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CHAPTER 1


A hazy sun descended over the azure waters of the Mediterranean and shone orange across the coastline of western Beirut, the early evening glow glinting off the high-end sunglasses worn by most of the fifteen American high-threat security operators spread around the outskirts of the crowd.


The entire protection detail, minus the team’s three drivers, stood in a horseshoe-shaped formation around a parking lot next to a marina and across a wide boulevard from a row of high-rise waterfront apartments. Their protectee stood at a lectern on a stage before an undulating crowd of some five hundred souls who surged and receded, both energized by and contemplative of the words of the speaker, and the shifting movements of the gathering looked like the gentle waters of the Med lapping in the slips of the marina next to them.


On the western side of the horseshoe, a pair of security officers stood just feet apart on a low wall that separated the parking lot from the docks. The men were outfitted similarly to each other, and much the same as the rest of the team: long-sleeved moisture-wicking shirts, body armor, ball caps, jeans. Athletic boots and G-Shock watches, Oakley shades and Peltor headsets.


And rifles across chests festooned with body armor, pouches for ammo, pouches for medical supplies, pouches for radios, and pouches for a myriad of backup weapons and other gear, both lethal and less-than-lethal.


It was the job of these men to meet violence with superior violence, and they stood at the ready.


The pair on the low wall were distinct from each other, however, in that one of them was well into his forties, whereas the other was still in his twenties. Their sector responsibilities included watching both the gathering itself and the boats docked in the slips of the marina behind them, and while doing this, they could also feel the energy from a small group of men standing on the outskirts of the event in the parking lot of a sketchy waterfront hotel adjacent to the rally.


This was a campaign speech, so it was no surprise protesters were there to oppose the candidate, but the malevolence from this group of fifteen or twenty men was palpable.


The people in view were the main burden to the protection detail’s work, but beyond the throngs there were dark apartment windows, shadowy alleyways, and a busy thoroughfare, as well as the marina full of boats and an ocean beyond.


Danger could come from any vector; the Americans knew this well.


The older security officer didn’t transmit over his radio; instead he just whispered to the man next to him, “Ain’t this a shit show?”


“These things are always a shit show, boss.”


“We need another dozen Joes to secure this scene. Panther acts like he’s fuckin’ bulletproof.”


The younger man glanced to the protectee, passionately speaking Arabic into the microphone. Then he looked back to the dark-eyed men on the periphery. “Hope none of those jokers over there try to prove him wrong.”


The older security officer chuckled at this as his eyes worked the scene. He, like his teammates, expected an attack at any moment, because it had happened before.


The Americans had arrived in Lebanon three weeks earlier to replace what was left of another executive protection detail. The first team were locals, trained well enough to deal with some threats, but they’d been nowhere close to proficient when facing a well-trained unit of combatants, which was exactly what they’d come up against in the city of Sidon. Four of the candidate’s bodyguards had been killed and another five were injured, but the candidate and his wife, who always traveled with him, had miraculously survived the attack unscathed.


The candidate then made the politically questionable decision to outsource his campaign’s protection to an American firm, and since then, no one had tried anything.


Yet, anyway.


The bustle of the major metropolitan city seemed to grow in the lulls of the speech pounding from the speakers set up in the crowded lot, and all the bodyguards were certain that, somewhere out there in this metropolis, another gang of assholes was planning another attempt on their principal.


The older security officer again spoke softly to the younger. “You feel it, Bravo Five?”


The young man’s eyes swept right and left. “I feel it, One.”


Nothing else was said between the two; their heads just scanned back and forth, their grips tightened on their weapons, and they stole the occasional glance out to sea at the setting sun. It was seven p.m. now; there was less than an hour of light left, and the bodyguards looked at the onset of nightfall with trepidation. They wanted their protectee—the team had given him the code name Panther—buttoned up in his hotel before these dangerous streets turned dark, but Panther was signing their paychecks and calling the shots.


They’d go back to the hotel when he said they’d go back to the hotel, and not a minute before.


The two men on the wall overlooking the crowd did not speak fluent Arabic, but they had heard this speech enough times in the past three weeks to register that he was wrapping it up now. Soon the cheers from supporters grew into a crescendo as the silver-haired man pumped his fist into the air, his attractive, middle-aged wife shifting in her seat on the dais behind him.


She was more than ready to go; this, both men could tell.


Panther beckoned his wife forward, clasped his hand in hers, and raised it over their heads. The crowd applauded, the shadowy figures on the fringes stood and stared, and the two security men leaned a little closer to each other.


The older man said, “Hey, kid. Check Tabby out. Looks like she’d rather be anywhere else on Earth.”


The younger man replied while still surveying the grim faces on the other side of the parking lot. “Six months ago that lady up there was livin’ high on the hog in Paris. If her husband gets elected president of Lebanon, her whole world’s gonna go bananas, and she knows it.”


“Think he’s got a shot?”


“My job is to make sure he doesn’t get shot.”


“Roger that. You think we’re done for the day after this? Nothing else on the schedule, but—”


“But Panther likes to call audibles. There’s still some daylight. Bet he makes one more stop at a hookah bar or a mini-mall before packin’ it in.”


“I hope you’re wrong. My feet hurt.”


“Ditto.”


And then the candidate and his wife headed for the steps down from the dais to the parking lot. Just behind them, the agent in charge of the American security team moved in sync with the couple, and he spoke into his mic at the same time.


The pair on the wall heard his call through their headsets. “Alpha One to all call signs. We’re movin’. I want double diamond on Panther all the way back to the motorcade. Drivers, fire ’em up. Look alive, boys.”


The older man jumped down from the low wall, and the younger man followed him. The older man said, “We’re on rear security.”


“Roger that, One.”


The crowd surged forward as the entourage made for the three SUVs just a few dozen yards away.


Alpha One put his hand on the principal’s shoulder as he barked into his mic at his men on point. “Push ’em back, Charlie team. Push ’em back. We ain’t set for no meet-and-greet.”


Bravo Five heard a quick reply from Charlie One, at the front of the diamond-shaped formation. “Roger that. Imshi! Imshi!”


The candidate and his wife made it to the sidewalk, and local police held most of the crowd inside the gated parking lot so the VIP could get clear of the scene, but the candidate stopped abruptly and turned to Alpha One. Bravo Five watched from twenty yards back, still making his way through the locals, but his headset told him what was going on.


“This is Alpha Actual, all teams hold. Panther wants to talk to me a minute.”


Bravo One shouldered up to his junior teammate. “You called it, kid. Panther ain’t ready to go back to the hotel.”


“Always another hand to shake, I guess.”


Alpha One’s voice came back over the net. “All call signs, listen up. Panther wants to take a ride down to the promenade for some glad-handing, but Tabby ain’t feeling it. I’ll take the lead in Alpha Vic. Charlie One, you’re the limo, take Panther in Charlie Vic. Bravo One, take Tabby along with Bravos Five and Six in the Suburban. Trail the limo and the lead vic till we turn off on Saeb Salam, then get her back to the Phoenicia. The other three Joes on Bravo team can load up in the Yukon with Alpha to give us more eyes at the next stop.”


Bravo One keyed his radio. “Bravo One copies all.” Then he nodded to Bravo Five. “Duff, you’re with me.”


“On you, boss.”









CHAPTER 2


They met the woman they’d given the call sign of Tabby at the rear passenger-side door of a white Chevy Suburban, and Bravo Five opened the door for her. “Madame, la banquette arrière, s’il vous plaît.”


The woman barely looked his way as she climbed in, and then immediately Bravo One followed her into the back, but as he passed Five at the door, he whispered, “Love it when you talk all sexy.”


“Just for you, boss,” he replied as he shut the two of them inside the unarmored vehicle.


Bravo Five climbed into the front passenger seat and looked over to Bravo Six, a thirty-eight-year-old security driver who kept his focus on the rear of the Charlie vehicle in front of him, a black armored Range Rover and also the “limo,” meaning the vehicle transporting the principal.


The driver said, “Keep your eyes open, Duff, least till we separate from the others. Nobody wants to kill Tabby, so we’re good as soon as we leave the motorcade.”


Duff elbowed the man in the arm, then motioned to the woman in the back seat with a jerk of his thumb.


Softly, the driver said, “Dude, she don’t speak a lick of English, you know that.”


Duff sighed as he rolled down his window and unfastened his rifle from its two-point sling, giving him more mobility to move the weapon around the front seat if threats arose.


Now Bravo One leaned up between the seats to speak to the driver. “You heard Alpha One, Larry. Trail them till they turn onto Saeb Salam, and then we’ll stay on General de Gaulle all the way up the coast to the hotel.”


“Hate these hasty movements, boss. Lot of shit that can go south if we haven’t planned out the route beforehand.”


“We’ll be fine, Larry.”


