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To beautiful Franny and Alice,

for renewing hope,

and all the brave men and women

who’ll keep them free and secure






We’re poor little lambs who’ve lost our way,

Baa! Baa! Baa!

—Rudyard Kipling, “Gentlemen-Rankers”








CHAPTER 1 Mordor


It was just July, and Northern Jersey was crud-luscious. Petroleum by-products in the form of iridescent goo accrued on all surfaces, leaving them slippery and gleaming. Vegetation of no species or color known to earth rioted and crept everywhere. Three-foot-long bull crickets, albino and pink-eyed, chirped in the marshes as if meat was on the menu for tonight. It sounded like saws on radiators. Brooks burbled, rivers gurgled, sewers clotted, algae mutated. Superheated sea zephyrs floated in over the swamps and townships, bearing the fragrance of small, dead mammals or large, dead Italians.

The rust was general except on wood, where rot was general. To the north, in the refinery zone just below Newark, various vapors and gasses drifted to the ionosphere, forming a plate on the industrial entities below, trapping an atmosphere full of carcinogens and other poison fogs. Here and there spurts of flame lit the clouds, giving the landscape a wondrous satanic cast. It looked like Mordor.

A few miles off the turnpike that bisected this slough of despond and connected Philly to New York, Ace’s Truck Stop addressed the darkness with flickering fluorescent lights—those that weren’t out, that is—and eighteen pumps of diesel and only four of gas. It was strictly for lower-tier trucking companies, not the big boys closer to the big road, on tighter schedules. If you wanted fuel and state troopers, you stayed on the turnpike; if you wanted fuel and discretion you came here.

Around 4 a.m., a high-end Peterbilt hauling sixteen wheels’ worth of van slid into the station, though not progressing immediately to the pumps. The truck—it was a huge beast, definitely the King Tiger of cross-continent haulage—kept its options open for a few minutes. In time, the doors popped open, and a lean figure debarked and quickly disappeared under the van. In a few seconds he emerged, and to watch him move was to know him. He was lithe, slim, quick, attentive, perhaps more lizard than man. A high-capacity pistol clearly nested under the shoulder of his otherwise unnecessary coat, and a Tommy Tactical baseball cap sat atop his crew-cut crown. He moved with a kind of unself-conscious precision, still the schoolboy athlete. He looked like he knew what he was doing. And he did, which is what made him different from most men: formed by Texas high school football, Ranger School, Special Ops, and nine years with Combat Applications Group Delta, then ten years in service under contract to various alphabet-lettered entities the world over, some of which were even legal. Now in service to only himself, he sold boutique security to those who could afford it, and was known to have never lost a shipment. He got $8,000 a day, all expenses and all ammo; of the latter, he’d used up quite a bit as a variety of dead caballeros the nation over could testify, if the maggots ever cleared out of their throats. Call him Delta, after a onetime employer. Everyone else did.

He finished his security run-through on Ace’s. No other vehicles inside. The pumps deserted, needing only credit cards to open them to commerce. A small convenience store supervised by a sleepy Nigerian studying thermodynamics in a glass booth, amid racks of candy bars, salty fried chips, antacids, condoms, off-brand soda pop (“Rocket-Kola”), and suchlike. In shadows, nothing. No discordant notes, no anomalies. More important, Delta got no vibes from those weird little twitches tuned to the subtlest whispers of aggression that had saved his life many a time.

He turned, waved, signaling the tractor-trailer inward for $500 worth of diesel. It kicked into gear, issuing sounds like a Jurassic apex predator clearing its throat of phlegm and blood after a nice sit-down of Thanksgiving bronto, and edged ahead. Its shiny paint scheme of red, white, and blue magnified the wan beams that came from the overheads so it seemed to move in its own penumbra of sparkles and neon, and someone expertly guided it to the trough, clearly a trucker of mature and assured skill.

Delta watched it come. Then the lights went out.



Anzor slithered to the edge of the canopy that covered Pumps 18 through 22, and shot the security man in the head. He used a rifle called an AK-74, the 74 designating, as had the previous model’s 47, the year it was adopted by Soviet bloc forces. The Soviet bloc has long since disappeared, but the rifles may be found in abundance the world over. The 74 distributed a .22-caliber bullet at 55 grains, designated the 5.45 X 39, smaller, lighter, faster. The point is to allow soldiers to carry more man-killing ammunition for the same weight, following the principle adapted in 1966 by the Americans in Vietnam with their M-16 round, the 5.56mm.

The Nigerian, lost in the nuances of mechanical statistics of perfect gas, did not hear the sound of the shot, because the rifle was suppressed. The tube at the muzzle takes the snap, crackle, and pop out of the gunshot by running its excess gasses through an obstacle course of switchbacks and arroyos inside, and it slows as it negotiates, so that when it finally emerges it has lost energy and does not shatter eardrums and windows but instead resembles a loud burp.

