, I didn't even want to say nothing."
"Just get me a drink, will you, Joe?" Nina said. She forced a laugh. "Can't a girl just get a drink around here?"
Joe looked at her for a long moment, then ducked his head and hurried to mix her a dark Ron Rico and diet Coke on the rocks.
"Yeah sure, you betcha. On the house for the most beautiful woman in it.
"You're doing better, sweet mouth man."
Nina savored the sweetness of the strong rum and Coke while she looked around. Torrone's was a blue-collar workingman's bar. Her father and his FBI cronies would meet here after work or raids. He often brought her in to have a Coke and one of Joe's homemade bratwurst at lunchtime. They'd watched ball games here, threw popcorn at the TV when the Twins screwed up, carried on and had lots of laughs. It was Joe Torrone who organized the food and drink for her father's wake, and big Joe had been a pallbearer at both Uncle Ray's and her father's funerals. After she moved back from DC, she began to frequent the bar again. Torrone's had passed the torch as the prime cop bar, so she rarely ran into anyone she knew on the job. Joe kept the riffraff out, so she didn't have to worry about running into "professional acquaintances."
She came for the occasional drink, to watch the games with Joe, and for an infrequent uncomplicated date if she found somebody she liked. Most of the men she dated dropped out after a while. If they didn't know already, they learned not to gossip about her in Torrone's. Joe was known to slap men off barstools for off-color remarks to or about ladies—and as he would tell anyone who cared to listen, Nina was first and foremost in his circle of esteemed ladies.
There were a few other men and women in the bar who waved or nodded in recognition at Nina. A couple of tables were occupied by old retirees from General Mills, Pillsbury, or Honeywell, old- timers from the mills who came in to play dominoes and reminisce endlessly over cheap pitchers of beer and the good, simple food that came out of the small back kitchen. Standing at the end of the bar was one loner, a young guy in his late twenties, in rough work clothes, his shoulder-length hair unbound around a pale, thin face. He caught Nina's eye and smiled, shyly.
Nina liked the shy look. "Who's that guy, Joe?" Joe pursed his lips. "Works up the street at the machine shop." Nina studied Joe before she spoke. "You know I love you best and most, Joe. But you're not my daddy."
"What do you see in these guys, Nina?" "Just what I want to, Joe," Nina said. "Just what I want to." She picked up her drink and moved down the bar to sit beside the young machinist.
***
"What are you thinking about?" Jed said, drumming his fingers on the wheel of his unmarked Crown Victoria. He goosed the gas, then braked, inching along in the Beltway's bumper-to-bumper afternoon traffic.
Dale shrugged and stared out the side window at the other cars alongside. Two lanes over, a young blond girl in a battered Honda Accord dug first clockwise, then counterclockwise in her ear with a ring-festooned finger, bobbing her head to loud Snoop Doggy Dogg.
"Tell me about it," Jed said. "Anything's better than rush hour radio."
"You hunt?" Dale said.
Jed grinned, keeping his eyes on the Camry in front of him. "Is the Pope Catholic? You?"
"Not really. I was thinking of the first time I went."
"Your daddy take you?"
"No," Dale said. "Jonny did."
They were out in California, in the mountains near the old Hunter- Leggett Army Base south of Fort Ord, abandoned after the demobilization of the Seventh Light Infantry Division. They were using the old facilities to train and refresh on their small-unit patrol and immediate action drills. The team stood down for the day; the other operators headed for the showers and fresh grilled steaks after.
"Let's take a ride," Jonny said.
Dale thought it was a quick run for beer. Instead, they drove over the green rolling hills into the Santa Cruz Mountains, around the base of Mount Umunuhm, topped with the abandoned structure of a distant early warning radar from the fifties and sixties, and through the small town of New Almaden, a former mercury mining town where the raw red dirt that hid silver mercury was ripped from the mountain sides with gigantic water sluices. It was a rough town. Small houses were separated by yards fenced off with twisted wire strung between rusty steel pickets. Among the houses were double- wide trailers fronted by rough poured concrete steps, where sullen, tired women sat and stared at the men, dressed in worn Lee jeans and ripped heavy flannel shirts, who worked on the cars blocked up in the yards. The central downtown district was only three blocks long. Two stop signs and you were through it, and onto the narrow roads twisting like a broken-backed snake through the dense scrub oak, manzanita, and juniper pine that matted the red dirt hills like three-day-old beard.
