
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Cascades Sanction

By 

Mike Mason



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE CASCADES SANCTION

    

    
      First edition. February 28, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Mike Mason.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8230984023

    

    
    
      Written by Mike Mason.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Mike Mason

	    

      
	    
          
        
          
	          Exile

          
        
          
	          Webb

          
        
          
	          The Cascades Sanction

          
        
          
	          Beyond The Shadows

          
        
      

      
    
    



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To my Wife Jenni and to our children. It is only through their patience that I have the time needed to allow these characters in my head to take shape on the page. It is for them that I do everything.

 

To the 12,000 +/- members of The OSS. The Office of Strategic Services. These men and women, selected and trained in some of the most creative and secret ways conceivable and led by William J. "Wild Bill" Donovan performed some of the most dangerous missions of World War Two. There work opened the doors for the creation of The CIA, British MI-6 and led to countless growth spurts throughout the world of special operations. They did their work with little recognition and they knew how to keep their mouths shut. Thank you is not enough.

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


“The statesman who, knowing his instrument to be ready, and seeing war inevitable, hesitates to strike first is guilty of a crime against his country.”

Rudiger von der Goltz 1899
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Northern Pennsylvania

The Pennsylvania sky had rapidly turned grey and angry. Taking a quick look upward from the speeding chain of his high-powered saw Matt Hauer frowned and shook his head with the knowledge that he could not avoid getting soaked. Despite the fact that he was standing near the middle of 4500 privately owned acres, he could not in good conscience walk away from the giant red oak with a cut through its heart. It had to come down before he could leave the woods.

The rain began with a simple patter of drops slapping on his face shield and the dry leaves on the ground, just one drop per second, as the chainsaw screamed away. The sharpened carbide bits threw chunks of wet wood in a ten foot radius. The slow pace lasted for a beat of twelve before a bolt of lightning lit the sky. The hair on his neck stood up. As if a giant door in the sky had been kicked open, thunder boomed and rolled down the valley below him. On the second echo the deluge came in earnest. He was drenched in seconds.

The great oak gave a shudder as gravity and a cut through its middle won out the battle. With a groan, a thump and a splash on the now soddened ground the tree was down. Green t-shirt, blue jeans, leather gloves, even the tops of his socks under his thick White’s logger boots were soaked when Matt killed the saws engine trading its rattle for the tattoo of the rain and the bass assaults of thunder.

With no need to rush, haste kills in the mountains, he gathered his tools and slogged the hundred yards to his dented old Army Deuce and a half truck. The tools rode in the bed with a stack of logs while he sought refuge on the tattered seat in the cab designed for soldiers headed for war in Vietnam in 1968. What the truck lacked in creature comfort was made up for by being dry. Retrieving his Omega Dive watch from the rearview mirror he saw that despite the dark sky it was only quarter till five. The late September storm had ended his day earlier than he would have preferred. Just as well, he thought, as sore as he was. 

The six wheeled trucks big diesel engine rattled to life with a puff of thick smoke and the lights and wipers came on while he cleaned himself with an old towel. At least partially dry, he sat back for a moment to take the first real break he had allowed himself in twelve hours. He was not so much tired as he was weary. He had fought doldrums all day by staying busy. For the first time in months, he truly, desperately wanted a cigarette. Just that first mind numbing drag. That evilly addictive drag. Alas, there were no cigarettes, not even a decent cigar in the truck. It was time to go.

The going was agonizingly slow as the truck crept over the muddy and rock strewn excuse for a road. On several occasions he had to drive through now rushing streams or over ledges only a foot or two from an edge that dropped off for three hundred feet. Finally, after twenty minutes of steady concentration and effort he was rewarded with a level gravel roadway that quickly arrived at a ten acre clearing of immaculate landscape. Stone walls and tall hedgerows separated the road and the lush lawn. Walkways of crushed white stone crisscrossed the lawn and led to double flagstone staircases at the base of an enormous granite and timber lodge.  The American black granite of the foundation had been laid in massive slabs that had been hauled in on stone boats in the winter by long teams of horses and oxen. The walls rose twelve feet from the ground to meet a wraparound porch and the log structure of the lodge, all crafted with red and silver maple thicker than the man staring up at them. Cedar shingles covered the roof three stories above him. The black granite climbed up the center of the building in a castle turret so that the log structures spread from the center as separate wings, each accented with granite and fieldstone chimneys at their ends. 

A few orange tinted lights shone in the big windows near the double front doors and long low streams of smoke rolled into the cool autumn sky from the chimneys. Hauer could think of few sights more inviting than this. 