In any event, that’s why the Nigerian did not look up when Anzor entered the store. So he did not see a bulky man in dark sweat clothes and a watch cap pulled low to his ears. Neither did he see him lift the rifle, acquire a sight picture through a Sovbloc red dot. If the Nigerian saw anything at all, it may have been a peripheral of the burst of gas that emerged after the bullet, which penetrated the glass booth, leaving an almost perfect image of a spiderweb, and struck him above the left eye.

Meanwhile four other men, equally dressed, equally armed, had descended from other canopies. Like Anzor, they were immensely strong, formed by long, sweaty hours in the gym in pursuit of gargoylesque muscle mass to make their tats gleam more menacingly in the sunlight when an opportunity for such display came. These four also knew what they were doing. They moved quickly to the cab of the Peterbilt and poked at the windows with their AK-74s.

The drivers understood that they were taken. They did not expect mercy nor did they receive it. They were marched back along the body of the van, and the executions proceeded without much ceremony at the doors. One muffled shot each, behind the ear. That was the business they were in.

Again things went according to plan, their bodies then heaved by two of the raiders through the open van doors. No clues would be left for law enforcement to discover who had employed the drive team and what the probable highjacked cargo might have contained. The victims would know, of course, but too late to react intelligently. They would thrash about and beat, torture, and kill in their immediate sector of the jungle, but they would not solve the mystery until the criminals wanted it solved.

Two men used a stolen credit card to pump the four hundred gallons of diesel into the beast while the one among them who had more or less mastered such a sophisticated and gigantic piece of machinery climbed into the still-warm driver’s seat, familiarized himself with a panel, and turned to await the go signal.

Meanwhile, Anzor had returned from his sanitation responsibility in the store, just as the men were climbing into the rear of the van.

“Anzor,” Uncle Vakha said in his native language, “go check the security. Make sure he’s dead. Bring his wallet and weapon.”

Anzor, the youngest of the cousins, ran to his task. He was eager to please the patriarch, and quite excited at the way things were going. He had not fought in the war, and his kills were limited to drug shootouts and beatings in back alleys, here in America and in his homeland. He wanted to prove to his uncle and his brother and cousins that he was up to the task.

He approached the facedown man, placed the muzzle of the suppressor against his neck.

The only impression he had was of speed. The man beneath seemed to enter another dimension, and Anzor found himself in a chokehold from an extremely practiced martial artist, a wrist of death pressing hard against his larynx and the muzzle of a large Glock against his skull.



Why was Delta not dead? Part of it was luck, since men of his disposition somehow discourage bullets from finding a lethal spot; they always just miss or only slightly wound him, concussions knock him down but not out, he comes back to operational reality fast, and he figures out the next option without losing a lot of sleep over the failure of the last. But part of it was tactical too. The black ball cap, which seemed to mark him as just another wannabe mall jungle operator in a world full of them, actually concealed a net of overlapping Kevlar disks that shielded the Delta brain. Though it was only Level II, suitable to stop pistols alone, it had in this case, aided by a slightly acute angle of fire, managed to deflect the bullet off into the Jersey night. It could do nothing about the impact, however, which downloaded full-force into the brain.

It conked Delta out, hard. He had no memory of falling to the pavement and opening a laceration along his cheekbone. Besides unconsciousness, it filled his brain with images of porno-blondes from Texas strip clubs doing interesting things to himself and each other. Thus he awoke several minutes later with a headache and hard-on and a deep curiosity about what was going on.

The world was now horizontal as he was flat on the asphalt. His head felt like someone was clog dancing on it. He could see the boots of the raiders as they conferred near the rear of the truck. Now it came back to him. He presumed that Cy and José, the drive team, both good guys, slept with the fishes. In any event, his job was not to save them but to save himself first and the shipment second and, failing that, gain as much operational evidence as possible from the event, to help the inevitable track-down that had to happen next. But then he saw the commander—whoever, as they were all in black watch caps and sweats—indicate that the conference was over and sent each to his next job.

Delta saw one pair of boots detach and head his way. He knew instantly what for, and he knew as well whoever it was had no deep well of experience, or he would have already head-shot the fallen man.

The boots approached and ceased to move; he waited as the shooter bent to press the suppressor against his neck and then ripped him down with a move that is known to only a few of the warrior elite, and involves pain, leverage, and totality of will, all at light speed. The next time the world stabilized, he had the Glock 10mm against the fool’s temple and his neck in a vise grip ten ounces from unconsciousness and twelve from death.

What now?

First instinct, as always, was to kill. Pop this motherfucker and go to strong isosceles on the four silhouette targets forty feet away. But he had no full-auto capacity. Though a superb shot, he knew the boys who faced him were too. He’d get two definites before they got their 74s into play and pegged him and went on with the job, figuring on a much better split for the swag. So that was a no go, both for professional and personal reasons.

He yanked the boy to his feet and turned him to orient toward the others, who by this time were aware of the emergency.

“Guns down, motherfuckers, and kick ’em away or I toast this punk and take as many of y’all to hell as I can.”

Whether they understood his Hill Country patois or not, they complied. The guns went to the asphalt, and were further removed from activity by strong shoves at boot end that sent them skittering away.

“Stay put and this kid lives. Otherwise he’s breakfast.”