"I grew up around here," Jonny said, breaking the long silence. He pulled the rental car off the narrow two-lane blacktop into a pullout where a dirt fire trail branched away from the main road. The pullout was littered with crushed twelve-pack boxes for Miller Genuine Draft, condoms and wrappers, a lone pink sock. Jonny shut off the engine and got out. He opened the trunk and took out the M-4 carbines they'd been training with and locked a fully loaded thirty-round magazine into each one.
"Let's go," he said.
Dale took the rifle. "What are we doing?"
"Hunting."
"This is illegal. We can't hunt with these."
"Up here, nobody cares," Jonny said. "The only cop around here I used to hunt with when I was a kid. He knows who and how I am. We won't have any problems. C'mon. Let's go."
Jonny set off down the fire trail, his carbine carried casually in one hand, stepping long and quiet on the packed dirt. Dale looked at the car, then the empty two-lane country road. He scratched his nose, then followed slowly behind Jonny. It pissed him off, how Jonny didn't even look back but knew that Dale was coming. The woods seemed full of silence as they left the road behind. Behind him the engine ticked as it cooled. The warmth of the summer sun filtered down between the trees. A slight breeze cooled his skin.
Jonny knelt beside the trail where the soil was turned up. "Looky here," he said. He took a small twig and poked at some large knotted feces, still fresh, in the middle of a torn up patch plowed by many small hooves. "Pigs, about six or seven of them." He looked down into the small canyon beneath the fire trail and picked out a narrow footpath. "Probably bedded down right now."
"Pigs?" Dale said.
"Feral pigs. Crossbreeds between the old Russian boars the Spanish brought over here to hunt back in the old Conquistador days and regular domestic pigs that got loose. They adapted real well to this climate and terrain. They're the perfect pest. Around here they're nuisance game, trash game. There's no limit and no season—you can kill as many as you want. All day, all night. These fuckers will make you fight, too."
"What are we doing here?"
"The old boars ... they're smart. They'll hunt you if you piss them off, believe it." Jonny nodded in satisfaction. His eyes were bright. "We'll come back, closer to dark."
It was like he wasn't really here, Dale thought. He could be talking to himself. He started when Jonny said, "Yeah."
"Yeah, what?" Dale said.
"No worries, bro," Jonny said. He stood and worked one knee slowly, back and forth. "I'll show you what to do. We'll do just fine, you and me. Just like we always do."
"What are we doing? Firing up pork chops? What is all this?"
"Doing our business. You'll see. I'll show you."
They drove back to New Almaden and had a beer and a greasy hamburger in a worn-down bar, a ramshackle old storefront with the glass partly boarded up and a haphazard collection of rickety booths and chipped wooden tables surrounded by vinyl-backed chairs. The two of them ate in silence. Jonny ignored one older man who nodded to him when he came into the bar. After they ate, they got back in the car and drove to the tiny market three blocks down. Jonny drove around back, then rummaged in the garbage bins until he found a half case of wilted lettuce, gone brown and soft.
"This'll do," he said, putting the box in the trunk.
They drove back to the pullout. The sun was low in the sky, casting long shadows beneath the trees. Dale followed Jonny back down the fire trail. He was always following Jonny somewhere. Always in his shadow. Jonny strode ahead, his M-4 in one hand, the waxed cardboard lettuce case in the other. He paused, knelt, then followed the narrow, barely perceptible game path down the hillside into the small canyon below the fire trail. He went halfway up the far side of the canyon, busting brush, then entered into an open area surrounded by several tall old oaks with thick heavy branches.
Jonny threw the rotten lettuce into the grassy open area, tearing the heads apart and spreading the rotten bits near the trail. He gestured for Dale to follow him. Jonny stopped beside an old oak tree, its trunk scarred and gnarled. He bent and cupped his hands together to make a stirrup for Dale to climb up.
"Get up," Jonny said.
"What are we ..."
"Get up."
Dale stepped up and grabbed the lower branches. Someone had nailed old pieces of two by four as a crude ladder to get halfway up the tree where a rough platform of plywood and two by four beams made a precarious seat. Dale settled himself cautiously, his M-4 sling looped around his neck, a spare magazine in his field jacket pocket.
Jonny climbed nimbly up into a tree directly across from Dale. From their vantage points, they could see up and down the length of the little canyon, and overlooked the open area strewn with rotten lettuce. Dale saw that they had great fields of fire, interlocking together across the open kill zone.