Entering the lodge through a back door in the basement he walked past an orange 1967 Tucker Model 342 Snowcat with a wooden stake pickup truck bed, a couple of zero-turn lawnmowers, ATV’s and several snowmobiles to deposit his tools on a workbench for later attention. Here too were all manner of new and antique hand and power tools mingled with outdoor gear, canoes and several pair of short and long antique snowshoes and skis which had earned places on the walls. Shucking his muddy logger boots at the bottom of a long staircase he made his way up into the lodges center, the living room, a cavern with four brown leather sofas and six matching chairs over thick blue carpet with the round fireplace as the centerpiece. An ornate Holland and Holland double rifle rested over a six-inch-thick live edge slab of oak that wrapped the mantle. Under the rifle was an array of black and white photographs chronicling the lodge from the groundbreaking in 1898 through the 1950’s. A long coffee table complimented the sofas as did an 80-inch television and a pair of bookcases. None of this interrupted the double doors to the patio. The carpet swept throughout the room ending only at the black walnut wainscoting at the base of gold and blue wall papered walls adorned with Remington sculptures, and Muir prints. At the back of the room hallways opened to each of the long wings and a staircase leading upward. He passed a long teak bar and took the hall on the right heading directly to his personal suite. In truth they were all his suites, after all it was his home, he thought with a smile. 

His suite was decorated much in the same manner as the living room. The sitting room was simply an extension of the great living room but more intimate. This led to his bedroom and most importantly the bathroom and the waiting shower. The wet clothing, stinking of sawdust, chain oil and gasoline, went directly into a wicker hamper and he climbed into the heavy pulses of eight shower heads. Starting with hot water and a liberal dose of soap he cleaned himself and let the pulses massage his back and legs before gradually dropping the temperature until he had nearly icy water running over him for three minutes to wake him up.

Rid of the odors of labor and refreshed, he found new jeans and a black polo and a pair of black Salomon speed cross 6 shoes. He had caught the Salomon bug serving with the SEAL Teams in the rugged landscape of Afghanistan and had never looked back. His short brown hair needed no brushing and he could shave tomorrow he decided as he looked in the mirror. He, like his father and grandfather before him, had strong and handsome features that were complimented by hazel eyes. Though none of them would have done it, they could have gotten away with acting conceited about their looks. His friends had often told him that he was the only reason he ever left a bar or party alone. 

Back in the living room he made his way around the long bar to pour himself three fingers of Single Barrel Jack Daniels and pulled a Churchill cigar from a teak and glass humidor. With the cigar lit he stood in the great bay window looking past the patio and lawn down into a wide valley. Lightning danced, creating a false daylight while the rain steadily beat the mountains. He was reminded of watches he had stood while a student at Annapolis. It hadn’t been that long since he had worn the uniform, but it seemed so far away. 

“I was sure that I’d heard you.”  A deep voice carrying a Scottish brogue came from behind. The man had entered through a door past the back staircase. The dining room and kitchen were back there. “Supper will be ready in ten minutes.”

“What are we having?”

“John has done up some pepper jack steaks, sweet potatoes, a rye bread and salad. I believe he said cheesecake for desert. And what are you at Mathew Hauer? You have a rather serious look about you.”

“Just thinking Carl.”

“Not so fast boy. I’ve known the family Hauer for nearly fifty years and I know by now that look so don’t try selling me on ‘just thinking’.”

“I guess it’s a curse. It seems like every time something bad happens I can feel it coming, but damned if I know what it is or have any way of stopping it.”

“Aye lad, it’s a curse. I see it in you as I saw it in your dad and granddad. I imagine that some Norse ancestor of yours stood at the dragonhead of some longship with the same apocalyptic look about him. There are worse curses though.”

“I’m sure there must be.”

“McCafferty. The lad was one of my sergeants when I was a Sergeant’s Major with the 45th infantry Black Watch. For seven generations this poor lot suffered. They would marry and have a family but, within the first year of their son being born they would lose their wife. Sergeant McCafferty had four sons and buried four wives. That my friend is a curse.” 

“I guess so.” Hauer winced at the thought. “I just hate feeling helpless.”

“Welcome to the human race. I’m sure you do. In time you’ll settle with it. You are not God Matthew Hauer and be thankful for it.” The tall man told him. “Now, I believe I have earned my whiskey and smoke for the day.”

“Yes, you have.” Hauer had to laugh and turned to face the big Scot Carl MacManus stood six foot six and weighed three hundred pounds. At sixty he was just beginning to show grey in his short red hair and goatee. He wore polished size 14 combat boots, jeans and a white wool Fisherman’s sweater.

“Nights like tonight boy you think that not much has changed since these doors opened in 1900, eh?”

The lodge had been built as a retreat for the Pittsburgh and New York rich. The work was begun in 1898 and completed in 1900 when it was purchased in a private arrangement by Wilfred Otto Hauer from Theodore Roosevelt. This sale was never made public. Matt’s living room had begun life as the lobby for the 110 room hotel that Wilfred Otto had named the Wolke Haus or Cloud House. Like so many other retreats along what had been called the Borscht Belt, the invisible line along the Adirondacks, the place had lost its clientele to the more exotic locals with the dawn of the jet age and was all but vacant by 1972. A one hit wonder band and a failing comedian played the last shows ever to grace the front lawn and bandstand. The Wolke Haus had sat empty until Matt came along to renovate the place.