Using the boy’s throat as his control point, he edged backward, out of the zone of light. He could see the four men tensing, coiling, building in rage and energy, as the distance increased. It was a slow drag through perdition, the boy hard against him, their legs moving in syncopation, the long backward walk seeming to take an epoch.

But then the darkness had them.

“You tell Papa that if he has the guts or time to go on a bug hunt in the swamp for me, I’ll kill him last and slowest. Now it’s nap time, Junior.”

With that he clipped the boy hard with the butt of his pistol, right under the left ear, and sent him folding to earth.

He turned and melted into the black.



Ibragim and Khasan were first to the rifles, but Uncle Vakha’s command voice froze them.

“No!” he screamed. “You stay put. Let him see you do nothing.”

“Uncle, he—”

The young, so stupid. It was Khasan, the smartest, voicing dissent.

“Let him go. We will not spend hours in the dark trying our skills against his. He is too good, we do not have the time.”

“Anzor—”

“—is all right. See!”

And indeed, Anzor, hand cupping his head under the ear, stumbled back into the light, caught himself, fell, and struggled to regain footing.

“Get him. Now. We must leave.”

Ibragim and Khasan ran to their youngest brother or cousin (it varied), got him by the arms, and half guided and half carried his addled body back to the scrum.

“I know I did not miss—”

“Shut up.”

“Now what, Uncle?”

“Into the truck.”

“To Coney Island?”

“Coney Island is dead. Or we are dead if we go to Coney Island. The guard will bear witness, the Russ will put one plus one together. The Cossacks will be on the streets with guns in their hands and blood in their eyes tomorrow, and all snitches and rats at full alert. No force on earth can save us in New York.”

“But it wasn’t—”

“No, it wasn’t. But who could guess they’d have a superman guarding. We counted on cartel shooters, not whatever that fuck was. We guessed, we lost.”

“So?”

“So, the truck is full of fuel, the highway is clear. We get in, we drive. Always under the speed limit, always moving west. Too much Russ in LA. We will go north, perhaps to Seattle or Portland. It’s very simple. Flee or die. It is quite possible we may flee and die, but that is for the future to tell. A few hundred miles out, you will call your loved ones and explain the change in plans.”






CHAPTER 2 Cascade, the Porch


Bob Lee Swagger liked everything about being famous except for the being famous part.

Fame had befallen him following two inevitable mandates in human behavior: no good deed goes unpunished, and there are always unexpected consequences.

He had taken a shot, under official auspices, on a known terrorist who was himself about to launch a shot. Both men had hit. The terrorist was permanently shipped onward, while Swagger had his left collarbone shattered and his thoracic cavity shredded. That was the business he was in.

After near death on the operating table, he had mostly recovered over a long winter in Walter Reed, and was now at least partially ambulatory, in Idaho, on the porch, in the rocker, where the days passed, the chair bobbed forward and back, the temperature turned, the clouds cleared, the earth thawed, the grass greened. Soon it was summer.

In the public sphere, however, things over which he had no control were happening. Various politicians and government bureaucrats had seen much to be gained from public attention to the event. That’s what they did, it was to be expected, and so indeed, an anonymous source told key big media players about the FBI team that had brought down Juba the Sniper at the ultimate moment, emphasizing the brilliance of the manhunt, the last-minute breakthrough that allowed the man hunters to arrive at the shooting site and the unidentified FBI marksman to take a three-hundred-yard shot from a helicopter, saving everybody’s marbles.

That, again, was to be expected. What happened was government publicized its triumphs. Not just this government, but all government, all the time, since government began. Swagger was fine with it. He mended in peace, oblivious to the general hubbub the incident had spawned about the “mystery shooter.” He had no inclination to be the solution to anybody’s mystery; he just wanted his old simple life back, rocking on the porch, going for a ride on this or that horse, working on eccentric wildcat cartridges in his shop, and ambling to the range for test shoots. The best thing was kids, especially since his son Ray had just presented him with a squiggly caterpillar of a granddaughter, a wrinkled pink blob of beautiful protoplasm, Frances Evelyn, whom they called Franny. She filled old Bob, who’d seen and done way too much in the shitholes of this world, with faith and optimism. If the world could produce a little creature of perfection like a Franny, maybe the old joint was worth saving after all.

Time passed, life seemed good. Family regularly, friends occasionally, good nights of sleep (fewer nightmares), most ghosts buried and forgotten, the hallowed dead (so many of them!) remembered and respected. Who could want more?

But it all fell apart when he received an email from old friend and collaborator Nick Memphis.

“Bob, it seems some New York Times reporter is nosing around on the issue of ‘mystery shooter.’ He has sources. Stay tight.”

This was upsetting but not so much as another email arriving a day later. Yes, the genius had cracked the case. In fact, David Banjax had been on the Swagger beat before, having covered the aftermath of several Bob adventures that had occurred under government sponsorship. It appeared also that he knew, or at least knew of, Kathy O’Reilly, a Washington Post correspondent with whom Bob had adventured in Russia some years back. She had mentioned Bob in the acknowledgments to the book she had written on the event, providing any snooper with a link.