They waited in silence. Darkness fell. The long shadows grew together and knitted themselves into a shroud of darker grays and blacks. Dale's eyes adjusted and he began to pick out details as his peripheral vision came into play in the gloom. He watched Jonny watching their kill zone. Jonny had a gift for stillness that was unusual in a door kicker. Most assaulters had an aggressiveness and a need for action, the need for speed, unlike the snipers who could lie still, scope welded to their eyes for hours, days if necessary. Jonny had a loner's streak unusual in the more gregarious assaulters and more common among the snipers. Some of the other operators muttered about Jonny being high and mighty, but none of them disputed his ability.
And once Ray Dalton had plucked the best from the best for his secretive special project, Dale found himself working closely with the legendary Jonny Maxwell. For the youngest operator to make the grade for Delta, to be handpicked for the most tightly compartmented special project in the U.S. arsenal and thrust into a close partnership with one of the top operators in the world was heady stuff. Or so he'd thought in the beginning. Beirut, Bosnia, Iraq, Kuwait, Guatemala ... he'd been and done. Made his bones. At Jonny's side. Or as his shadow.
He still didn't know what to make of Jonny. They were friends, yeah, brothers in a way that made sense only if you didn't speak of it. But he'd never gotten far beneath the shell of competency and aggressive leadership that Jonny kept up. No one had. It wasn't just being private—many operators were private people who enjoyed their downtime. But Jonny never seemed to fully join in with the laughter and the easy camaraderie of the brotherhood he was such a respected member of. Despite what some of the others said, Dale didn't think it was because Jonny thought he was better than everybody else. That he was better was self-evident. No, it was as though he were hesitant about joining in, hesitant about dropping his guard—even with men he trusted his life to, and who in turn trusted their lives to him.
Dale was stirred by slow movement beneath him. He felt the adrenaline well up inside him. The first pig entered the clearing, moving slowly, its absurdly small legs and hooves daintily stepping, pausing at the edge of the clearing and then forward to the grass to snort and root at the rotten lettuce. Two more followed. One was quite large, with pale tusks that gleamed in the dim light.
He was surprised by how silently they moved. Like shadows. The only sound they made was the clack and gnash of their tusks and teeth as they rooted up the sod. There were at least three more, lingering in the shadows at the edge of the clearing. He looked up to see Jonny regarding him from his tree stand. Jonny was wearing his Walkman headset strung around his neck. He had a strange smile on his face as he looked at Dale.
Jonny raised his hand, palm out, the hand signal for attention. He pointed two fingers at the pigs rooting below, then brought his M-4 to his shoulder and braced his legs against the tree branches supporting his stand. Dale watched him track the muzzle slowly from one pig to the next, taking his time with target selection. Jonny looked up at Dale and gestured for him to raise his rifle. It was a strange and new sensation for Dale; he had never hunted before. In all honesty, he hadn't yet killed anything other than some rabbits and chickens during the survival training in the Operator's Course. He raised his rifle and noticed that the glowing tritium dot on his front sight was trembling with his heartbeat. The sudden whiplash snap of a round going off surprised him. There was a steady cadence of single shots. Jonny was systematically putting one round as quickly as possible into each of the pigs.
The pig Dale had been aiming at leaped straight up and whirled around in midair, gnashing its teeth. He fired once, twice, three times. At least one of his shots threw up dirt beneath the pig, but others hit it. It staggered a few steps and fell.
Dale's ears rang from the hammer of gunshots. The new smell of burnt gunpowder and hot metal overrode the stench of rot that hung foglike in the clearing. The dead pigs were huddled, still black shapes on the grass below. Jonny climbed down from his stand, and Dale carefully climbed down and joined him.
Jonny covered the still forms with his weapon as though they might still pose some threat. Dale knelt beside one dead pig, curious about the effect the 5.56mm full metal jacket rounds had. The small bullet had entered just behind the shoulder, tumbled and ripped great gouts of flesh and bone out. The destruction was all out of proportion to the size of the bullet.
"Impressive," Dale said. He'd never seen for himself what the M-193 rounds they carried did to flesh. The operators shunned the newer SS-109 round, which didn't tumble and break up and inflict damage the way the older round did.
"This is what it's like," Jonny said. "Dead pork. Easy. You'll know about that soon enough. We'll be into the shit soon, all of us. That's what we do for good old Ray. You'll be lighting them up and bam, then it's all over. Just the smell and a lot of dead pork." He nudged one pig with his boot. "The killer ape likes the smell."