As the Suburban began following the other two vehicles on the boulevard, Alpha One’s voice came over the team’s headsets again. “Drivers, keep it tight. Scan oncoming and intersections in advance. All shooters, I want your windows down and weapons at the low ready. If you’re riding shotgun, you’ve got traffic duty. Nobody gets into the motorcade.”


The detail had conducted over one hundred movements in the three weeks they’d been in-country; this was nothing new for any of them.


Alpha One added, “Muscle through the reds, boys. All eyes open.”


The driver, Bravo Six, did not divert his attention from the road ahead, but he spoke to the man next to him. “Hey, Five. When Tabby’s buttoned up in the suite, can you cover my watch for an hour? Gotta run down to the souk, grab a souvenir for the old lady.”


Duff kept his head at the window, swiveling it back and forth as he took in everyone in sight, hunting for pre-attack indicators that his brain had been trained to register almost subconsciously. But without hesitation he said, “Sure, Larry. No worries.”


Bravo One sat in back with Tabby, who was now on her phone and speaking French animatedly, but he’d caught the exchange between the two men in the front seat. He leaned between the seats again and looked at the driver. “What you gonna get her? An ‘I Heart Hezbollah’ T-shirt?”


The men all laughed while they focused on the boulevard outside the vehicle. Larry said, “She wants a damn rug, but how the hell am I gonna get a rug in my kit bag? She thinks I’m over here traveling around with an empty steamer trunk or some shit.”


Bravo One said, “I bought me a hajji carpet in Iraq. Got home and the motherfucker fell apart when I unrolled it. Straight-up turned to dust. One last kick in the dick from that shit hole.”


Alpha One’s clipped and professional voice entered their ears once more, interrupting the conversation. “Approaching first intersection. Got some protest signs on the corner. Stay frosty.”


Bravo One said, “He’s right, Duff. I saw some shitheads holding pro-government campaign banners on the way in. If they’re still up here on the right, make sure they’re behavin’.”


Duff’s scan was purposeful and methodical. Finally, he said, “Got ’em. They’re minding their manners.”


It was quiet on the drive for the next minute, other than Tabby’s phone conversation in the back seat.


Larry finally said, “Thanks for taking my watch, Duff. You want me to grab your daughter a toy or something? They probably have dolls and shit.”


Still examining his sector, he said, “Already picked up a gift for Mandy. If you see something for a baby … something blue, I guess, you could grab that. Pay you back.”


“Whose baby?”


Duff replied without diverting his attention from the street. “Mine. Nichole’s preggo. Again. Boy this time. Found out last night.”


Bravo One was still between the seats and in earshot. “Kid, how the fuck did that happen? You haven’t been home long enough to take your boots off since last Christmas.”


“Kept my boots on, I guess.”


Bravo Six kept the Suburban twenty yards behind the limo as they crossed an intersection. As he drove, he said, “Or else your baby’s gonna look like the UPS driver.”


“You’re hilarious.”


Bravo One slapped Duffy on the back. “Congrats, Duff. That’s awesome.” Quickly, however, he saw something in the traffic and turned his attention to the driver. “Larry, squeeze that dude out.”


A middle-aged man on a low-end motorbike was close on their right, speeding up to get into the three-SUV motorcade’s center lane.


“Roger,” Larry said. “Fucker’s tryin’ to merge his way in.”


Duff leaned out his window. “I got it.” Waving his hand up and down at the motorcyclist, he shouted, “Imshi! Imshi!”


The biker shook a fist back at Duff, but he quickly noticed the buttstock of the rifle held by the Westerner with the headset and sunglasses, and he began slowing, giving up his attempt to change lanes.


Duffy quickly put a hand to his chest and nodded to the man. “Shukran. Shukran, sadiqi.”


Inside the Suburban, Bravo Six clenched the wheel tightly. “Eat a dick, asshole.”


Duff’s attention had returned to the road ahead. “Just a dude tryin’ to get home from work. We’re the assholes around here, Larry.”


The motorcycle fell in behind the white Suburban at the rear of the convoy, then made a left down a side street.


Alpha One came over the net moments later. “Bravo Actual, Alpha One. We’re turning off ahead. Take this up the coast, and you’ll be at the hotel in one-five mikes.”


In the back seat Bravo clicked his radio. “One copies.” And then, to Larry, he motioned ahead with a finger. “Watch this intersection up here at the turn, they’re gonna have to slow for the left and—”


Larry squinted at something through the windshield, then shouted over his superior. “That southbound bus up ahead is movin’!”


As soon he said this, Alpha One’s voice, amped up and agitated, came back over Bravo team’s headsets. “Watch the bus! Watch the bus!”


Duff tallied a white passenger bus racing through oncoming traffic, approaching the motorcade at high speed.


“He’s goin’ for the limo!” Duff shouted. He hefted his rifle and began swinging to get it outside the vehicle, though he had no shot at the port-side bus from the starboard side of the SUV.


Duff saw it all through the windshield now, as if in slow motion. The bus sideswiped a tiny red two-door as it raced through oncoming traffic, then swerved into the motorcade’s lane just behind Alpha team’s big gray Yukon and in front of the black Range Rover with the candidate and Charlie team inside.


And then, just as Duff decided to shoot through the windshield at the advancing threat, the bus slammed head-on into the limo, not thirty-five yards in front of him.


Larry stood on his brakes because he’d been through some shit in his time in high-risk civilian contracting, and he knew what was coming next.


With a blinding flash, the entire intersection whited out, and then a massive fireball erupted over the limo and bus.


Shrapnel jetted in all directions.


Duff saw the windshield in front of him spiderweb as it was pelted by debris, but he heard nothing apart from the high-pitched squeal of eardrums under assault. He felt specks of glass tear into his face and crack his sunglasses, and the shock wave of the blast slammed him back hard against the headrest.


His retinas were flared from the flash, his hearing was temporarily nonexistent, but he felt the shaking and jolting of the vehicle as wreckage and rubble rained down onto them from the sky.









CHAPTER 3


The ringing stopped, and all was silent. Duff found himself staring down between his knee pads at the floorboard, his eyes blurry from the biting irritants of smoke and dust and grit. He shook his head to clear it, threw his damaged Oakleys on the floorboard, and looked back up. He didn’t know if it had been three seconds since the blast or thirty, but eventually the haze both in his head and in the Suburban cleared enough for him to see. Larry was there behind the wheel, awake if not completely alert. Blood ran from his bearded face, and his hands were in his lap, but he, too, was looking around, fighting to get his head back into the game.


Duff glanced behind him and found Bravo One coughing up black phlegm and rubbing dust from under his shades, but he appeared to have no major injuries. Tabby had a cut at her hairline that bled down her face, and her eyes were unfixed as if she were in shock.


Only now did Duff recover from the effects of the concussion enough to remember what had just occurred, and he focused his attention out the damaged front windshield. He saw movement through the heavy smoke and dust, and immediately he shouted to the other men in the Chevy with him.


“Contact front!” He pressed his mic button. “Alpha! Contact, your right. A truckload of shooters east side! I … I don’t have a shot from here!”


To his driver he shouted, “Move up, Larry!”


Alpha One’s voice came over his headset immediately after, barely audible through the ringing in Duff’s ears. Long gone was his tough-but-cool radio voice. Now the older man sounded utterly frantic. “Back! Back! Back!”


Multiple Kalashnikov rifles opened up on the street ahead; the Alpha Yukon went into reverse, then rocketed back a few feet as their driver desperately tried to get away.


“No!” Alpha One screamed, and then the net went quiet as the Yukon crashed into the front of the burning wreckage, AKs still pouring rounds into Alpha’s vehicle.


To the driver, Duff shouted, “Advance so I can engage!”


Larry suddenly jolted back into action suddenly; he stomped on the gas, and the big SUV lurched forward.


Behind Duff, Bravo One shouted, both into his mic and for the two men in the front of the SUV: “Second contact, rooftop, third floor building, right side! Engaging!” Bravo One fired a few rounds out the window directly behind Duff, then shouted, “Shit! RPG! East!”


A rocket-propelled grenade streaked into the intersection ahead of a gray smoke trail and detonated against the already disabled Alpha vehicle forty yards in front of the three men and one woman in Bravo. Fresh shrapnel from the explosion ripped into the Suburban, and more windshield glass peppered Duff’s face. Larry stomped on his brakes; tires squealed, more audible now as the effects of the initial explosion lessened in Duff’s ears.


Both Bravo One and Duff fired at the rooftop on their right, dumping round after round towards a group of men there who were hurriedly aiming a second RPG. Hot ejected brass bounced around the inside of the SUV as the Americans’ guns bucked and smoked.


Their protectee held her ears and screamed.


In the front seat, Duff ran his rifle empty. “Reloading!”


Bravo One slowed his fire but continued expending rounds. “Covering! We’ve got to go for Panther!”