Anyway, the fellow said, “I have two solid sources identifying you as the helicopter shooter who took out Juba the Sniper. I’d love to talk with you about it. I am aware of your reluctance to do press after previous encounters, but I felt it only fair to reach out. If I don’t name you, someone else will. I will give you a great platform in the Times and all good things that you have deserved will come your way. Please consider this. I should warn you that I am ahead on this story but only by a few days. It will come out. Better via someone who knows and respects you and lets you frame your story than some hack from the yellows.—David Banjax, New York Times”

Bob reached out immediately to O’Reilly, for advice. But she was out of the country with her husband.

He emailed back: “No comment.”

The story broke two days later.

“The unknown marksman who took the shot last year that terminated the terrorist called ‘Juba’ has been identified by several sources as retired Marine Corps Gunnery Sergeant Bob Lee Swagger, the New York Times has learned.

“Sergeant Swagger, a decorated sniper in Vietnam, has been involved in several shooting incidents over a long career under contract to both the FBI and CIA, including last year’s event. He was seriously wounded by the terrorist’s bullet but is now recovering.

“Additionally, sources continued, he has advised the Justice Department on several cases involving high-tech ballistics and long-distance shooting issues, on which he is an acknowledged expert.

“Swagger, 74, lives in Idaho. He declined to comment for the New York Times.”

It went on in Banjax’s dry style, unvarnished by emotion or attitude, factually accurate, thorough, and relying on the information it contained to communicate the emotion.

That was not to be the case for long. By three in the afternoon, eastern time, the New York Post, under the headline “MASTER SNIPER SNIPED BY NYT,” opened with “If it absolutely, positively must be killed today, get retired Marine Gunnery Sergeant Bob Lee Swagger. He’s the only man for the job.”

Thus began a relentless campaign of hustle, genuflecting to the hero while at the same time pushing him toward specific commercial enterprises, which some, not Bob, might have seen as opportunity. There was money to be had, if only he would reach out and grab it. Publishers, agents, movie and TV producers, both Netflix and HBO, reached out. Slick lawyers, unctuous executives, women with husky voices—they all tried their best, leaving a message list jammed like a beaver dam, and Swagger dumped that phone, got a new one with a new number. His Arkansas lawyer, Jake Vincent, was in the public record as his representative in a real estate deal, and it took the hustlers but days to move on to him. Poor Jake became besieged. Then there were the veterinarians. Every one of them that Bob had done business with as the owner of eleven lay-up barns in five states was equally sought out and turned to for entertainment media possibilities. Several movie stars and several big-name directors called to discuss the various possibilities, hinting of the Big Movie that all could collaborate on. The implication was that just by saying yes he could join the cool kids in Beverly Hills. They didn’t know: he hated movies almost as much as he hated cool kids.

And a few days after the news broke came the backlash. It was as if the Juba thing was situated perfectly on the fault line between two Americas. On one side stood those who believed in use of force, who believed society needed protectors in the form of strong men armed, and who believed that under certain circumstances, the state had the right to authorize killing for the sake of the larger society. But others disagreed, sometimes ferociously. They felt that the state had no right to be involved in a killing game. They believed that the warrior, particularly the subspecies sniper who shot wantonly without warning, was an obsolete archetype, an emblem of patriarchy. They noted that many of the sniper’s targets were people of color and felt that the sniper was in some sense a custodian of white supremacy. In the case of this Juba, he was not only of color—they so considered an Arab heritage—but also of Islamic faith, and therefore, they charged, an “outsider,” a subhuman whom it was easier to kill than to treat with equality and justice.

That was how these things worked and it didn’t hurt or surprise him, but it did astound him how much hate could be whipped up so fast.

Somehow, at least for one day, his email address became known, and he received literally hundreds of messages, most of which were death threats, a few of which were earnest well-dones. There was no sense letting such poison into his life, so that account was quickly abandoned and a new, friends-only one emplaced. And of course it was not all media. The incursions had physical manifestations: copters buzzed the place, news SUVs parked on the perimeter, even drones reconned, getting some long-lens stuff of Bob on horseback, Bob on the shooting bench, Bob walking from shop to barn to house. Gone, perhaps forever, were the occasional early-morning breakfasts in Cascade amid cowboys and ranchers, whose banter he enjoyed and who knew enough not to bother him otherwise. So too the odd trip into Boise for an upscale meal and a walk around the civilization he had defended so intensely he’d never had time to learn much about it. Such episode would have meant an ordeal by iPhone camera, perhaps even demonstrators on the other side of the issue, if they could flash-mob it together fast enough.

“I just wish it would go away,” he told Nick.

So he sat and rocked, orienting the chair anew each day to see the least amount of media hubbub at the fence a quarter mile away. Thank God for that fence.