"What are you talking about?"
"Killer apes, Dale. You, me, all the boys. We're the best of all the killer apes. One long line of monkey-fucking ancestors stretching back to one big bull ape with a club in his hand, putting it upside his opponent's head, dragging the women back to the cave ... that's why we do what we do."
Dale tugged at first one ear, then the other, as though he could pull out the tinny sound that lingered there. "What's killing pigs got to do with it?"
"We're predators," Jonny said. His eyes narrowed as he went on. "Most people try to fool themselves. Say it's not a nice thing to be. We're all children of killer apes. That's what's underneath the nicey-nice mask we put out for the world. Deep down in the brain, someplace down there in all the folds, there's this part that loves this. This is what we were made to do." He kicked one of the pig carcasses. "This isn't sport. This is our task. Ridding the world of pests. These aren't for eating. These are for killing."
"I thought you ate what you killed. I thought you were a sportsman."
"There's hunting, and then there's hunting. I like the one kind, the stalk, the careful planning, the satisfaction of the kill. Those you earn. And then there's this... it's different. No better or no worse. It's our job. Right here, this is our job. Do it efficiently. This is how you need to train for it. You live the life, you walk the talk, you got to have the lessons soaking in all the time. Everything we do is training for the hunter, for the aware man. We live on that level. That's why we were picked. That's why we're the ones who'll be doing what needs to be done."
Dale tensed as though against an imminent blow. "This is training to you?"
Jonny pulled his lips back in a grimace that showed his canines. "I just told you. You think I talk to anybody like this? I want you to see this, to know this. This is part of my training for you. Do you see the difference between what we just did and the ambush drills we just spent a week practicing? You need to feel it, have the emotions, know what it's like outside of training. No earplugs, no blanks, no rinky-dink-leg-grunt wannabes who fall down when we go bang. This is the real thing. This... is... it."
Dale stepped back. "The real thing is when we have a mission and a green light. I listen to you, man, and I try to understand. Why don't you just tell me things instead of running me around like I'm a dumbass?"
"Because some things you don't get by talking about it," Jonny said. "Some things you just need to do. Jesus, how hard is this to get?"
"Whatever," Dale said. "I'm through here. Are we going?"
Jonny looked down and shook his head from side to side. He slid his headset up over his ears and touched the START button of his cassette player. "Yep."
"Then let's go." Dale began to turn away, then said, "What are you listening to?"
"Bitch music."
***
"That was some of the principal evidence against him at the trial," Dale said. He stared out the side window at the withered trees beside the freeway. "He tape-recorded some of the attacks, the ... rapes. He kept them in a little cassette box. All of us saw them at one time or another. He was always taping different music off CDs, stuff like that. We all had Walkmans or Discmans to take on planes with us or kill time with in hotels. We had covert radio gear designed to fit inside the Sony bodies, we used those a lot."
Jed inched the car along at exactly seven miles an hour. "You ever go hunting again?"
"I went with Jonny and a couple of the guys out to Montana, later. Right after the Storm. That was different. I liked the walking, up in the hills. It's beautiful country. I didn't get anything, but I didn't try real hard."
Jed glanced over at Dale. "Something change for you after you got some combat time?"
Dale turned away from the window and looked at Jed with surprise. "I don't like to kill unless I have to. I didn't want to think something had rubbed off on me from Jonny."
Jed shrugged. "I still like my hunting. After I got back from Vietnam there was a short while where it seemed as though I'd lost all pleasure in it. But I got over it. There's something pure about a good hunt. When I was a boy in South Carolina, my daddy used to take me out. Those were some of the best days of my life, those days out in the woods with him."
"I like being outside. I like the woodcraft. I just never really felt the need to kill anything. Nothing against it... just wasn't something I enjoyed."
"Different strokes for different folks. I like to eat venison, all sorts of game. I kill to eat and I eat what I kill." Jed rolled down the window and spat, narrowly missing the bumper of the BMW beside them. The BMW driver, a frazzled-looking woman, gave him a dirty look. "That kind of thinking, that Jonny Maxwell kind of thinking, that's something dark and nasty. It dirties what is clean and good. It's the rationalization of a sick mind. I saw a lot of that in Vietnam. There were some guys who got to be like your buddy Maxwell. They thrived on it. It drove them." He shook his head in sharp negation. "No. You let those snakes in your head and they'll take you over. Don't get yourself all confused trying to sort it all out. It's not that hard, what we do. What we do is what we do. Thinking about it too much slows you down when you can't afford that. If you have to think about it too much, then it's time to get out."