Bravo Six screamed now from behind the wheel. “Look at the fuckin’ limo!” It was just twenty yards in front of them at a 45-degree angle in the street. Fully engulfed in flames and nearly unrecognizable as an SUV, let alone a Range Rover, with the similarly deformed bus up against it. “Nobody could live through that shit! Alpha’s dead, too! It’s just us!”


Behind Larry, Tabby began to wail anew as she saw her husband’s burning car just ahead.


Despite Bravo Six’s words, One shouted again while he kept firing. “We’re goin’ for Panther!”


Larry protested, “We’ve got Tabby!”


“Tabby’s not the principal!”


“Yeah, well, the principal’s fuckin’ dead!”


Duff engaged the bolt release of his rifle, chambering a round with a loud click. “I’m up!”


“Reloading!” Bravo One announced. As he reloaded his rifle, he said, “Listen up, Duffy. We keep the Suburban back here in case those disabled vics’ gas tanks haven’t detonated yet.”


Duff fired twice out the window at a target on the other side of the burning wreckage. The target’s head ducked back down, but Duff didn’t think he’d hit him. “Roger.”


One continued: “You and me. We bail out, I cover, you locate and assess the principal. If Panther’s alive, you get him back here to Bravo Vic. Copy?”


“Copy!”


Larry screamed again. “No! Fuck that shit! There’s a dozen gunners and RPGs. We gotta fuckin’ roll, man!”


Bravo One released his bolt back onto a round from a fresh magazine. “I’m up! Larry, sit tight and watch Tabby. Duff … fifty feet to the limo. Run hard! You got this! Now!”


Simultaneously, both passenger-side doors of the Chevy opened, and the two men leapt out amid the persistent chatter of AK fire. They both fired their weapons, Duff at men in the back of a truck near the now-burning Alpha vehicle in the front of the motorcade, and One at men with rifles on the rooftop to the east.


Duff began sprinting towards the fiery wreckage as he kept shooting. He’d made it less than halfway through the thick smoke in the street to the limo when he heard his team leader bark over the net. “More RPGs on the east rooftop!”


Another streaking rocket raced ten feet over Duff’s head and slammed into a storefront on the far side of the boulevard.


Duff pressed on, one man against an unknown number, only partially shielded by the burning debris of two vehicles full of his friends.


He glanced inside the limo, and he saw what he needed to see. Then he looked ahead at the gray Yukon. Dropping to a knee to hammer a fresh mag into his M4, he triggered his mic. “No survivors here or in Alpha Vic. Principal confirmed KIA. They’re all gone, boss.”


Bravo ceased fire only to respond. “Roger that. Get back here and watch out for—”


A single report rang out above the raging gunfire, louder than the rest.


Duff knew the sound of a powerful sniper rifle when he heard it.


When he’d charged his weapon again, he turned and began running back to his vehicle. Larry’s voice cracked over Duff’s headset. “Bravo One’s down! He’s on my fuckin’ hood! His face is gone, man!”


Duff had pushed back through the smoke, and now he could see the white Suburban. Bravo One was on his back, his arms outstretched and his legs hanging off the side over the right front tire. His weapon lay in the street, and blood and tissue dripped from the hood down to the pavement.


Duff was twenty-five feet away when he went down to a knee, spun back to the rooftop, and fired his rifle one-handed while clicking the push-to-talk button on his chest. “Come to me, Larry! I’m covering.”


Over his outgoing gunfire he couldn’t hear if the Bravo vehicle was, indeed, heading to him, but he expended an entire magazine at targets, killing one man with a head-shot and forcing others to cover before looking over his shoulder to find out.


Larry skidded to a stop just feet away and then leaned over to open the front passenger door. The team leader’s body still lay splayed and faceup on the hood, and Duff left it there as he spun around and dove inside the SUV.


Before he even reached to close the door behind him, he screamed, “Go! Go! Go!”


Larry stomped hard on the gas, jacked the wheel to the right to avoid the burning wreckage, and shot towards the truck with the armed men. Bravo One’s body rocked back and forth on the hood on Duff’s side of the vehicle, his legs still dangling.


The woman in the back of the Suburban continued to scream. She shouted something in French and then Arabic, but Duff was too busy reloading his weapon to pay attention. The driver pulled his Beretta sidearm and began firing through his spiderwebbed driver’s-side window towards the truck with the Kalashnikov shooters as he passed it on the left. Many were dead, but a few returned ineffective fire.


When he had reloaded again, Duff shouted, “I’m up! Gotta get Ken off the hood!”


Duff raised both his boots up over the dash, then slammed them forward, knocking out the remaining windshield glass on the first attempt. He reached out, grabbed Bravo One by his right arm, and heaved him inside the vehicle as Larry made a hard right turn that would take them away from the coast and deeper into the heart of Beirut.


Duff was trained to render aid to gunshot wound victims, but Bravo One had caught a large round from a high-powered rifle right through the bridge of his nose, and there was nothing anyone could do for him. Still, Duff spoke to him. “Boss! Boss! Ken?”


Larry shouted, “Look at him, Duff! They smoked his ass! They’re all dead but us! Shit! Where are we even fuckin’ going?”


“Just keep driving!”


Duff turned around to check on Tabby again, but when he did so, he looked out the shot-out rear window. Four black pickup trucks were behind them and closing.


Larry saw them in his rearview at the same time. “Aw, shit, bro! Enemy vics on our ass! What are we gonna do?”


Duff was calmer than his driver. He began removing the bloody chest rig off his team leader, who now lay dead across his lap. He said, “I’ll cover Tabby with Ken’s armor, engage out the rear window, try to keep the pursuers back, and call this in to the ops center. You just drive and report anything you see.”


Duff’s calm voice helped keep Larry just on this side of the threshold of panic. Bravo Six nodded, sweat dripping from his face. “Yeah, yeah, okay.”


It took Duff several seconds to get Ken’s armor off, and several more to scoot out from under him and crawl into the back. Once there, he forced Tabby down to the floorboard and put the armor over and around her body as best he could. Then he reached to the front seat and retrieved his rifle.


Cracks of AK fire from the pursuing vehicles caused him to duck lower in the back seat as he yanked the M4 to him, changed channels on his radio, and clicked the transmit button.


“Ops Center! Ops Center! Bravo Five. We are taking fire, time now! Panther is KIA. Repeat, Panther KIA. BNR. Request immediate QRF and CASEVAC to the intersection of Saeb Salam and Habib Abi Chahla!”


Another burst of fire from behind, and then Larry shouted from the front. “Why the fuck they even chasin’ us? Panther’s dead!”









CHAPTER 4


A woman’s urgent but professional voice came over Duff’s headset a moment later. “Bravo Five, Ops Center copies all. Understand Panther KIA and body not recovered. I have you geolocated on Gregorius Haddad, moving east.”


“That’s affirm. We have Tabby and are en route to rally point … uh … break.” He called to Larry in the front. “Can we make it to Delta?”


“Ain’t no fuckin’ way we’re makin’ Delta!”


Duff’s voice retained its own professionalism. “Ops Center, we’re shootin’ for RP Echo. Be advised, hostiles remain in close pursuit at this time, over.”


“Understand you are evasive, time now. Relay status of Alpha, when able.”


“Alpha, Charlie, and three Bravo elements down in primary engagement zone. Say again, all down on the X.” Duff spit some blood that had dripped into his mouth from a glass cut to his nose, then keyed his mic again. “Bravo Actual is with me and KIA. Bravo Six is with me and good to go. I think we’re the last two. How copy?”


“I ain’t good to go! I’m fucked. We’re all fucked!” Panic again threatened to overtake the Bravo driver.


“Calm down, Larry.”


The woman from the operations center came back over the radio. “Solid copy, Bravo Six. Stand by for ETA on QRF to rally point Echo.”


Tabby began wailing even louder now, and after Larry made a hard left down a two-lane street in the business district, he dialed the vehicle radio to the operations center channel so he could hear the back-and-forth between Duff and Ops Center in case Duff was killed and he needed to communicate with HQ.


Then he shouted to Duff, “Shut her ass up so I can think!”


Duff leaned down to Tabby. “Calmez vous! Calmez vous, s’il vous plaît, Madame! Vous etes bien.”


He popped his head back up, aimed his M4 at the closest truck behind him, and fired several shots. Return fire came immediately, and he ducked back down.


“What do you see back there, bro?” Larry shouted.


“I’ve got three technicals on our ass. Maybe eight … ten enemy, all with AKs. Thought I counted four vics in pursuit a minute ago, before we made that turn. Are we clear ahead?”


“Right now we are, but there are a shitload of intersections coming up. The missing tech could be moving parallel, trying to flank us.”


“Watch out for him.”


“No shit.”


Soon the operations center came back over Duff’s headset. “Bravo Five, Ops Center. QRF en route. ETA rally point Echo is thirteen mikes. Say again, one-three mikes.”