The wind changed directions, the temperatures moseyed upward. The midsummer grass had greened up nicely and the yellow thatch of winter’s dehydration had largely vanished. Northbound fleets of geese vectored overhead for the fatlands of Canada. Occasionally herbivore mamas and their spindling newborns ambled into vision, the kidlings still of shaky legs but assured of at least a few summer months in paradise before any serious predation was brought against them, which began in fall. If you squinted hard, you could convince yourself that things were as they had once been. The only annoyance in this was his left hip. It was still a bone ball, unlike the right one, titanium and three times replaced. But the lubrication had finally worn too thin on the left one and it grated when it functioned—it was called arthritis—and soon it would have to go, but not, doctors advised, until he had fully recovered from the more grievous bullet wound.

Rock, rock, rock, ache, ache, ache, breathe, breathe, breathe, remember, remember, remember. His iPhone tingled. He moaned, wanting no interruption of his privacy. He pulled it out, saw the call came from Bud, the day gateman, who was under instructions to turn all visitors away unless previous arrangements had been made.

“Yeah, Bud?”

“Sorry to bother, Mr. Swagger. Federal marshals are here. Say it’s official business. Two of ’em.”

“Oh, Christ.”

“You want me to ask ’em the nature of their visit?”

He thought. Maybe something about an environmental impact statement his lawyers had just filed for the construction of a new barn on one of his Wyoming properties. But why wouldn’t they go through those same lawyers?

“Let ’em in.”

He watched the government car ease up the road from the highway, a black Ford sedan of no distinguishing feature, and pull into the yard. Two linebackers in boots and fifteen-gallon hats got out. A jacket fell open, exposing a pistol, but that was of no importance.

“Sergeant Swagger?”

“That would be me. I’d get up, but I have a bad left hip and a bad left shoulder.”

“Not a problem, sir. I’m U.S. Marshal Gary Watson, this is my partner Jack Kleck.”

“Come on up. How are you boys today?”

“Sir, we’re fine. Both wanted to say, duty aside, it’s an honor. They don’t make ’em much like you no more. You done some great work.”

“Kind of you to say so. Now what’s this here about?”

“Sir, it’s my duty—we take no position on the meanings implied herein—to serve you with this.”

He pulled a wad of papers from his breast jacket, handed them over.

Bob unfolded them.

It had the fancy look of a peace treaty from the age of steam and bayonet.

Across the top, emblazoned in serious-looking caps, ran the heading “UNITED STATES CONGRESS,” and beneath in smaller print, “HOUSE JUDICIARY COMMITTEE,” and below that, “SUBCOMMITTEE ON CRIME AND TERRORISM.”

Then the killer word: “SUBPOENA.”

“YOU ARE COMMANDED,” the document continued, “to appear at time, date and site to be named later to testify concerning events taking place under federal auspices on—” and it gave the date of his shot on the terrorist.

“YOU ARE FURTHER COMMANDED,” it continued, “to surrender all documents, electronic transmissions, physical objects, and other items having direct reference to that day and to further permit inspection of premises in the same reference.”

Several laws were cited by federal code, then the warning, “Failure to Comply could lead to prosecution for Contempt of Congress.”






CHAPTER 3 East of Boise


A citizen called it in, and Trooper First Class Boynton, in the Whiskey 41 unit, was closest. He’d just come on duty out of the Fairmount Barracks when the call crackled off the speaker. He realized his position in relation to the complaint and signaled HQ he’d take it.

He was young, in great shape, not dumb, and completely committed to the ethos and mores of the Idaho State Police. He nudged the pedal on his Charger, and the lively engine kicked in. Everything got blurry fast except the perdurable Boise Mountains, that snaggle of dragon’s teeth which lay above the capital city. No need for siren or gumball; traffic was light, the weather clear, folks saw him coming in rearview and moved into 84’s slow lane, and in a matter of a minute he was on location. He saw it.

It was a Peterbilt tractor-trailer hauling the biggest of all vans (sixteen wheels), all shiny in the sun. Red highlights on the cab, and a little chrome for splash, three plates, Texas, New Mexico, and Ohio. He settled into a two-hundred-foot follow, went on radio, called in the plates. The answer was swift.

“Whiskey 41, no action on the plates. They’re clean, all three of them, Renson Haulage out of Waco, no outstandings.”

“Got it,” said Boynton.

It was almost enough to peel off and look elsewhere for provocation. But not quite enough. The issue wasn’t speed, but lack of speed. These big guys made their living fifteen miles over the limit, a fact that was not recorded anywhere but was universally known. So this sucker could have been pounding along in seventeenth gear at ninety, no problem, and he’d have made it to Portland before midnight.

But he wasn’t pounding at ninety, he was in fact somewhere between sixty and sixty-five.

Boynton called in again, requested a re-run on the license check, as well as a look into the Federal DOT numbers on the rig. Again, clean as a whistle, again the temptation to let it slide.

But letting it slide wasn’t in the vocabulary of Idaho State Police.

He went to gumball but not siren, indicating in the language of the professional road that this was administrative, not a speed-limit stop.

It took a few more seconds than it should have—another indicator of weirdness afoot—and the big guy began to ease on down the gears as he decelerated to pull over. He missed eighth though, jumping from ninth to seventh, and the thing lurched just a bit.

Boynton thought: This guy is too tired to be on the road. He ought to pull in at one of the big Boise truck stops, get himself some shut-eye.