"You ever think about getting out?"
"Fair question," Jed said. He nodded. "I thought about it for a while when I got back. I bummed around, thought about buying me a fishing boat, do something different like that. Jo Anne, she's my bride, she was the one who pointed out that I wasn't happy unless I was being of service. Of use. That's what got me back on track. That's the difference between guys like you and me and guys like Maxwell. We serve others. We think about other people. Maxwell, all he ever thought of was himself."
"He's not that easy to peg," Dale said. "There's more to him than I ever knew and I worked with him and trusted my back to him for seven years. I never really knew anything about him and I counted him as a friend. And he counted me as one. Maybe his only one. He looked out for me. Other people, too. He helped me out, showed me the ropes, covered me when we first got into the shit over in... overseas." He paused. "He thought about other people. Not many, but some."
There was an edge in Jed's voice. "Did you say that at his trial, too?"
Dale turned away and looked out the window. "Maybe someday you'll find yourself in the same position. We'll see what you say." He paused. "Yeah. I said that, too."
"If you think that, maybe you shouldn't be here. You need to get your head past this if you're going to be a help instead of a hindrance. I won't have any unspoken agendas, you understand me? You want to help your friend, help us find him and bring him back in without any more people losing their lives," Jed said. His tone was harsh, cutting through the fog Dale felt.
"I know what I have to do, Jed. And I'll do it. Don't worry about me."
"I won't worry because I'll be watching you. You make that kind of mistake and you're gone. Comprende?"
"I'm the only chance you've got of finding him. And I will."
"We'll see, won't we?"
***
Jonny Maxwell and Jeff Winger, a rental property agent, stood behind a converted brownstone on West Forty-fourth Street, three doors down from the Sebastian Joe's coffee shop in the Linden Hills neighborhood of southwest Minneapolis. Less than a hundred yards from where they stood, the bike and jogging paths ringing Lake Harriet were crowded with people.
"I'm Billy Martin," Jonny said. He shook the rental agent's hand firmly. "Nice to meet you, Jeff."
"Hi, Billy. Glad you could make it." Jeff Winger was tall and cadaverous, with a breathy voice. "You work for Northwest, you said?"
"I'm a flight attendant. Used to be in customer service, though I guess I still am, in a way."
"You must travel to a lot of places."
"Yeah, I've got good seniority."
"Well, let's take a look."
Jeff led Jonny through the back security door into a small hallway. There was a numbered door on either side, Five to the left, Six to the right. The rental agent opened the door to Apartment Five with a key selected from a large ring. It only took a moment for Jonny to walk through the small living room, kitchen, bathroom, and one bedroom.
"I guess I'm paying for location, huh?" Jonny said.
"You are in a great location. But you knew that already. Apartments just don't stay vacant down here. We never advertise, just put the sign up front and whammo—we fill the place." Jeff rattled his keys for emphasis.
"That's why I called as soon as I saw the sign. This is a great neighborhood. At least I remember it that way." Jonny turned slowly in the front room. One window looked out on the alley, the other on the small garden and lawn directly behind the building. "What's this building like? The people?"
"Nice people ... couple of graphic designers upstairs, an environmental consultant and his wife, couple of college boys above you ... they're quiet, though. Small building, but people pretty much mind their own business here. Everybody gets along. We don't put up with troublemakers."
"You won't have any trouble with me," Jonny said. He touched the tip of his tongue to his upper lip. "I just like to know, since I travel so much ... it's still pretty safe around here, no break-ins or burglaries or anything? Since I'm on the ground floor ..."
"There's never been a burglary in this building," Jeff said. "Even with all the foot traffic on this street during the summer, we don't get any problems. It's a nice, quiet, upscale neighborhood."
"I guess so, if you're getting $625 a month for a ground-level one-bedroom."
"That's just a little below median for this neighborhood, and that's only because the building is a little older ..."
Billy Martin's rental application showed that he'd been a Detroit-based employee of Northwest Airlines for the last five years. The company's employment office, after checking their computer where Jonny had deftly inserted the new record, would verify if asked that Billy had just been reassigned to Minneapolis. Jonny left $1000 cash as a rental deposit, which left a big hole in his limited funds. He'd have to deal with that now. That meant a trip to Milwaukee, six hours east, to dig into one of the stashes he'd scattered across the country for emergencies. This wasn't the sort of emergency he'd anticipated, but his advance preparations and the contacts he'd developed would serve him well.