Duff shook his head, fired another round at each of the pickups, then responded. “Negative, Ops Center, requesting expedited QRF! Mobile hostiles in pursuit. We will be at the RP in three to five mikes and seriously outgunned.”


“Understood, Bravo Five. Uh … recommend you attempt to disengage from hostiles.”


Larry shouted, not over the radio but to Duff. “Is she for real? Tell these motherfuckers to disengage from us!”


Duff rolled his eyes as he responded over the net. “Doin’ our best here, Ops Center. It’s just me and Larry.” He fired another short burst, aware now that he needed to conserve ammo.


There was a brief delay before the ops center responded. “Bravo Five, be advised. Tabby is not your principal. At your discretion, you can separate from Tabby and continue to the RP.”


For the first time since the limo blew up, Larry did not shout. Instead, he muttered, “What’s she talkin’ about?”


Duff was similarly confused. “Ops Center, Bravo Five. Say again your last.”


There was no response, but soon Larry began shouting once again. “Tally on the missing technical! He’s ahead of us! Next intersection! Get your heads down back there!”


Duff lay flat on the seat, his rifle cradled in his arm as he pushed his hand down on the armor covering Tabby. He clicked the transmit key again with his free hand. “Ops Center, Ops Center. Did not copy your last.”


Gunfire crackled close, outside the Suburban, as Larry raced past the flanking pickup. Duff rolled onto his side, then his stomach, then checked Tabby under the armor and found her still hysterical but uninjured. He started to push himself up to his knees to continue firing out the rear window, but he toppled to his right, hard into the driver’s-side rear door, as the Bravo vehicle swerved violently to his left.


“Fuck, Larry! Let me know when you’re maneuvering like that. I can’t watch the road while I’m back here—”


He felt the vehicle lurch to the right now, and he forced himself up to his knees and looked into the front seat. Larry’s eyes were open but unfixed; his seat belt kept his torso up, but his bloody head hung to the side. Bits of Larry’s brain matter had splattered across the dashboard and the body of Bravo One, who was crumpled in the front passenger seat next to them.


Duff realized in an instant that he and his protectee were in the back seat of a Suburban racing at sixty miles an hour down a busy street with a dead man at the wheel. He threw his entire body weight onto Tabby, pressing the canvas-covered armor down tight onto her and fixing her to the floorboard, and he covered his head with his arms.


Duff couldn’t see what was happening, but he sure as hell could feel it. The big SUV dealt a glancing blow to one car, then another, then bounced up onto a curb and crashed hard, head-on, into an only partially yielding object. Duff was thrown against the rear of the front seats, then came to rest on top of Ken’s armor and Tabby’s body. It felt to Duff as if they’d slammed into a parked car, and when he raised his head to look around, he could see that they’d come to rest in a lot, and the crumpled hood of the Suburban was now up against the rear of a panel truck.


Steam hissed from the radiator. Broken glass jingled as Duff slowly sat back up, dazed. Dust and smoke hung thick in the air.


For the second time in less than five minutes, he fought disorientation as he wiped blood from his face. He shook his head to clear it, then looked down at Tabby, pulling off the armor. “You … okay? Uh, I mean, vous etes bien, Madame?”


She pushed off the armor, as well, and looked up at him. “I … I am fine.”


His brain was still in a fog; he hadn’t even checked behind him to see the disposition of the men trying to kill them. But still, he remarked, “English? You speak—”


Duff’s cell phone began chirping in his pocket. He looked out the rear window and saw four black pickups parked close together on the street. There was no other traffic; the locals had all wisely cleared out. He could see armed men pouring out of the vehicles and then kneeling behind the trucks.


The phone kept chirping, and suddenly it filled him with hope. Not hope about his predicament, but hope that he’d be able to speak to his wife just one last time. He pulled it from a pouch and pressed the speaker button so he didn’t have to hold it up to his ringing ear. His voice was soft. “Nikki?”


But a man’s voice replied, speaking quickly and with authority. “Listen up, Duffy. This is the United Defense Operational theater controller. Our contract was with Panther, and Panther only. He’s out of play, so we ain’t gettin’ paid for that shit you’re in the middle of right now. We don’t know why they’re gunning for Tabby, but that’s not our problem. If you drop her off and keep going, they won’t pursue you.”


Duff did not reply. He only looked at the Lebanese woman as she crawled off the floorboard and sat next to him. Her graying auburn hair was a mess.


Ops Command continued. “You hear me? Leave Tabby on the street, then you and Larry get your asses out of there! Hello? Duff? C’mon, man! Get rid of her and you’ll make it out of this bullshit alive!”


Duff coughed in the growing smoke before speaking. Finally he said, “OPSCON, your signal is broken. Negative copy on your last.”


“Dammit, Duffy, you heard me! Dump that bitch in the road and—”


Duff hung up the phone and stuck it back in a pouch, then clicked the transmitter on his radio again to communicate with the woman at the operations center. His voice was unsure, still shaken by the order to leave Tabby to die at the hands of terrorists. “Ops Center, this is Bravo Five. Be advised, Bravo Six is KIA. Our vic is inoperable at this time. Filling with smoke. I see … I see multiple armed combatants dismounted, and we’ve got no way to maneuver. It’s just me and Tabby, and we’re about to get overrun.”


The woman did not hide her concern, but she remained professional. “Understood, Bravo Six is KIA. Vehicle inop. Stand by for QRF ETA, your poz.”


Duff gave a tired and stressed little chuckle now. “Lot of guns comin’ this way. If the QRF is more than a minute out … might as well tell ’em to knock off for lunch.”


“Expediting as able, Bravo Five. Good luck to you.”


Now the American in the broken-down Suburban looked over at Tabby. “How much … how much did you understand from that phone call?”


She coughed, then said, “Your people want you to leave me behind.”


Duff nodded, looked through the shot-out back window. After a moment of silence, he hefted his rifle, dropped the magazine to check his ammo, then reseated it. He said, “That’s not happenin’. We’re in this together, ma’am.”


Before Tabby could respond, a voice came from behind in the street. In English, shouted by a man behind one of the pickups. “My friends! My friends! We only want the woman! Send her out to us and you will live!”









CHAPTER 5


Tabby crouched down lower in her seat. “What are we going to do?”


“Let me think.” Duff looked around him; it was getting harder to see with the steam and smoke building. “This is a good truck. I can probably get the engine to turn over. Tires might be shot to shit, but they’re run-flats. Maybe I can make it a hundred yards before this thing falls apart on us.” In truth, he didn’t think much of his chances, but he saw no alternatives.


He reached up into the front seat, unbuckled the driver’s body, and struggled to move it, along with twenty pounds of body armor and other gear, out of the seat.


Softly he said, “I’m sorry, Larry.” He heaved the driver on top of Bravo One.


While he worked on this, Tabby asked, “What can I do?”


Duff coughed in the smoke. “Behind your seat is a black case. Keep your head down, but reach over and grab it.”


Now Duff crawled up into the driver’s seat, sat down in smeared blood from Larry’s head wound, and noted that the smoke seemed to be pouring up from the floorboard now. There was no windshield in front of him, and the hood was crumpled. The hissing steam had stopped—probably, Duff decided, because the radiator had run dry.


“The case is open,” Tabby said. “What now?”


“See the two green canisters that say ‘M18 Smoke Red’? Pass those up.”


Another shout from the man behind the pickup. “You have no other choice, my friends. We will attack if you do not give her to us.”


Duff realized the terrorists had no idea how many armed men were alive in the truck. This was buying him a few seconds’ time, but it wouldn’t slow them down for long.


Tabby handed the two canisters up to Duff, who was in the process of clicking himself into the seat belt. He said, “Here’s what we’re gonna do. I’m going to pop both smokes and toss them in the rear of this vehicle. Then I’ll reverse out of here, pedal to the floor. We won’t be able to see shit, but neither will they when we drive past them.”


Tabby was alarmed. “We’re going to just drive away?”


“We’re gonna try, anyway. I’ll fire my pistol out both windows as we go, maybe keep some heads down as we pass.”


“But you won’t be able to see!”


“It’s the only plan I got, lady. Get that body armor over you and get down.”


She did so, but when she was covered, she said, “Monsieur. Thank you.”


“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, I haven’t done shit yet.”


A new shout from behind now. “Ten seconds and we open fire!”


Duff pulled the pins on both smoke grenades and tossed them over his shoulder, past Tabby and into the very back of the SUV. Almost instantly the hissing devices began spewing opaque dark red smoke out all the broken windows and bullet holes in the big vehicle. He turned the key and slammed his foot on the gas, the Chevy turned over roughly, and then he yanked it into reverse.


Tires squealed and smoked for a moment as the Bravo team vehicle struggled to break free of the truck it had rear-ended, but then it jolted backwards.