Magomet saw the police vehicle slide in behind him and just hold there.

“Cop,” he said to Uncle Vakha, who dozed next to him.

Vakha stirred, his mind worked the word, he recognized it, and he came alert.

“What? Where?”

“He’s behind us. He’s just inside my mirror, holding steady, probably to check us out.”

“Fuck,” said Vakha. “You’re not speeding?”

“No, not at all.” They spoke in their native language.

“All the paperwork is right, all the licenses up-to-date. What the fuck could he want?”

“I don’t know. What should we do?”

“There is nothing we can do. Just hold steady, do not panic.”

“But Uncle, if he pulls us over, he understands foreign men in sweatshirts are not usual truckers. Then he demands to see the cargo and encounters men with machine guns.”

“I know all this. You tell me nothing.”

“Yes, Uncle.”

“I will talk if that’s what happens. What bothers me is that one of your cousins might do something stupid. The young one, Anzor, he is not experienced.”

“By a long shot,” said Magomet, who was blood to Anzor but no admirer.

Vakha pulled his phone out, called Ibragim in the van.

“Yes, Uncle.”

“Policeman shadowing us. You keep them calm. No guns, no violence, nothing stupid. We are not at war. If he pulls us over, I will try and talk him out of any difficulties. If he opens the van, I want the three of you down low, quiet, deep inside, no shooting, nothing, do you hear?”

“Yes, Uncle.”

Vakha got the papers out of the glove compartment, scanned through them. Bills of lading for furniture imported from China and delivered in Galveston, meant for delivery in Brooklyn, the receiving outfit called Skyway Furniture Distribution—all false, of course, but impenetrable at this level.

“Is it good?” asked nervous Magomet.

“I’ll tell him we got last-minute change-of-delivery call, had no time for paperwork,” said Uncle Vakha.

The police car veered out from behind them, the red light flashing, but no siren.

“Oh, shit,” said Vakha.



More strangeness. Instead of, as usual, sliding to the shoulder, the truck continued even under the duress of the red pulse. Eventually—much too slowly—he slowed, again dropping gears, and then glided to the side of the road, ripping up a shroud of dust from the shoulder, coming finally to a halt in a cloud of gray particulate.

Danger, danger, danger, signaled all of Trooper Boynton’s cop antenna. He went to radio.

“Six, Whiskey 41.”

“Go ahead, 41.”

“I want backup on this deal. I’m eastbound halfway between Exits 11 and 12. But something’s not right and I don’t want to get caught with my pants down.”

“Roger, 41. All eighty-four units, all eighty-four units, proceed to Mile 144, back up Whiskey 41 on traffic stop, Peterbilt hauling sixteen, odd patterns noted.”

Boynton reached down, removed his Glock .40 from the holster, did a slide check, not because he thought he might not have chambered but because it ate some time until more cars arrived.

Seeing it was ready, he eased the pistol back into its holster but did not button the strap. He could draw and shoot with anybody.

Behind, he saw Moore pull up in the 55 car, and Charley Rankin in the 51 pulled in behind him. Across the highway, Hatch and Bogardus, coming in from Boise, pulled aside on the median, and each got out of his unit and set up a stern observational posture close to the unlatched trunk, where he carried an M4 with a thirty-round clip and lots of spare ammo.

Boynton—it was his stop after all—got out, adjusted his hat so that it sat square across his brow, and approached the truck. He signaled roll-down to the driver, who was another surprise, a blunt man with dark eyes, slightly Asiatic, not the good-old-boy type in a baseball cap you usually found behind the wheel of a big rig.

“Sir, may I see your license please.”

He heard a man say something in a foreign—Russian, perhaps?—tongue. He backed off a bit, saw the second guy hunched close to the driver.

“Mr. Policeman, he does not speak English. I translate.”

“That’s fine,” said Boynton.

The driver handed down the license, and Boynton judged it real—that is, Class A Commercial, which legally qualified him to drive such a rig. It was from New Jersey.

“Thank you, sir,” he said. “May I ask, what’s your heading? It says here Coney Island, New York.”

“Last-minute change by phone. We divert west, to Portland. The paperwork will catch up there.”

“Happens all the time. But the reason I pulled you over was that you were going too slow, some of the other drivers were complaining you were causing congestion. You’ve got to maintain a consistent speed out here.”

“He is substitute driver,” said the translator. “The original got sick, this man was called in from labor pool. He said he had correct license. We don’t want no trouble.”

“There won’t be any trouble. If everything checks out, I’ll have you on your way. Also, I have to say, this man—” he checked the driver’s license—“Mr. Rugisov, he looks tired. You may be best to book a night in a truck stop, get some sleep, then push on tomorrow. A vehicle like this takes full concentration to drive and I’d hate to have y’all get involved in some kind of accident. Let me just check your cargo manifest and we’ll consider it handled.”



The manifest seemed all right, even if shipping Chinese chairs and sofas to Portland didn’t make a lot of sense, since Portland was already a big port city. But in fact Boynton was somewhat hamstrung by the new rules, which meant that unless there was clear evidence of felony, he was not allowed to play hunches, guesses, rogue suspicions. It may have smelled to high heaven, but he had no other course of action. He was thinking mainly about how to get these morons off the road or at least out of Idaho. A 16-wheeler was a beast and an out-of-control 16 was death to any and all who got in the way. Not on his watch.