He drove to the airport, the few things he'd accumulated— computer, clothes, and toiletries—hidden beneath a blanket in the 4Runner. He went to the Remote Parking Lot and cruised slowly as though looking for a spot. Of the several 4Runners parked there, two were black like Chad Bergh's. One was spotted with dirt and had been parked for a while. Jonny found a spot nearby and took a screwdriver from the glove box. Then he caught the shuttle bus to the main terminal. He wandered through the terminal, browsed in a bookstore, and bought a Combat Handguns magazine.
"Could I have a bag for this?" he asked the girl clerk waiting on him.
"Yes, sir. Here you are," she said, handing him a flat plastic bag.
From a pay phone near the bookstore, he called Chad Bergh's answering machine. There was a message from Citibank and one from a girl named Molly who said she'd missed Chad in class. The ATM machine beside the pay phone advanced Chad Bergh's card another $500 in cash. Then Jonny sat in the Burger King, ate a sandwich and sipped coffee while he watched the sun go down over the runways. Once it was fully dark, he caught the remote parking shuttle back to the parking lot. He walked through the parking lot, the bookstore bag swinging in his hand. He stopped by one of the 4Runners he'd spotted earlier, then knelt quickly and unscrewed the plates and dropped them into the plastic bag. Glancing occasionally at the guard shack near the exit, he repeated the operation several times, replacing some of the plates with those he'd taken from other 4Runners while keeping others. He went back to his car and drove out of the lot, paying in cash. Jonny followed the airport perimeter road to Interstate 495, then to the intersection of 1-94, where he headed east, across the gentle rolling hills of Wisconsin, toward the lights of Milwaukee.
***
Darrin "Snake" Pissolt overlapped the barstool creaking under his 260 pounds. His huge arms flexed like hairy, sunburned hams as he sipped from a bottle of Leinenkugel's beer lost in his fist. The sleeveless denim vest he wore was blackened and stiff with grease, punctuated with ceramic Nazi and biker pins and military decorations. The back of the vest bore the colors of Satan's Outlaws, one of the few outlaw biker clubs that had the organization and ruthlessness of the Hell's Angels.
"I don't know you, dude," Snake said. "I don't think I want to, and I know you don't want to get to know me."
Jonny smiled from beneath his mirrored wraparound sunglasses and three days of stubble. His young hipster look had disappeared under several days of fresh beard, a ragged muscle tank top, dirty Levi's, a greasy baseball cap, and thick-soled combat boots. He sipped slowly at his beer and looked around Max's Lounge. Two other Satan's Outlaws, deep in conversation, sat at a corner table. A few other bikers, wannabes or loners, sat evenly spaced at the bar, giving each other plenty of room. Two hard-looking peroxide blondes, who'd logged too much time on the back of a scooter, sat at the end of the bar and smoked cigarettes.
"No, you don't know me," Jonny said. "I know something about you, though. LRRP, 173d Airborne. Ia Drang. You worked for Iron Mike Daczyn. He was the only man you were ever afraid of. You got a partner name of Doyle Norton doing life in Leaveworth. He told me you were the meanest motherfucker that ever lived, and there was no one else he'd want to watch his back in a hot LZ. He said you'd do anything for a brother, and that he was the closest brother you'd ever have."
Snake turned on his stool and looked down on Jonny. "He'll always be my brother. Who the fuck are you?"
"I'm a pilgrim, bro. A loner looking for a little help from the Brotherhood."
Snake called to the bartender, a hunched man with the watchful eyes of an ex-con. "Yo, Terry! I need the key."
The bartender nodded and reached under the bar and brought up a wooden dowel with a key tied to it with a piece of frayed string. He slid the dowel down the bar into Snake's hand. Snake stood up, all six feet five inches of him, and moved with the ponderous grace of a big man across the gritty floor.
"C'mon," he said to Jonny over his shoulder.
Jonny followed the big biker to the back of the bar, where Snake used the key to enter a stockroom. He led Jonny around the stacked cases and kegs of beer to another, smaller room in the back. A soiled mattress lay on the floor. A grimy sofa was pressed into the corner; a table with one chair and a telephone resting on the chair were against the back wall.
"Sit," Snake said. He sprawled out along the sofa, and lit a long thin stogie he plucked from inside his vest. "Want a smoke?"
"Yeah," Jonny said.