After their supper Hauer and MacManus shared another drink and a cigar with their feet up reading, Matt from an old leather-bound journal and Carl from a colorfully covered fantasy novel.

“Let me guess.” MacManus broke the silence as he sat down his drink. “You’re reading of maidens, treasure and swift battle?”

“I believe that we would have to switch books to make that possible.”

“Touché’.”

“I’m reading about my great grandfathers account of sailing around Cape Horn aboard the Kirsten in 1901.”

“Quite a feat even today. How many hands were on that schooner?”

“Twelve.”

“I don’t suppose that with the fortune that there is that there would be a hidden Hauer treasure anyway.”

“You’re sitting in it.”

“True enough.” Carl smiled. “I’m glad that you save the old girl. A few more years and she would have been little more than a memory.”

Three years earlier Matt, being the last of the Hauer family, had decided to undertake the restoration and remodeling of the Wolke Haus at a cost nearly ten million dollars. He had lost his parents and grandfather a year before in a tour bus accident in Egypt. The tragedy had ended his career as a naval officer and threw him directly into running the family business. 

He considered himself fortunate to have a few friends like Carl to help him get through the worst of his pain. Feeling uncomfortable in his childhood home on Cape Cod he had quickly sold the place knowing that he could not bear spending time there, not even to rent the place to someone else. Though difficult in its own way, he kept his grandfather’s mansion in Maryland. The old house made too much sense for accessing D.C. business, of which there was much. This left him with the Wolke Haus for much needed getaways.

Their peaceful silence was broken by the sounds of Matt’s satellite phone chirping in his pocket. They exchanged a frown. 

“Hauer.” Matt spoke into the phone. He listened for a moment, still frowning, then said “Okay” and hung up.

“Visitors.” Carl asked as he began pulling his big boots back on.

“Two. Non-monetary business.”

“Right. I’ll get coffee then. John is sleeping, I’m sure.” John Eagan, the young chef /caretaker of the Wolke Haus generally followed the early to bed early to rise adage by beginning his day at 3 a.m.

A few minutes after placing the phone back in his pocket Hauer stood under the patio roof watching the single pair of headlights weave their way up the long driveway. A long Suburban from an airport rental agency pulled up at the foot of the lodge next to the two black Hummer H1 Alphas that Matt had chosen as lodge vehicles. The driver killed the engine and headlights as Hauer hit the bottom steps. The passenger, an olive skinned woman with long black hair to the middle of her back left the vehicle first while she wrestled into her waterproof pullover. When she stood upright, she was five foot seven. Despite the assistance of her hiking boots, she still fell short of Hauer’s six foot two. The driver had three inches on her and looked like a linebacker dressed in jeans and a black wool sweater and black baseball cap over his bald head. 

“Sar’n Major, Jax, get in here out of this storm.” Hauer bellowed over the pelting of raindrops on the metal of the truck. “Shaw, I’m dually impressed that you managed to make your way around in this soup and you actually found your destination. I’d been informed by reliable sources that you army guys were afraid of the water.”

“No, my amphibian friend, not afraid, respectful.” Shaw said and gave a chuckle. 

“Jax, a good evening to you. How about a cup of coffee? I’m sure Brett would prefer Kool-aide in a sippy cup.”

“Yes sir. Thank you.” Andrea Jackson Malone, ten years Matt’s junior was known as Jax. She preferred this over the Doctor title she had recently earned through M.I.T. 

“The look on your faces tells me that this is something other than a social call. What’s up?” Matt asked.

“Matt we should do this inside.” Shaw gave him a frown. Carl waited until they were seated in the living room before leaving to get coffee. 

“Spill it, Sergeant Major.” Matt said as he focused in on his friends’ dark eyes. Brett Shaw, a few years older than the thirty five year old Hauer ran a big hand over his bald head and took a deep breath.

“Matt earlier today McGuire got a call at Langley. Because he’s locked in meetings with the alphabet soup gang, he had to send us.”

“Brett. What’s up?”

“About three o’clock this morning Seattle time Deke Hassen was shot in the line of duty. He’s presently in serious condition at Seattle General. Angela made the call to Mitch.”

Deke and Angela Hassen had been Matt’s friends since kindergarten. Matt and Deke had co-captained the soccer and ski teams in High School. They were the closest thing that he had left to family. When he had lost his parents and returned from Afghanistan in a daze the Hassen’s had dropped everything to run to his side. They were a long way from High School, he thought. Deke was now a detective with the Washington State Police and he was in trouble. 

“Thank you both for going through the trouble to come up here to tell me in person. That means a lot to me.”

“Never a problem. Mitch has made arrangements to get you out there quickly. The screens are clear and we’re still on break so get your gear and we’ll give you a lift to your plane.”