“Fine, seems okay,” he said. “Let me just take a quick look into the van, make sure it’s packed up solidly. The cargo gets to shifting and it can make problems happen fast.”

“Yes, sir,” said the translator, while Mr. Rugisov looked down on him with uncomprehending eyes.

As the translator got out of the cab on his side, Boynton spoke into the radio unit pinned to his Sam Browne diagonal.

“All units, no obvious derelictions or infractions, I’m going to take a look in the van, I want you guys in backup alert now.”

Boynton followed the translator around back. The fellow was older, in hoodie and sweats. He had a watch cap pulled over his ears and wore wraparound sunglasses—expensive Magpul or Oakleys—but even under all that he had the same kind of “foreign” features, a broadness of face, a bluntness of nose, perhaps some Tarter exoticism through the eyes, and every muscle under the sloppy-fitting cotton boasting of endless strength, convict strength built up in a regimen of heaving iron in the yard day after day, year after year.

They arrived in back, and the older man threw the grip—Boynton noticed the rig wasn’t locked from the outside—and various rods and bolts pulled free or unlatched, and the twin big doors swung open.

Boynton looked. It was about half-full. Sofas, clearly wrapped in heavy plastic, filled the far end of the space. They appeared to be strapped in solidly. Professionally stacked, and of no safety consequence in their arrangement. He didn’t see anything he could hold them on, much less run a search. Best move now: get ’em on the road to Portland, let Oregon worry about them.

“Okay,” he said, “looks fine. You can close it up and—”

Somebody inside coughed.

Boynton froze, not sure he’d heard what he heard.

“Sir, is there someone in the van?”

“No, no, no passengers. That was just some furniture settling or shifting.”

“Sounded like a cough to me.”

“I swear to you, Officer, there is nothing—”

The bullet hit Boynton in the left lung, being small and fast, and was a total through-and-through, deflating the air sac, opening a dozen minor veins, delivering the kick of a mule, and he spun and fell backward even as he heard the old man screaming “No, no!”






CHAPTER 4 She Who Must Be Obeyed


Charlotte Venable, the chairman of the House Judiciary Subcommittee on Crime and Terrorism, was widely admired, beloved even, not only in her own district and state but nationally as the consequence of a storied career. She had been a congresswoman for the last sixteen terms: She had followers, acolytes, and even worshipers, in the millions. Media adored her. Her press conferences were always well attended (as were her hearings), her op-ed pieces (ghosted, of course) were well read, and she had acquired after so many years on the Hill a staff of extraordinarily talented and loyal people. She was no stranger to either magazine covers or Sunday talk shows.

But Representative Venable was also widely hated. National politics in America had of late become more of a kick-ass rampage, sometimes so savage and ruthless in its slaughter that age-old traditions of courtesy, forbearance, and genial collegial affection transcending party lines had been destroyed. Now it was crush or be crushed, and she was herself facing a reelection drama. Not far enough left, it was said; her polls were down and she was being primaried—probably—by someone much younger, much more radical. So she had to go left or perish.

Thus her haters on the equally febrile right steamed and seethed with anger. They didn’t just hate her. They. Hated. Her. She hated right back. She especially hated this president, and therefore the sniper who seemed to be his favorite killer.

Thus, to her many enemies, no insult was too squalid, no snub too abrupt, no comment on her appearance too mean, and that was fertile ground for creativity. She appeared to be a genetic blend of Attila the Hun and some twitchy urban bird. Had she hatched from one of those brown-gray species that congregate wherever garbage and scraps fester in heaps, singing squawkily of riot and mayhem? She had the avian’s glittery eyes, forever moving, forever on alert, forever in mid-dart, but also the Hun’s empty stare at that which he was about to slaughter, be it human or animal. Her face was sharp-featured, composed of galaxies of wrinkles cranked tight by surgical genius, her hair lit from within by Clairol, a fifties pageboy of mathematical precision; it might even have been her own, but probably wasn’t. Who would ask? Her chin was sharp as a katana’s cutting edge—probably from surgery, but again who would ask?

Moreover, these legions of enemies conjured vile nicknames to evoke her powers and menace, as if in naming the beast they could slay it. Perhaps the best would have been “Attila the Wren,” but nobody thought of it. For a while it was “The Bag,” owing to the weekly face-tightening that wore thin by Thursday and caused her features to droop somewhat, as if gravity’s pull had increased its claim. Then there was “The Wicked Witch of the West,” as played under green paint by Margaret Hamilton in The Wizard of Oz, sunk deep into every generation’s collective subconscious. Many staffers of the other party deployed exquisite imitations of the green witch’s ripsaw cackle to liven drinking sessions in Georgetown. The other half of Hamilton’s great performance as Almira Gulch, Kansas’s meanest church lady, did not go unmemorialized. Representative Venable was also “Madam Almira” or “La Gulch,” foreclosure whipsnake and Toto kidnapper/would-be executioner.