Snake tossed him a cellophane-wrapped cigar and a lighter. The lighter was an old Zippo, the chipped and worn crest of the 173d Airborne Brigade soldered on its side. Jonny flicked the lighter to life, puffed the cigar into a good flame, then tossed the lighter back.
"History," Jonny said.
Snake nodded. "There it is. We're going to talk now. You first."
"Heard from Norton lately?"
"I might have."
"He mention a problem he had inside with the niggers?"
Snake leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. His eyes were sunk like gun barrels into creased sockets. "You the one he mentioned helped him out on that?"
"I might be ... if you'd heard from him."
"You might be a cop don't know he's dead yet," Snake said, blowing smoke rings at the yellow stained ceiling.
"Would Doyle tell a cop about what Iron Mike did to your mustache?"
Snake touched his upper lip, then grinned. "Not even if they held an iron to his balls," he said. "You're bringing a world of shit to my door, bro. I'll do what I can. Once. For Doyle and what you did for him. After that, I don't ever want to see you again. Understand?"
"Sure," Jonny said.
"What do you need?"
"A gun. And somebody to run a little errand for me. Pick up a package I got someplace. Somebody trustworthy and low profile."
"What kind of package?"
"Nothing hot. Stuff I need. There won't be anybody watching it. Nobody but me knows where it is. But it don't hurt to be careful in my circumstances."
Snake laughed. "No shit? In your circumstances? Fucking A right, your circumstances. That's all you need?"
"Pretty much."
"Gun's no problem. You got any preferences?"
"High capacity 9mm or a .45."
"I got a Glock 19, a .357 Smith Model 19, and a Beretta 92F. Any one of them, two reloads, box of ammo, a grand even."
"I got $500 now. I can give you the rest when I get my package."
"Let's see your money."
Jonny pulled out a small roll of bills, peeled off five one- hundred dollar bills and held them up. "Let's see your shooter."
Snake slid his hand down in between the cushions of the sofa and produced a Smith & Wesson Model 19 revolver with a two-and- a-half-inch barrel. The copper and lead noses of the hollow points gleamed from the cylinder as Snake pointed the revolver at Jonny.
"Bang, bang," Snake said. "You're dead."
Jonny took his wraparounds off and, smiling slightly, gazed steadily at Snake. "Where's the Glock?" he said.
"When I get the rest of the money. I'll rent you this .357 and two speed-loaders for $500. That'll be your deposit on the Glock."
Jonny shrugged. The test wasn't worth blowing the whole deal over. He took the revolver from Snake, popped the cylinder, and examined the fresh Federal hollow points. Snake handed him two Safariland speed-loaders bristling with hollow points and a soft padded case for the revolver.
"Girl I know," Snake said, settling back expansively into his sofa. "She'll do for the package pickup. Little hooker, works in a strip club downtown. Known her for a long time. Cost you another $500."
"When can we set that up?"
"Couple of hours. She'll be working. We can go by and check out the show. Nice tits." Snake yawned. "Anything else you're going to need?"
Jonny tucked the revolver into his waistband and pulled his tank top over it. He tucked the speed-loaders into his right-hand pocket.
"Yeah," he said. "I need something."
"What's that?"
After Jonny told him, Snake was silent. He stared at Jonny. Then he burst out laughing.
***
Sherry Stivers licked her glossy red lips and pushed out her impressive breasts, the best that money could buy, at the young black man behind the counter of the Acme Storage Facility in downtown Milwaukee.
"Well, my boyfriend?" she said. "He wants me to pick up some things for him? I just don't want to be messing around in any dirty old stuff, you know? Would you be a sweetheart and let me into this unit?"
Ollie Davis couldn't look away from her breasts. "Sure, I'll be doing that for you. No need for no woman to be getting herself dirty messing round in all those old boxes. Sure, I'll do that for you."
He took the slip of paper she handed him and looked up the locker number. "Nobody been calling on this for some time," he said. "It's down here, you come with me."
Ollie went down an aisle lined on both side with padlocked wire cages, each as tall as a man and about half that across, with heavy wooden and wire doors.
"You got his key, right?" he said, stopping in front of locker 47-B.
"Sure do," Sherry said.
She handed Ollie a lone brass key on an old key ring. It fit the big Master padlock holding the hasp in place. Inside the big locker were several large packing boxes, double sealed with tape; a rusty old bicycle, the Schwinn Classic; a couple of open boxes filled with old magazines and newspapers; and on top of a stack of boxes farthest from the door was one box set off from the others by the faded and curling red ribbon wrapped around it.