AK fire erupted immediately; the sound of metal tearing through metal was almost as loud as the reports from the gunshots themselves. Duff didn’t look behind him, he just floored it backwards in the general direction of the pickups, and he held the wheel steady with one hand while he drew the SIG Sauer pistol from his belt holster with the other.


He imagined he looked like a rocket trailing red smoke as he reversed up the street, gaining speed with every yard.


The Suburban slammed into the front left quarter panel of one of the pickups, spinning it and knocking the men using it as cover to the ground, and as soon as he felt the impact, Duff opened fire out the passenger-side window with his handgun. He could see nothing at all save for red smoke, but he fired and fired, desperate to suppress any return fire coming his way.


They were racing backwards up the Beirut street, and Duff had fired off half of his sixteen rounds when a fresh volley of automatic fire blasted on his left.


He swung his gun back across his body, ready to fire into the swirling red smoke and out his driver’s-side window to subdue the threat there, but before he could squeeze off a round, he felt a blow below his left knee.


Sharp pain fired through his body like a lightning bolt.


Duff screamed; his left hand released the steering wheel and his right dropped the pistol, and he clutched at the source of the agony.


Hot blood oozed through his fingers, and sharp bone pressed into the meat of his hand.


He screamed again, shouted every obscenity that came to mind.


With the pain came a loss of sense of time and distance; he didn’t know if he’d driven in reverse fifty yards or five hundred, but eventually the racing Suburban began crashing left and right into parked cars. Then it bounced up what felt to be steps, slamming its rear tires against concrete and crumpling the back bumper. It lost momentum in all this, so when the final crash came, it was among the gentlest of the dozen or so impacts Duff had felt in the past few minutes.


He found himself at rest finally, the sound of the smoke canisters and the death throes of the Suburban’s shot-up engine still audible over his ringing ears.


The red smoke began to clear, and Duff looked out the window through eyes filled with tears of agony. The Suburban had wrecked out on the concrete steps heading up to a large shopping center. All around, passersby had run for cover, terrified of the gunfire and the squealing vehicles in this normally peaceful district.


Duff still clutched his wrecked knee. He’d caught a 7.62 round from a Kalashnikov, he was certain, and he had no idea if he could put any weight on the limb at all or if the bones were all shattered, rendering the leg useless.


And then he saw the fire. Flames began licking up from under the bent hood in front of him.


He called out to Tabby, “You okay?” Fresh panic was welling inside him now as he unfastened his seat belt.


“Yes, I am okay. Are you hurt?” She’d obviously heard him screaming and cussing.


“We’re on fire. Get out of the truck. Left side.”


Duff let go of his shattered leg, unfastened his seat belt, then grabbed his pistol off the floorboard with a hand slick with blood. He reached for the door latch. A moment later he fell out onto the steps at the entrance to the shopping center, and Tabby staggered over and helped him to his feet. There was no sign of the pickup trucks just now, but Duff knew he and his protectee couldn’t wait around here for help.


“We’ve got to move.”


Tabby put his left arm over her shoulders, and the two of them slowly made their way to the entrance to the building.


Men and women looked on in astonishment, many of them still crouched or prone on the ground.


Duff found himself able to walk with Tabby’s help, more or less, but the pain was excruciating, and he could tell by both look and feel that blood loss was going to be a problem very soon. The round seemed to have missed the arteries and veins running behind the knee, but he knew that moving around with broken bones so close to all the fragile plumbing in his leg was a recipe for disaster. With each shuffled step, a shard of bone could pierce his femoral, and that would be that.


But he kept going, sweat and tears in his eyes making it hard to see as they moved through the shopping center.


All eyes were on them, of course, and soon a security guard began to approach, but when the man spoke in Arabic, Duff raised his pistol in his face.


Instantly Tabby pushed the gun down. “Stop it! He only asked if you need help.”


Tabby then spoke with the man; the exchange lasted just a few seconds, and then the guard let them pass while he went running off in the direction of the crashed Suburban. This confused Duff, but he was in too much pain to think about it for long.


They continued on until they made it into an employees-only hallway. Here Duff stopped, pulled a tourniquet from the medical pouch on his chest rig, and cinched it hard around his upper leg, just below his groin. He screamed in pain again.


He realized quickly he couldn’t make it tight enough on his own without lying down and working on it for a while, and he didn’t think he could take the time to do that with armed men actively hunting for him and his protectee. As applied, the tourniquet would only slow blood loss, not stop it, and he told himself he would continue to bleed as long as he was up and mobile.


But he had to stay up and mobile until he got Tabby out of danger.


He thought of his wife, Nichole; of his daughter, Amanda; and the son who would not be born for another six months.


They had decided to call him Harry, after Duff’s deceased father.


He kept moving, but only with Tabby’s assistance.


A minute later he could feel the blood loss affecting his brain. His thoughts were muddy, fatigue had set in, and his movements were unsure. He pushed open a rear door to a loading area and found himself in front of several parked cars. Still holding his pistol in his bloody hand, he waved it left and right, scanning for targets in the low light of the early evening.


He couldn’t decide what to do, but Tabby came to his aid yet again. “There! That bread truck. There is no door on the side, and the engine is running.”


Duff didn’t have to be told twice. They started heading for it, and along the way he said, “You’re gonna have to drive.”


“Me? Drive?”


He held his bloody pistol up to her, offering her the grip. “Shoot or drive. What are you better at?”


She thought a moment. “Oui, monsieur. I will drive.”









CHAPTER 6


As they moved slowly towards the truck, Tabby said, “We have to take you to a doctor.”


Duff shook his head. Sweat flew from his trim beard. “No, we’re getting you somewhere safe.” He turned and looked at her. “Where is safe?” He knew he couldn’t take her to United Defense’s HQ in Beirut; they’d just push her out the door for the terrorists.


Tabby had the answer. “Hospital Wardieh. It is not far. It’s in a sector of town where my husband is … was … very popular, and the director of the facility is a donor to our campaign. They have good security there, and excellent doctors for you.”


They reached the passenger door of the truck now. “Sold.”


Tabby helped Duff into the seat, then rushed around to the other side of the delivery vehicle.


She ground the gears. It quickly became clear that the woman wasn’t much of a driver and had never driven a big, unwieldy vehicle like the one she operated now. Still, she managed to get it out of the shopping center loading area and into the busy street while Duff did his best to conduct a 360-degree scan of the entire area.


His vision narrowed as he did so; he used his left hand to press down on the poorly applied tourniquet in his crotch, and he wished like hell he had a free hand to pull his cell phone out and call his wife back home in Virginia just one last time, because he didn’t think he was going to make it.


Once they were on the road and heading to the northwest, Tabby looked to Duff. “How do you feel?”


“Like I look. Watch the road, s’il vous plaît.”


She glanced back out the windshield but soon turned again to the young American.


“My husband. Are you certain … how can you be certain he is dead?”


Duff winced, both from pain and from the discomfort of delivering the bad news. “I’m sorry. He’s gone. Maybe we should just leave it at that.”


She didn’t press. Instead, she looked down at his leg. “How bad is that?”


Duff shrugged. “It’s bad. Blood loss is the big danger. If I fall asleep, I won’t be waking up.”


Tabby drove faster. “Let us talk. It will take your mind off the pain and keep you awake.”


Duff didn’t think there was a conversation he could have with anyone on Earth right now that would help him forget about the misery he was in, but he nodded anyway, then tried to think of something to say.


“The guard. In the shopping center. What did you say that made him back off like that?”


“I asked him to look at me. Told him I knew he knew who I was. Everyone in Beirut knows who I am.”


Duff nodded distantly. “How did you know he was a fan?”


“I did not know. I knew only that he would either be a supporter of my husband or an enemy of my husband. If he was a supporter, he would let us pass. If he was an enemy …” She paused. “Then I wanted to watch you shoot him.”


Duff nodded. He’d been around Tabby for three weeks, had always assumed she was a shrinking violet who was more or less controlled by her authoritative and charismatic husband. Now he was starting to understand why the opposition was after her, too.


She was a powerful force herself.


Duff felt his eyes getting even heavier. He spent a moment trying to tighten the tourniquet again, using both hands to crank the little metal windlass. His leg was all but numb, and he was sure he’d stopped probably seventy-five percent of the blood loss, but even so, he knew he didn’t have long till he bled out.


He gave up on the tourniquet, rested his hands in his lap, and closed his eyes.


Tabby seemed to notice that he was drifting off. “Young man! What is your given name?”


“Josh.”


“The men call you Duff.”


“Short for Duffy.” He then looked up at her. “I know your husband’s name was Elias Khabbaz. But … but I don’t know your first name.”


“It’s Rafka. Rafka Khabbaz. Nice to meet you.”


Duff chuckled, and his eyes drooped again. “Is it really?”


“Yes, it is. You saved my life. You were very brave.”


Duff didn’t think he would make it to the hospital, but he said nothing, because he didn’t want to panic her. Instead, he closed his eyes and let his head droop a little.