“I have a couple of planes in Pittsburgh and a chopper too.”

“Not one like this.” Jax said.

Hauer nodded and let out a low sigh as she took his hand and Carl and Brett both laid a big hand on his shoulder. After a long pull from his coffee, he stood up and left the room. When he returned, he was wearing a thick necked blue submariner sweater and black Origin logger boots with his jeans. He was carrying two heavy black duffle bags, one almost as long as he was tall. Jax was standing alone in front of the mantel looking over the black and white photographs of a man looking much like Matt standing with what was unmistakably Theodore Roosevelt. Another had the man standing next to a dead Rhinoceros. Both photographs showed him with the big rifle mounted above them.

“Is that an Elephant gun?” She asked.

“Yeah. Pretty much. It’s a Holland and Holland Double rifle in 500/450 Nitro Express. Nasty tool.” Theodore Roosevelt had gifted it to Matt’s great grandfather after Wilfred Otto had brokered a deal between the U.S. Government and the German company Mauser to use their design in the creation of the 1903 Springfield rifle which would serve as a main battle rifle for several of the country’s most difficult decades. Roosevelt had been so impressed by the Mauser rifles he and his Rough Riders had run up against in Cuba in 1898 that he had insured that the military would adopt something as stout. It had been reported that the then future President had used a captured Mauser in the taking of San Juan Hill and had quickly grabbed an inferior U.S. Krag rifle for a photo and morale purposes. 

“Wilfred Otto only fired three rounds from that rifle. The kick is insane. The first shot was a standard factory round and cracked a four foot thick maple log. The second and third rounds were given more powder and were drilled to create hollow points in a solid brass bullet. The second round shattered another section of log and the third dropped that Rhino when it charged him. By then he had developed a Nitro Express Flinch precluding the safe handling and accuracy, unquote.”

“Wow.” She whispered. “Have you ever fired it?” 

“Not yet. I have the seven rounds of doctored ammo from Wilfred and I bought a small lot of factory loads at auction last year. At two hundred to five hundred dollars a box I can promise you I won’t be shooting it very much.”

“You’ll be taking my best with you for the Hassen’s” Carl spoke up as he began cleaning away their coffee cups.

“Thank you.” Matt said with a nod. “Tell John to just finish the wood that is down and get ready for the winter button up. I’ll probably need you back in Maryland. Have Wilson get you when you’re ready.”

“And Matt.” Carl spoke with the same command voice he had perfected in the Black Watch. “Above all, for the love of all that is Holy, get some sleep.”

“Yeah. I’m sure that’ll happen.” Shaw let out his first sarcastic words of the evening.

“This really is a beautiful place.” Jax offered in an attempt to crack the begging of a brooding mood more befitting a funeral parlor.

“I forgot that you hadn’t been here before. You have to come back when the weather is more accommodating.” Matt responded, flattered that she had a sense for the situation and thankful for her approach. “What did I rate for wings?”

“Something out of Skunkworks I’d wager.” Shaw referred to Lockheed’s top secret facility of the 1950’s and 60’s. From the secretive hangars of Skunkworks came such aircraft as the SR-71 Blackbird and the F-117 Stealth Fighter. 

––––––––
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Pittsburgh International Airport

2145

SHAW AND MALONE STOOD in the unlit hanger that should have been housing tankers from an Air Force Reserve Fueling Wing while they watched a long and sleek grey plane whose entire body appeared as an arrow head. It was as long as a passenger plane but not as tall or as wide. The plane was towed outside where it taxied away onto the east/west runway. Despite their proximity to the large aircraft, they could barely hear more than a buzz. There were also no tell-tale flames as with other jets. Onboard the jet along with at least four other people that they knew of, was Matt Hauer and his gear. Although they had known for over a month that the plane existed, they had yet to see it. There was no surprise that the stops had been pulled out to get their boss aboard and get him to Seattle. After all, Hauer had had a large part in getting the design pushed through. Old Wilfred Otto would be proud. 

Indeed, Hauer was accompanied by only four other people. Two of them sat side by side in an encapsulated cockpit that he shared with them. The other two, a second flight team, were in a separate spartan ejectable apartment where they would wait for their turn to fly a six to eight hour session.

The XB-88 Demon, experimental bomber, from the outside had a strong resemblance to the failed XB-70 Valkyrie bomber of the 1960’s. Matt long held personal feelings that the Valkyrie should never have been cancelled, but allowed to serve out a long life in defense of the nation as a fast Strategic Nuclear Delivery Vehicle. Those feelings had worked heavily when he was shown the designs for the Demon stealth Scram Jet. The Demon was equipped with reconnaissance equipment, could cloak itself into invisibility and carried the bomb load of the venerable B-52. All of this was conducted at speeds exceeding MACH 8. Matt felt a slight jolt as the weight of the jet left the runway and the pilot throttled up. Once in the air he opened his laptop computer. The screen displayed the seal of the Defense Intelligence Agency before flashing to a video feed of a man with a decent suntan and short salt and pepper hair. The man looked uncomfortable in his dark blue suit. Hauer noticed that the tie was already missing and that two buttons had been undone. Matt knew how he felt.