"That's it, there," she said. "The one with the ribbon."
Ollie took it down, dusted it off with a bandanna he pulled from his rear pocket. "There you go, pretty lady. Don't feel like too much is in it."
"Oh, thank you! It's just some old legal papers and stuff that he needs."
"It's got a little more weight than that to it. You want to open it up and be sure?"
"No, you know how you men are. He'll want to do that himself, I'm sure. Thanks! You're a doll!"
Sherry walked away briskly, the brass brads on the pockets of her tight Levi's winking at Ollie as he followed her, shaking his head and grinning in wonder, out into the front office. Sherry went out through the front office, down a flight of stairs, and back out onto the street. She started down the block, but Jonny intercepted her only a few steps from the door.
"Hey, Sherry," he said.
"Hey, dude!" the stripper said. "I got your box here. Let's go find Snake."
"I'll take it, Sherry. I got my car over here," he said, pointing at the 4Runner. "We'll ride over to Snake."
"Whatever." Sherry handed Jonny the package. He handed her $500, then tucked an extra $100 bill into her tight pants pocket.
"For your trouble," he said.
"No trouble at all, cowboy." She took Jonny's arm and walked him across the street to the 4Runner. Jonny opened the passenger door and held her elbow as she got in, waiting until she was settled to gently shut the door.
"You're such a gentleman!" she said.
Jonny smiled at her, his eyes invisible behind his mirrored sunglasses. He drove down the street and around the corner to where Snake sat parked on his bike. He slowed to a stop and let Sherry out.
"Tell Snake I'll hook up with him a little later," he said, studying her body.
Sherry grinned at him. "Whatever. I do okay?"
"You did great, honey."
"Nobody's called me honey in a long time," Sherry said. She licked her lips and arched her back. "You need anything else, you got my number, okay?"
"Sure. Maybe I'll see you at Snake's place later?"
She smirked. "Yeah, I'll be there. He always gets romantic, when I bring him some money."
"How about you?" Jonny asked. "You get romantic, somebody brings you some money?"
"Oh, yeah. I'm real romantic."
Jonny laughed. "We'll see. Later on. Tell Snake I'll see him later."
"Okay, bye-bye!" Sherry ran across the street to Snake, the thin sheaf of bills sticking out between her fingers as she waved good-bye to Jonny.
Jonny drove away from downtown toward the airport. There was a small park there, on the perimeter of the airport, where people sat in their cars or on the small lawn or at the picnic tables to eat their lunches and watch the airplanes boom by overhead. People came and went, and paid little attention to anything except the airplanes and their lunches. Jonny backed into a parking spot where he could see both the entrance and the exit of the lot.
He tore open the triple taped and sealed package for a quick inventory. Inside a double-bagged plastic sandwich bag were three complete sets of identification: driver's licenses, passports, social security cards, and credit cards. The licenses and passports all had his picture, but each one had subtle differences: glasses and blond hair in one, mustache and receding hair in another, gray hair and a beard in the last. He could work with them. There was a manila folder taped shut and wrapped in thick rubber bands. He tore it open and fanned through the $10,000 in $50, $20, and $10 bills. An Emerson CQC-7 titanium folding fighting knife. Two handguns: a customized Karl Sokol Counterterrorist Special 9mm Browning High-Power, the one-inch stub of barrel protruding from the frame threaded for a suppressor, and a Smith & Wesson 642 stainless steel .38 snub revolver. An AWC suppressor and six spare magazines for the High- Power. A shoulder holster, inside-the-pants holster, and a belt scabbard for the Browning and an inside-the-pants holster and ankle holster for the .38. Boxes of Corbon's 115 grain 9mm+P+ for the High-Power and two boxes of Glaser Safety Slugs; Federal 158 grain + P .38 for the revolver and one box of Glasers.
Jonny smiled. He looked around to make sure no one was watching him. He hefted the High-Power. He liked the feel of the pistol in his hand. When he'd been flush with money, he'd had Karl Sokol build him five pistols, each exactly the same as this one. They all had the same grips, were sighted to the exact point of aim, and shot exactly alike. One was stashed in a mail forwarding facility in Seattle; another in a storage unit in Los Angeles, another in a safety deposit box in New York. One had been taken from him when five police SWAT teams had descended on him when he was arrested in Georgetown. His nostrils flared at the memory of a SWAT cop snatching his High-Power away:
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