Almost immediately Tabby yelled at him. “Monsieur? You must wake up. We are minutes away.”


Duff’s head lurched up and his eyes opened. “Yeah. I’m good.” He looked around. “Maybe keep talkin’ to me so I don’t nod off again.”


“Oui. How is your leg?”


He glanced down at it, then back up. “Can we talk about something else?”


To his surprise, another smile flashed across her stressed and nearly panic-stricken face. “You are going to have a baby? A boy?”


“You … you heard that?” He sighed. “I wish I was gonna get to meet him.”


“You will meet him. Doctors will take care of you, very soon.”


Duff’s head dropped, but then it lifted quickly. “Hey … why didn’t you … tell us … you spoke English? Would have made things easier, considering my shitty French.”


“I appreciated your shitty French very much, Josh.” She drove in silence a moment, then said, “I did not like the fact that we hired Americans to protect us. I am sorry. Thank you, for back there. Thank you for not leaving me. You could have. You were ordered to. But you did not. Monsieur? Monsieur, please wake up. We have arrived, you must not sleep!”


Duff finally lost consciousness just as the bread truck turned into the entrance to Hospital Wardieh.









CHAPTER 7


Rafka Khabbaz leapt out and ran towards the ER entrance. Her off-white dress was smeared with blood—both hers and Duff’s, and blood from Bravo One’s body armor that had been draped on top of her in the back of the Suburban.


It took no time at all for her to find a nurse, and soon orderlies had pulled the American out of the truck and onto a gurney. They wheeled him up towards the entrance, where by now Khabbaz stood with a male doctor, a pair of security men from the hospital, and three nurses. Everyone recognized the woman, and they were astonished both to be in her presence and to see her covered with blood.


The doctor said, “Madame, it is an honor to meet you. I support your husband fully.” Others echoed the sentiment.


She spoke Arabic to them all. “Thank you.” She motioned to the unconscious man approaching on the rolling gurney. “He risked his life for my husband and myself; do whatever you need to do to help him.”


The doctor didn’t even look at the patient. “Where is your husband, Mrs. Khabbaz?”


“There is nothing you can do for my husband, so help this young man instead.”


The doctor looked down at the man on the gurney. He saw the body armor and chest rig, the young white face with the beard, the hiking boots and jeans. “He is just a … bodyguard?”


Khabbaz erupted at him. “Who will be given your best care!”


Quickly the doctor nodded, then shouted, “Room one!”


She followed the procession into the emergency room, and everyone there knew better than to try to stop her. Duff was semiconscious now, mumbling softly to himself and seemingly unaware of his surroundings. A nurse cut his left pants leg open all the way up to his hip, while other nurses struggled to get his armor and other gear off him. He was then hurriedly attached to all manner of machines to monitor his vital signs. An orderly began to remove his left boot, but when Duff cried out in pain, the doctor waved the man away.


Water was poured on his knee so that the injury could be seen, and while this was happening, a surgeon entered and immediately tightened the tourniquet where the leg met the man’s groin. Duff made no reaction to this at all; he just kept mumbling softly.


The surgeon examined the bullet wound to the left side of his patient’s left leg, just a couple of centimeters below the knee joint. He then checked the right side of the knee. “Bullet went all the way through. It’s a miracle it didn’t hit an artery, or his other leg, for that matter.” The surgeon used a metal instrument to move the bone and flesh, looking for the artery. After a few seconds he looked up and began scanning the machines now recording the patient’s blood pressure, oxygen, and heart rate. Then he spoke to his surgical team, who were just now arriving in the ER. “Too much damage here. Too much blood loss. We will need to remove the leg and give him a transfusion.”


He turned to Rafka Khabbaz for her approval. She commanded such respect that even though he was the surgeon, he wanted her to agree with his decision.


After a long grave look, she nodded. “Whatever you have to do. Just save his life. He is going to have a child. I want him to meet his son.”


“Very well.” The surgeon spoke to his team. “Prepare for amputation.”


Duff’s eyes opened suddenly, and though they were glazed, they were clear enough to show that he was, at least, somewhat alert still. It was also clear he understood a little Arabic, as well.


He shouted in English, “No! No fuckin’ way you’re choppin’ off my leg!”


The anesthesiologist had arrived, and he quickly gave the patient a sedative. While he did this, a nurse spoke to him in English. “Just relax, sir. You are in the best care.”


“Not my leg. Please … please.” The sedative took effect quickly.


Rafka stepped between a pair of nurses and took his hand.


“I will not leave your side, Josh.”


He did not look at her—his eyes were closed now—but he did say a single word.


“No.”


Just then, the EKG machine displaying his heartbeat fluttered, then went flat. A high-pitched warning tone blared.


The doctor said, “We’re losing him! Get me the paddles.”


Rafka Khabbaz was pushed back now as the surgical team pressed in, desperate to save the horribly wounded man’s life.


His sweat-soaked shirt was ripped open; blood from facial lacerations had made its way onto his chest, smeared with perspiration across a tattoo over his heart that read “Nikki.”


The crash cart was rushed into play while a nurse wiped the blood off his chest for a better contact.


Seconds later, the doctor placed the paddles over Duff’s motionless chest and shouted, “Clear!”









CHAPTER 8


THREE YEARS LATER


A man stood under steaming water, his hands on the tile on either side of the shower head so he could lean forward, rinsing shampoo from his short hair. Hot rivulets ran down his clean-shaven face, then down his throat, then down his tattooed chest.


The word “Nikki” was briefly covered by the cascading soap, but then it became visible again.


Josh Duffy’s head didn’t hang low only because of the need to rinse the shampoo from his hair. No, his low mood dictated its physiology, and while the water didn’t have to hide any tears, the steam did serve to mask a mist in his eyes. Another day of regret, another day of humiliation. He would shake it off and put on a brave face; this he knew because he somehow managed to fake his way through each day, but it was beginning to seem as if holding his head high and carrying on was getting harder and harder to pull off.


Yes, he had things to live for, of course he did. But, he told himself, this life of his bore no resemblance to the life he’d envisioned for himself and his family.


He shook off his depression, turned off the water, and opened the flimsy curtain. Since his mind was somewhere else, he absentmindedly reached out onto the vanity, felt around for a moment, and then, coming back to the here and now, he knelt down carefully and performed a more thorough search of the immediate area.


When he didn’t find what he was looking for, he sighed, then stood back up, using his hands on the walls for balance.


Yelling now, he said, “Nik? What did you do with my leg?”


“Hang on, Josh,” his wife called from another room. “Mandy’s bringing it.”


He wrapped a towel around his waist as he listened to the beating of little bare feet across the cheap laminate floor of the hallway. He brought his shoulders back and fashioned a smile across his face, and then a five-year-old girl with curly brown hair came running playfully into the bathroom.


“Mornin’, Daddy.”


“Good morning, sweetheart.”


In the little girl’s hands she held a prosthetic limb, a lower left leg already dressed with a black dress shoe and a black sock. The leg began just below the knee and had a thick rubber sheath at the top that an amputee could snap up around his knee and upper leg before placing the appendage into the prosthetic. The leg itself was made of titanium and carbon fiber, and very light, so Mandy needed only one hand to pass it to her dad. With a smile, she said, “Mommy said it was stinky, so we cleaned it and changed your shoe for you.”


“Thank you, baby. I’ll be right out.”


The little girl spun on her bare feet and ran out of the bathroom, singing all the way.


The man’s smile disappeared as fast as it had appeared, and he stood there, sullen, dripping, and half-naked, his artificial leg in his hand.


Fifteen minutes later he was dressed in a blue blazer and a red tie, his hair was parted to the side, and he’d once again adopted a carefree air. He leaned into the tiny living room of his nine-hundred-square foot Falls Church home, where he found his daughter watching TV, his three-year-old son playing with blocks, and his wife hard at work on a sewing machine in the corner. She was in the process of stitching a dress for Mandy, and Duff could tell by the expression on her face that she wasn’t satisfied with her work.


It was also clear she was a little annoyed with him, and this didn’t come from her expression; it came from her mouth. “You’ve got to keep that thing clean, Josh, especially where it attaches at the knee.”


“I went out for a run before work. I was going to clean it up before I got dressed.”


“That’s the good one. If it gets damaged, you’ll have to switch to the cheap one.”


“I know,” he said, chastened.


She kept looking at her work while she asked, “What time do you get off tonight?”


“Six. Home by six thirty.”


“Okay. I go in at nine.”


Josh sighed. “Another all-nighter?”


She nodded, still concentrating on the dress. “A bank in Alexandria and two offices in Crystal City. We’re waxing the floor at the bank, so I won’t be home till late. Probably around six.”


It was quiet for a moment other than the intermittent rumble of the sewing machine, until Duff forced some positivity into his voice and said, “I’m off work Tuesday. I’m taking my résumé all around.”