“Matt. I’m sorry that I couldn’t cover this myself. How are you?”

“A bit stretched out. I’m enroute to Seattle now. Anything new on this?”

“Only that he is in guarded condition. I’ve been in locked sessions with SOCOM, NSA, JSOC and the President all day.”

“No sweat. I’ll be out there soon.”

“Priority one Matt is get out to your friends. Anything I can do, let me know.”

“Will do.”

“And don’t forget to sleep.”

The co-pilot turned around a short time later to tap his foot. He had, after all, fallen asleep.

“Commander Hauer we’ll be on the ground in McChord in a few minutes. There’s an MP on standby to take you to your vehicle. Local time is 1850. Weather is overcast with scattered showers and 50 degrees.”

“Damn that’s fast.”

“Good luck sir.”

“Luck and I aren’t on speaking terms.” Hauer told him.

“Roger that.” 

“Thanks for the ride. Safe flying.”

Hauer mused that it had taken him longer to get his gear to the undercover government Tahoe and get off of McChord Air Force Base than it had to fly there. The nap had done nothing for him. In the short time it took to drive from Tacoma to Virginia Mason Hospital in Seattle he fought off the urge to buy cigarettes and the pressing desire to get good and drunk until he could forget it all. The urge was doubled when he stopped at a grocery store to buy a dozen roses for Angela. At a little after seven thirty he walked past two State Troopers into room 4183. The troopers had been shown an identity and a badge indicating that he was an FBI agent. Neither had so much as blinked.

A tall brunette in a recliner that had been pulled tight against Deke Hassen’s bed shook herself from under a thin sheet and blanket and crossed the room to embrace him. She accepted the vase of roses, setting them on a small table with a multitude of others and a long display of cards. Under another thin sheet on a bed surrounded by a maze of tubes, wires and bandages was the pale form of Deke Hassen. 

“Good. They found you.” Angela whispered.

“I came as soon as I found out Ange.”

“Thank you.”

“Of course. How is he?”

“Fair now.”

“What happened?”

“Lock the door.” Deke rasped. This brought a frown but compliance from Matt. 

“Let me have some water too, please.” He asked. His eyes were now wide open in contrast to the bandages covering the right side of his face. A salve covered small bloody spots on his left cheek, chin, scalp and nose.

“Go ahead. You sure you’re okay?”

“Yeah. I was wrapping up an investigation and was on my way back to Seattle.” He began after a short sip of icy water through a bent straw held by Angela. “I grabbed a van that ran by me at 90 in a 65. As I started to get out, the back doors popped open and the next thing I know we’re trading fire and I’m on the horn for help. I got off twelve shots, I know I hit someone. They machine-gunned me Matt.”

“Why the locked door?”

“I just gave you the official line.”

“Oh.” Hauer said as he sat back heavily in the hard chair and sighed audibly. The machine-gun, the hit and the secrecy and paranoia regarding fellow officers was making Hauer think that his friend may have gone bad and there was a drug ring coming after him. The lack of sleep and the confusion were trying his patience. “What’s going on Deke?”

“I got too close to something ugly and I got set up to get hit.”

“Something that you can’t tell your own people about?”

“No. I don’t know who to trust right now.” Deke wheezed. “I’ve got fourteen new holes in me and I don’t think it was meant to scare me. Now I know that you aren’t officially in the SEAL teams anymore but, you disappear right when weird things happen in the world. It leads me to believe that you might be involved with the kind of people that can handle this the best.”

“We’ll get to that. Give me the straight line though.” There was more than a bit of discomfort at Deke’s guesswork and the fact that he was no longer a member of an active SEAL team was a sore spot. The loss of his parents and grandfather had ended a brilliant career and robbed him of a life in the proximity of some of the best men he had ever known. His oldest friend was correct though, more than he could guess. Hauer’s new position kept him on a far less restrictive leash than the Navy had afforded. Now he actually wrote his own missions, usually on the go. 

Two weeks earlier, Deke explained, he had been approached in a coffee shop by a college kid with a fantastic tale of the disappearance of several friends and the suspected cover up by local authorities. Her friends had been hiking in the North Cascades National Forest when they disappeared. The local Sheriff had told her that his deputies had found the car of one friend along with a note that indicated his intentions of murder and suicide. That had been a week prior to her approaching Hassen. When asked why she did not believe what the Sheriff reported she produced a video on her cell phone in which he watched the accused murderer begging for help. There was automatic weapons fire and the image of a camouflaged soldier drawing closer from the trees. The video stopped abruptly. Disturbed by the apparent cover up, Hassen had taken the file out of circulation and took it upon himself to conduct an investigation in the mountains. 

“I found what the kids must have bumped into. You’d either have to know where you were headed or hit it by accident. There’s a compound up there. Concrete buildings, trucks and K-9 patrols that look a lot like military personnel. I got a couple of dozen photos before my nerve gave out. Two days later I got machine-gunned.”

Hauer twisted his lower lip wishing that he had something to take the edges off of his mounting stress and the headache that was chasing closely behind it. He would almost take a cigarette right now if it were offered. He wouldn’t shy away from a nice belt of scotch either. A full day worth of sleep was what he really needed. Those thought lines if given any steam would turn into a road with a bridge out sign that appeared too late. He could not afford them. Not now. Rubbing the bridge of his nose between his thumb and fingers he asked the question hanging in the air.

“What’s in the pictures?”

“Firearms crates coming off of military trucks, fuel drums and mucho bio gear. All going into the buildings. The funny thing is there are trucks with logs coming out the other side.”

“I guess that it’s my turn then.” Hauer spoke after giving his friends words and the look on his battered face some thought. He turned his cell phone over to stare at the back of it and the three green LED lights shining back at him. “No bugs. That’s a great sign. Okay. My file sits on the desk of only one office in the DIA. This is a blanket appointment for an organization that we call the Fraternity. I am a Wraith. My work is a lot like what I did in Special Warfare but usually done outside of D.C.’s knowledge. My bosses don’t always agree with the swamp about what is best for the country. Mostly, right now, I find and eliminate terrorist threats.”

“You’re a vigilante’?” Deke asked with a scowl.

“Not at all. I still wear a uniform and sometimes a badge. I am very much in the light of favor with the President and most of our ranking officials. Do you think that the people in your department or any other that you can think of are involved in this case?”

“I don’t have any suspects but like I said, I don’t trust people right now. These people are pros. They act quickly and I have to think that this is about much more than drugs which was my first suspicion or an illegal logging operation which is what drove the kids to the sight.”

“Where are the pictures?”

“One set of prints and a thumb drive are in two separate safety deposit boxes. One key is taped under the dog tag in my old left boot. Another is under the passenger vanity mirror in Angela’s Jeep.”

“House keys?” Matt asked impressed with his friends’ tactics. Angela handed them over and wrote the alarm code on a slip of paper for him.

“Write your sizes down as well. I recommend that both of you get some rest, we’ll be flying out rather early in the morning.”

“I can’t fly in this condition man. And where the hell are we gonna go?”

“You can fly in a stretcher.” Matt responded as he set the chart back on its holder at the foot of the bed. “Don’t worry, your Uncle Sammy is going to take care of it.”

Timberlane was a suburb on the northeastern skirt of Seattle. Dozens of streets in a maze like pattern of cul-de-sacs and cookie cutter houses had been built for baby-boomers in the late 60’s as people flocked out to tech and aircraft jobs. It was, Matt knew, a quiet neighborhood where neighbors shared cookouts, pool parties and probably spouses on occasion. This was the land of designer coffee, big sport utility vehicles, high dollar sports cars, Botox and soccer trophies. It was late enough that most people were inside but not so far along in the night that his arrival was likely to wake anyone. Hauer pulled the Tahoe into the driveway next to Angela’s pearl white Jeep Grand Cherokee. After Deke’s ordeal and story Hauer made sure to take proper precautions and had clambered into a tactical Kevlar vest and plate carrier while still parked in the hospital parking garage. From his kit he produced a black tube that was no bigger than the center tube from a roll of paper towels. With the flick of a switch, he was given an X-ray view of the house and cars. The device was still having some kinks worked out and couldn’t yet be used for targeting so he had not yet mounted it to a weapon but it gave a real view of what might be behind windows and walls at night. At least semi sure that he was alone on the property he slipped out of the truck with a short and suppressed MP-5K submachine gun in his hands and a Sig M18 pistol strapped to his right hip. With a black box the size of a pack of cigarettes held in his left hand at the front of the sub gun he waved over the Jeep twice as the device scanned for explosives. As with the x-ray he came up empty. For a moment when he opened the SUV’s door his heart sunk. The interior had been obliterated by knives and hands. Seats were torn, the air bag had been punctured and door panels had been ripped off. But, from behind the vanity mirror came the little brass key to a bank safety deposit box. 

The house and garage had been given the same treatment as the car but they looked worse. Drywall had been pulled away to leave its powdery residue everywhere. Appliances were kicked in and pulled apart. Clothing and furniture had been ripped to shreds. Not a single photo frame went untouched. It pained him to bear witness to the despoiled memories and shattering of a life, especially those of his friends. What he was able to extract from the house were a pair of photos of boot prints left in the drywall dust on the carpet and tile floor.