His wife stopped what she was doing and looked up. “You’re watching Mandy and Harry Tuesday. Remember? I’m cleaning Mrs. Parnell’s that day. Two hundred. Split with my crew, but still. It’s sixty bucks we can use.”


Duff felt the shame that he’d felt for a long time, and again it crept into his posture. Despite his best efforts, his shoulders slumped a little, his head drooped, and his thirty-two-year-old face seemed to age in the blink of an eye.


He looked at the kids a moment, sitting in a living room so small it seemed almost claustrophobic, then said, “This won’t go on much longer. I promise. We’ll dig out.”


Nichole Duffy stopped what she was doing, looked up at her husband across the cramped space, and then rose and walked over to him. Putting her arms around his neck, she kissed him.


She didn’t smile. She didn’t smile much these days. “I know we will. It’s okay. We just have to keep at it.”


Duff did smile, but only a little. It was a put-on; he was still frustrated with the life he’d built for himself and his family, but he loved his wife, she loved him, and he knew he couldn’t let himself lose sight of that.


Mandy leapt up from the floor by the coffee table and ran over, squeezing her father around his good leg. “We love you, Daddy.”


“I love you, too.”


Harry didn’t look up from his toys, but he echoed his sister. “Love you, Daddy.”


Before Duff could reply, Mandy said, “Go protect everybody at the mall. And watch out for the bad guys.”


He leaned over and kissed her on the head. “I will, baby.”


Mandy went back to her show, and Duff looked at his wife.


Nichole said, “She asked where you went all day. I told her.”


“Yep,” he said with fresh sullenness. “That’s what I do. I’m the sheriff of Tysons Galleria.”


She kissed him again. “Stay positive, Josh. Please?”


He nodded. Pushed the corners of his mouth out a little in another feeble attempt at a smile. “You bet.”









CHAPTER 9


The Tysons Galleria mall in McLean, Virginia, opened slowly and quietly most spring Mondays, and today was no different. Shopkeepers began opening their doors or lifting their gates, and the few patrons in the massive three-level space strolled lazily, many opting to make Starbucks or a French-style bakery their first stop to fuel their shopping.


Josh Duffy walked among them. He was the shift leader today, so he didn’t wear the bright yellow tunic with “Security” festooned in black across the back that the rest of the staff wore, but instead he had slipped a silver badge over the breast pocket of his blue blazer. He strolled along slowly, a walkie-talkie under his coat on his hip, his eyes scanning both the morning customers and the shopkeepers.


He helped a diminutive Asian American woman lift the gate at the optician’s office, then greeted a young man opening his register behind the counter at Louis Vuitton. He passed the Lebanese Taverna restaurant and found himself taken back to another time and another place with the smells already wafting through the air, pleasant smells, despite his own personal history with the country.


At eleven fifteen he strolled through Neiman Marcus, greeting employees with a nod as he passed, when an elderly woman stepped up behind him, reached out, and grabbed him by the arm.


He stopped, then turned to look at her, and it occurred to him how, just a few short years ago, someone coming up on his blind side and putting a hand on him would have gone down very differently.


You’re soft, Duff, he told himself, and it depressed him.


Still, this woman was no threat. He forced a smile. “How can I help you?”


She pulled a blue dress out of a bag. “I bought this yesterday. I needed black. It’s for a funeral. I got home and my housekeeper said it was blue. Is it blue?”


“Yes, ma’am. Very dark blue, but it’s blue.”


The expression on her face indicated to Duff she thought this to be the worst thing that had ever happened to her. She held it out to him. “I’d like to exchange it.”


An earlier model of Josh Duffy would have pointed the old woman towards a sales clerk and then marched off on his way, but this new, softer, more docile version escorted the older lady to a counter in the women’s dresses area, explained the situation to the clerk so she didn’t have to repeat herself, then offered his condolences for whoever had died and necessitated the purchase of the black funeral dress.


A minute later he stepped out of the department store on the second floor of the placid mall. Muzak played; this felt like the most peaceful place on Earth, and Josh Duffy’s depression threatened to overtake him fully now. What had he become? What was he if not a protector? There was nobody here who needed his protection. Who was he if not a provider to his family? This job didn’t even pay the bills.


Why was he even on this earth?


He took the escalator down to the ground floor. It deposited him just behind a large Starbucks kiosk. He eyed the few customers, most of them employees of the mall waiting for beverages they’d already ordered. Duff himself only drank the free brew from the old Mr. Coffee in the security office, doused with generic creamer, because he wasn’t about to spend five bucks he didn’t have for some fancy shit at Starbucks.


But it smelled good, and he felt that that alone gave him a little needed jolt as he passed it ten times a shift on his rounds.


He saw a lone man in a business suit standing at the counter opening the lid on a large cup.


Duffy didn’t pay close attention to the man, he just continued his stroll, but after a few seconds, he stopped abruptly. He turned back towards the kiosk, looking at the man more fully now.


For five seconds, for ten seconds. The man never looked up at him; he just dressed his coffee with cream and sugar.


Duff began walking over.


He was five feet away when the man’s head rose up to face him.


Duff stopped and began grinning at the man.


“Help you?”


“Gordon?”


The man was African American, in his forties, fit, with short black hair and a clean-shaven face. He was good-looking, but the deep lines around his eyes indicated he lived a life much different than today’s surroundings would suggest—an upscale shopping mall in Virginia.


He looked Duffy up and down and said, “You got the wrong guy.”


“Mike Gordon,” Duff said, more assurance in his voice now. “Mike … it’s me. Josh.”


“Josh?” The man didn’t recognize the person in front of him, that much was certain.


“Duffy.”


It took more time, but eventually the man’s eyes widened. “Duff? Holy shit. Duff? Is that you?”


With a laugh, Duff said, “It’s me, man. I guess I shaved since I saw you.”


Gordon put his coffee down and the two men embraced warmly, slapping backs hard enough for others around to turn and look at the noise.


Duffy said, “It’s been a while.”


“No kidding, brother. Close to five years, I’d guess.” Gordon looked off to the distance. “Man … last place I saw you was J-Bad.”


“That’s right. Jalalabad. We did a contract in Khost, too. Another in Gardez.”


Now Mike Gordon smiled. “We got around, didn’t we? All the shit holes. But we had the best PMC in the region. Smoked a lot of hajis in J-Bad.”


“Yeah. Lost a man there, too.”


“That we did. That we did.” Gordon picked up his coffee from the counter and took a slow sip. “South African. Tall dude. Hilarious. Always joking. Forgot his name.”


Duff answered without hesitation. “Andy Caruth.”


“Caruth. That’s right. Good man.” He took another sip and sighed. “Shit. That night was a clusterfuck.”


Duff said nothing, and Gordon picked up on this. “Kid, you were a rock star through that whole thing. Yeah, Caruth caught a seven-six-two through the lung, but you got the rest of us out of there, even after my rifle went tits up. Shit happens, you know that better than almost anybody.”


Duff nodded distractedly. He hadn’t planned on reliving that night in Jalalabad when he came in to work this morning.


Gordon continued. “You saved my life. Never forgot. Never will. Still owe you for that. You pulled my ass out of a shit sandwich once in Gardez, too.” He slapped Duff on the arm. “Dammit, kid. It’s good to see you.”


“Same here, boss.” Gordon and Duff had been fellow low-pecking-order teammates for a private military corporation at first, but then Gordon had been promoted and served for a time as Duff’s team leader before the end of the contract.


Gordon hefted his drink to take another sip, but then, seemingly for the first time in the conversation, he noticed the badge on Duff’s jacket.


He stopped speaking. “Wait. Are you … Do you work here?”


“Yeah.”


“No,” he said with a doubtful laugh. “No way, man.”


“What?” Duffy asked, although he knew what was coming.


With a voice rising with each word, Gordon exclaimed, “There is no fucking way that Duff from Jalalabad is a fucking mall cop!” Gordon said it as if the idea were completely unfathomable, and loud enough that everyone in earshot just stared at the pair.


Duff shrugged and kept a little smile, though he steamed with embarrassment. “What can I say? This gig takes a lot less incoming mortar fire than J-Bad.”


“Yeah …” Gordon looked around. “I’d imagine it does.” He shook his head in disbelief again.


Duff changed the subject. “You just out shopping?”


Gordon laughed and looked down at himself. “Yeah. Caught a new gig and I’m up for a TL position. Have a meeting with the agent in charge in forty-five minutes. Just bought this suit at Needless Mark-ups.”


“Where?”


“That’s what my ex-wife always called Neiman Marcus. Anyway, I had them cut the tags off.” With another laugh, he said, “Changed in the bathroom.”


“Stateside job?”


“Negative. If I get the gig today, then I’m wheels up tomorrow.”


Duff didn’t hide how impressed and envious he was. “You’re a lucky man. They say security contracts are damn hard to get these days.”