The pain turned to a seething anger which had to be reined in before he lashed out. Someone was not only stalking and terrorizing his friends but he was sure that they would try again to kill them. For what? Unlike the missions he had run in the past this presented a challenge. This was personal. He could not hide from that truth. He hoped that he could remain an objective professional throughout its course. To do otherwise could prove fatal, for everyone involved.

Outside of an all-night truck stop Matt typed away at his laptop and spent the better part of half an hour on his cell phone looking up the history of the North Cascades while raindrops danced on his windshield. Finally feeling like there was little more he could accomplish at the moment he went inside and at the red Formica counter and squeaky red vinyl stool he ordered an omelet and strong coffee. He felt like he was back in Hell Week and might stand a chance of falling asleep with his fork somewhere between his plate and his mouth. Looking around at truckers either ending or beginning a shift he realized that he fit in with this tired lot without a second look. Some of them wore beards or goatees, others made their statements to the world via a beat up baseball cap or a t-shirt or the old standby, tattoos running down their arms. Some wore flannel sleeves all the way to their wrists while others had no sleeves at all. It seemed though that they all wore jeans and boots. From the waist down all men are the same he could hear some angry women yell. It made him grin. In reality these folks all wore the road on their tired eyes and bodies. The other commonality of the night owl driver was the coffee and cigarettes. And, they all looked like they had given up on anything that might resemble a normal life. They looked like prisoners who had done too much time and didn’t know how to get back to being right. He wondered how far removed from their reality he was. This restaurant was considered a private club and dodged all smoking laws and these people took full advantage of it. The smell was both alluring and sickening for him. The smoke burnt at his tired and bloodshot eyes and the acrid and somehow alluring odor called to his wounded psyche. He could see how easy it would be to start right here and knew how hard it would be to stop again if he allowed himself the slip. There could be no sanctuary here. It was time to move on. 

0700

“At ten minutes after six this morning.” The red raincoat clad news anchor spoke against the wet backdrop of the Emergency Entrance to Virginia Mason Hospital. “State Police Detective Lieutenant Richard ‘Deke’ Hassen passed away, the victim of a yet unsolved vicious roadside shooting early yesterday morning. Detective Hassen was a well-liked member of not only the State Police force but his community as well. He will be sadly missed. For Channel 9 at Virginia Mason Hospital, I’m Molly O’Shea back to...”

“Oh, that’s real nice Matt.” Hassen said from his stretcher looking away from the small television mounted to the countertop of the private jet.

“It has to look real. In another hour or so there will be a body found in a car at the pier, the distraught widow, then my team can get to work.” Matt told him and winked.

“This is how it has to be?” Angela asked.

Matt could only nod in reply.

“What’s the plan from here?” Deke asked.

“We’ll be in the air for about four hours. At Reagan we’ll transfer over to a Med Flight chopper and get you into a secure wing at Johns Hopkins. We’ll play it by ear after that.”

“I mean the investigation.”

“I’ll be taking that over. After we get in and settled my boss will meet with you and figure out what you want to do from here. The case I will see through to its end. Now, why don’t you join me in some sleep.”

As promised, Deke was admitted to one of the eighteen secure suites on a government only ward of the Johns Hopkins University Hospital. Four armed Marines stood guard at the wards sole entrance. The doctors had already received his records from Seattle. The chief surgeon, a short and balding young man in a white shirt over grey wool dress pants, assured the Hassen’s that having reviewed his X-rays that Deke would retain his legs and arms as well as full mobility. After the surgeries necessary for the skeletal and muscle tissue they would work out where to begin the cosmetic work for scaring.  First, especially after the stress involved with being moved across the country, Deke needed to rest for a few days and his immune system needed time to catch up. 

Carl MacManus stepped into the room wearing a blue wool suit and carrying a pair of shopping bags from one of the areas upscale boutiques.

“I shan’t say your names, but I am glad that you are now here and safe.”

Angela jumped up and hugged him for that. 

“Matt gave me your sizes and sent me shopping for you. Hopefully the clothing is suitable.”

“Well thank you both. Now I can get cleaned up.” She took the bags into the bathroom with her and headed immediately for the shower. 

“You got a pen and paper while she’s gone?” Deke asked. Matt produced a small wire wound notebook and a grey steel Mont Blanc pen from his jacket. 

“The students name is Jennifer Beck.” He wrote an address and phone number. “That’s the best that I can do. Whatever you do keep that kid safe and be careful please.”

“I will brother. My boss will be here to see you tomorrow. His name is Mitch McGuire.”

“The same Mitch that used to visit your dad?”

“Same guy. He’ll come with Carl so you will know who he is. I’ll be gone for a while but Carl will be at your disposal. Whatever you guys need just let him know.”

“Matt. Thank you.”

“You’d do the same. Just get better.”

“That’s so much better.” Angela declared as she reentered the chilled air of the room. She was wearing new khakis with a thin navy top and a pair of white cross trainers. Her cheeks were reddened from the heat of the shower and a light application of blush. Just enough to accent what she already had to offer. She smelled of the soap and perfume that Matt had recorded in her own bathroom. He decided that familiarity would keep her at ease. To Matt she looked as she had so long ago in high school, pretty and innocent.

We’ve seen the evil of the world and our innocence was the price we paid for the viewing, He thought. 

The decision for Angela to accompany Matt and Carl to the Maryland mansion was Angela’s to make, but it was an easy one. Her husband was on a large dose of pain killers and exhausted from the flight. He would be able to offer little in the way of company. There was no sense in her sleeping in either a chair at his side, he said, or in a hospital bed. After what she had been through, she deserved her own rest and pampering. She didn’t agree but she listened. Deke was fast asleep before they had left the ward.

The Hauer Estate sat on 800 acres across the bay from Annapolis in Woodstream in the heart of Queen Anne’s county.  It was difficult to fathom that life could be so fast paced and intense on one side of the bay and be at the heels of the peace of the 19th century on this side. Carl managed to hustle the large blue Ford Excursion along so that they made the commute from parking lot to gravel and crushed seashell driveway in just under an hour. Stone and split rail timber fences separated the road from the grassy fields. Elms, oak and willows stood tall and majestic at the roadside, their boughs creating a soft canopy. On the opposite side of the fence were the horses, Morgan’s on one side with Clydesdales on the other. After half a mile the driveway formed a wide circle fronting a four story stone castle complete with six perimeter towers, parapets and a central tower standing eighty feet above the car. Three levels of Vermont marble steps led up to a long and wide patio and the tall oak double doors engraved with the twin lions of the family crest. At an angle from the house the gravel road continued on, leading to a long and low timber and stucco garage and a twin building serving as the stable. Both of these buildings reminded her of Swiss Chateaus. Taking a closer look at the main house one would see that the stone gave way at the upper floor to the Bavarian design so that the upper floor was a chateau with a sharp mansard roof and many dormer windows. 

Two young women in the traditional black and white uniforms of maids met them just inside the door. Monique, a tall brunette from Le Mans and Rachel from Cork Ireland, a red head just an inch or two shorter than her coworker. Angela was formally introduced, it would be noted, the girls had been forewarned, she was not a visitor but was to be treated as Master Hauer himself. She relinquished her bags to the young women and left in their company to see her new room. 

“Supper will be in one hour.” Carl spoke in dismissal as he looked at his watch.

“You’ll give me the tour again I hope Matt.”

“Directly after dinner.”

“You look like you could use a drink sir.” Carl remarked when they were left standing alone in the living room at the bottom of an ornately carved and red carpeted staircase.

“Very much so. Laphroaig in the armory. Do bring yourself a glass too.”

The first floor of the castle was where the daily life took place. Here there was a great kitchen, a dining room, a sitting room for the entertainment of guests, a library larger than most people’s homes and Matt’s office and an armory set up as a museum which itself took up half of the floor. He had considered placing the office and armory in the enormous basement but had decided that for lack of natural light it would be better suited as a wine cellar, storage and gym. 

His office sat behind a mahogany door that opened only through a code panel in the library. Starting at the door was a dark blue carpet that stretched out twelve by eighteen feet before the hardwood floor took over the room. The carpeted area was the office leaving everything else to the armory. Around an old Presidential desk, one of Theodore Roosevelt’s personal desks, were three black leather swivel chairs.  A large display monitor and a custom built Cray computer that rated their own modern desk sat adjacent to the main desk. He sat in his chair and ran his hands over his temples glancing at the wall that had been behind him before closing his eyes. The wall displayed almost fifteen years of service, a little less than half of his life. There were degrees from Annapolis, photographs from all over the world with members of the teams he had served on and the medals he had been awarded. At the top of the medals was the SEAL team trident, often referred to as the Budweiser, an eagle holding a flintlock pistol and the pitchfork-like trident of Poseidon. He had been awarded the silver star once, the bronze star twice along with the Navy Cross. In his course of service and time spent cross training with other U.S. units and foreign governments he had earned and been allowed to wear the U.S. Army Ranger tab and Army master jump wings. He had also earned master jump and master diver badges from the English, Australians, Greeks, Italians, the Thai’s and the Norwegians. Held separate from these ratings were a pair of Navy aviator wings that indicated that he was qualified for any naval aircraft. Climbing the wall toward an American flag at the top of the display were his high school diploma, a degree from Annapolis, a Master’s Degree in Maritime Design from Woods Hole and his commercial pilots license, all in their own frames underneath the flag and a wooden boat paddle with its handle wrapped in rope. On the blade of the paddle was another trident and a challenge coin from his last placement at Seal Team 6. He had just enough time to think about earning all of the pieces on that wall and the price and time he and his brothers in arms had paid for them to be there followed by the loss of his parents and grandfather before the double sets of footsteps in the library interrupted his thoughts. He sighed through his nose and looked up.
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