“Good ones are. This gig is dog shit, but it pays through the roof.”


“If it pays, it can’t be shit.”


Gordon just took another sip of his hot coffee.


“Unless you …” Duff said, “I don’t know … unless you lost your mind and took a job with Armored Saint.”


Gordon made no response to this; he only flashed his eyes off to the side, then looked down at his watch.


“No. C’mon. Really?”


“You said it, kid. Times are tough.”


“But Armored Saint? Damn.” Armored Saint had a reputation as the worst PMC on the planet. Even the company Duff had worked for in Beirut had managed to keep its rep, if not untarnished, at least somewhat intact.


Duff changed gears quickly. “This gig. Is it back in the Sandbox?”


“Negative. Down in Mexico.”


“That doesn’t sound so bad.”


“You don’t know the mission.”


“Tell me.”


Gordon raised his eyebrows and smiled a toothy grin. “I’ll tell you this: twelve hundred a day for a three-week assignment.”


Now Duff was green with envy. “Holy hell, Mike. That’s awesome.”


“And if I make TL, that’s another ten large. Thirty-five grand in all.”


“Incredible. But … Armored Saint? Those guys are psychos.”


Mike pointed a finger at his old colleague. “Watch it. I’m one of those guys now.”


“Sorry.” Duff looked around the mall quickly. “Hey, I’ve got to make my rounds. Can you join me for a few?”


Gordon chuckled again. “Foot mobile, like old times, right?”


“I’ll take point.”


“You always did.”









CHAPTER 10


The two men strolled, but Gordon did most of the talking. This was exactly how Duff remembered him. A good guy, a decent team leader, but a motormouth and a bit of a gossip. Still, Duff hadn’t run into anyone he’d worked with in the private military contracting business in three years, and he soaked up Gordon’s words, making him feel like he was one of the guys again.


Gordon talked about some of the men they used to work with. Stories of alcoholism, drug addiction, failed marriages, even a suicide. It was hardly uplifting conversation, but Duff was riveted. He was also curious about Gordon. “What have you been up to since eastern Afghanistan?”


Gordon replied, “Stayed in the game, mostly. Had some good contracts, some bad ones.” He shrugged. “Progressively worse, to be honest. Like you said, the industry isn’t what it used to be. Lost my last gig with Triple when DOD funding ran out. Did some work for an Aussie PMC in North Africa, but the fucking UN put the kibosh on that cash cow. I even worked a shit-ass static post in Kuwait, but the Jihadi threat in the area never materialized, so I got downsized.”


Duff laughed while waving to a young man folding shirts at a display at the entrance of Anthropologie. He said, “Those damn Jihadis. Never around when you need ’em.”


Gordon replied, “Joke all you want, but you get it.”


“Yeah, I get it. Without a real threat, nobody needs guys like us.”


Gordon turned and looked at the younger man. “Like us? No offense, kid, but I do believe you climbed off the asskicker express when you took a job working mall security. Tell me about this gig. Catch any tier-one shoplifters lately?”


Duff fought shame. Defensively he said, “This is just for now. I’ve got feelers out, irons in the fire. That sorta thing.”


Gordon wasn’t one to hide what he was thinking. “This can’t be paying the bills for a family man like you.”


Duff kept walking, flashed his eyes over to Prada, just to make sure everything was okay in there. They had their own private security, so everything was always okay in Prada. Finally he said, “Dude, not even close.”


“How’s Nikki?”


“She’s fine.” He shrugged while he walked. “She’s … not fine. I barely see her. Two little kids. I work days, and she cleans offices all night.”


Gordon said, “Nikki’s a maid?”


“She started her own janitorial service a couple years ago. But yeah. She’s basically a maid. Still, she brings home twice what I do. We’d be crammed into some dumpy little apartment without her money. As it is, we’re crammed into a dumpy little house. Barely making rent.”


Gordon whistled. “Damn, Duff. Nikki was a badass. Born leader. She was captain at what, twenty-five? She could’ve hit major by thirty. Always figured she’d stay in the Army and get a pension.”


“Yeah,” Duff muttered. He thought about this fact every single day of his life, so none of this was news.


“Whip-smart female officer like that? She’d have hit bird colonel before forty, just like her dad. With her personality, she’d have made general. Talk about set for life.”


Gordon was just piling on now, as far as Duff was concerned, so Duff’s tone turned a little defensive. “Yeah, well, things looked a little different back then. I was earning a quarter mil a year contracting. We wanted kids. A white picket fence. All that shit. We had a plan.”


“Then Beirut?”


Duff stopped right in front of Ralph Lauren. He was now wishing he hadn’t run into his old friend today. He didn’t feel like his psyche could handle this. “You heard about that?”


It had been kept out of the news, more or less, by his employer, who had the means to cover up many of the details of the company’s involvement during the assassination of the Lebanese presidential candidate.


Still, word had gotten out in the industry, so Duff wasn’t too surprised Gordon knew he was there.


Mike put his hand on Duff’s shoulder. “I heard you did your job. I also heard your company fucked you over during the extract, and they dicked you on the medical bills after the fact.”


“Yeah, pretty much.”


Gordon put a finger in Duff’s face now but gave a little smile while doing so. “And you were working for United, not for Armored Saint, so don’t go casting stones at my employer.”


Duffy started walking again, and Gordon followed, tossing his empty coffee cup in the trash as he did so.


Duff said, “Everybody says Armored Saint is worse. That if you die on a contract for them, your family has to pay for the body bag.”


“That’s just a joke, Duff.”


“Yeah, but that joke didn’t come out of thin air. Their reputation is bad.”


“Enough, man,” Gordon said, and Duff realized he’d gone too far.


“Sorry, Mike. Honestly, I’m just jealous. Life’s rough right now, you know?”


“I get it. You and Nikki have been put through the wringer. But you are tough people, you’ll come out on top.” He looked at his watch again. “Been great seeing you, kid, but my meeting is in twenty, and I have to—”


“You know …” Duff put a hand on Gordon’s arm now, looked at him nervously. “Maybe … maybe you could get me on.”


The older man cocked his head. “Get you on what?”


“The Mexico gig.”


Gordon recoiled in shock, then shook his head adamantly. “Forget it. Mexico is going to be a horror show, and everybody knows it. Armored Saint only got the contract because all the good PMCs said ‘no fuckin’ way.’ ”


“You just said Armored Saint was a good company.”


“And you just said they sucked, and now you’re trying to get a job with them. We’re both full of shit, Duff. Either way, Mexico is not for you.”


“I can handle the gig. I’m still solid.”


“If you’re solid, then why the fuck are you here?”


Duff looked away. “I had to take a break from high-risk work. Nikki freaked out after Beirut. The kids. You know how it is. Anyway, it’s time I got back in.”


“I heard Beirut fucked you up.”


“Hell no! I’m good to go. I don’t have to be a shooter making twelve hundred. I’d take less. I’d take anything, dude. Ops support, logistics, comms, whatever you need. You owe me, Gordo, you said it yourself.”


“I owe you a favor. Taking you to Mexico won’t be a favor.” He nodded curtly now. “Say hi to Nikki.” Gordon turned and began walking away.


Duff hurried back up alongside him, keeping his pace as he walked. “I had some … some medical bills after Beirut. Can’t seem to break out from under them. I still owe over twenty grand. I need this Mexico run, Gordo.”


Gordon kept walking for a moment, then stopped again and turned to his old friend. “Don’t make me do this.”


“Please, man. I’ll get down on my knees and beg you if you want.”


“Jesus, calm down.” Gordon was silent for several seconds. It was clear to Duff he didn’t want to put in a good word for him. Finally, however, he sighed, then said, “The AIC on the gig is Shane Remmick.”


Duff was astonished by this news. “Remmick? The SEAL? I’ve listened to his podcast. Read his book. He’s kind of a big deal.”


“That’s right. He’s a celebrity. He’s also a royal asshole.”


“Yeah, I picked up on that. A little full of himself. Still, why the hell is he working for Armored Saint?”


Gordon shoved his finger back in Duff’s face. “You need to shit-can that trash talk on AS right now! You want in or not?”


“Yeah … I really do, Gordo.”


Gordon seemed to relent finally. “Remmick works for AS because he’s friends with the dude who runs the company, and because they pay like nobody else. I’ll be honest, I have no idea if he needs more swinging dicks anywhere in this operation; I figure he’s got it pretty much locked down if we’re setting off in just a few days, but I’ll tell him about you. If he’s interested, he’ll probably want to see you ASAP. He’s here at the Ritz.”


“That’s perfect,” Duff said.


“You got a résumé?”


“Hell yeah, I can email it to you right now.” Duff smiled. “Thanks, Gordo.”


“Don’t thank me. Best thing that can happen is Remmick tosses you out on your ass. Three weeks in Mexico is gonna suck worse than that year we did in Afghanistan.”
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