All these colorful descriptors came and went. Two seemed to last, however. First runner-up was “Lady Macdeath,” but it broke down when someone pointed out that the original never got her hands wet. The winner then, severe in its minimalism, was “Mother Death.”

And on this day, Mother Death sat in her corner conference room on the third floor of the House office building, less than a mile by Tomahawk glide path from the great chamber itself. In attendance were two shrewd men who owed much to Mother Death: the lead majority congressman of the Subcommittee on Crime and Terrorism, Ross Baker, and her very own Bud Feeley (“He has no feeley, only hurty” went the barb), who served as her press secretary. She owned them both and they loved her for it.

“Representative,” the PR flack said, “I just heard from Idaho and yes, he was served at two thirty-five local time.”

“Gratifying,” she said. “What time’s the presser again?” she asked.

“Five. Make all the national news. Any later and we’re stuck in Action Cleveland or Goodnight Topeka with the weather and tonight’s dead kitten story.”

“So he didn’t pull a gun, blast anything, curse, start a fistfight, do anything John Wayne to express his anger?”

“No, ma’am. They said he sort of shook his head. And chortled. They say that in his old age he’s developed a sense of humor. He wasn’t exactly a laugh-a-minute guy when he was professionally killing people for the Marine Corps and the FBI.”

“I love a witty mass murderer,” she said. “We haven’t had one since Hannibal Lecter.”

“Madam Chairman, it took some horse trading but I managed to get Banjax in the Chicago Tribune’s front-row seat, and of course the regular Times gal will be in hers, two seats down.”

“Which one is Banjax? Is he the blond guy with the smelly little goatee? His mouth looks like a vagina.”

“No, that’s Roy Finch, of the Post. Banjax is crew cut, lanky, nondescript. You would notice him because you didn’t notice him. He’s your basic child-molester type of anonymous wretch. Generally he writes enterprise features out of DC, profiles, the occasional lightweight thumb-sucker. He’s made a career out of Swagger. He’s the ranking Swagger expert. He’s the guy who tipped us that this little alleyway might bear exploring. He heard from a Bureau source who’s not a fan of the president.”

“So that means I have to pretend to like this guy? Really, they’re all such syphilitic goats.”

“Yes, ma’am. But Banjax has been and will be quite useful.”

“Okay, I’ll pretend to like him. All right. Congressman Baker. What have you got today?”

“I thought we ought to go over the talk points for the presser. You know what happens when you’re not briefed and don’t stay on message.”

“Baker, it’s not really on you to notice such things. If it gets around, people might realize I’m a senile alcoholic.”

“Yes, madam.”

Baker’s picture was in Webster’s in the “ambition” definition. To see him was to feel it. He was unconsciously odd, with a long neck and an ovoid head, with a thinning thatch of blondish hair atop. He looked like an egg that had just reached puberty. But the oddest thing was his eyes, which, normal enough at most times, had a distressing tendency to bulge, and his preternaturally tiny pupils stood out like pinballs on frosted cake. These eyes were particularly weird in photos. He was aware of this, but he could not help it, and he always ended up on front pages looking like a guy born to play Raskolnikov in dinner theater. He was beloved in his district because his one real talent was sucking up; he made his many million and billionaire donors feel like Olympian deities.

He summed it up dryly: No shame on the heroic Sergeant Swagger. He is not a “target” in any sense. But this event has been exaggerated and celebrated so excessively we feel it ought to be looked at critically, to see what knowledge can be gained. The BLM outbursts and the tragedy of George Floyd had finally brought these issues the attention they deserved. Perhaps new regulations for use of force are required. Or perhaps in examining a “successful use of force,” we learn how to prevent unsuccessful or botched situations. Perhaps our criterion for deciding whom to let the snipers or SWAT people handle should be looked at and brought into federal uniformity. Blah, blah, and blah.

“And the subpoena?”

“Again, Madam Chairman, don’t interpret it as disrespect or hostility to the hero. Instead, it’s a way of emphasizing the seriousness of the hearing. I’m sure the sergeant would have happily testified without it, but we wanted to make a statement.”

“Fine, let’s call it a day. There’s a bottle of vodka with my name on it.”

“One last thing,” said Congressman Baker.

“If you must.”

“I was going to say, I would not mention the field-hearing plan until later. Let ’em think we’re bringing Swagger here. It’s an angle the right will freak on, and the louder they get, the more they alienate themselves. Elder abuse, disrespect to wounded heroes, contempt for the military, all those drums they love to beat. And then when you announce it, the love that will flow onto your robes—”

“You make it sound like ejaculate!”

“It’s just as thick and gooey. We have to pretend to take his purity of motive, skill, steadiness, and heroism as a given.”

“Show me a hero, I’ll show you a fraud.”

“One other thing,” Baker said. “Certain people have paid millions for that genetic research. The whole issue is lost, no matter the outcome, if we don’t get that in.”

“Maybe leak it to Banjax?” said Feeley, who, as another ex-Times guy, was actually quite good at his job. “Or leak part of it to him, and the second part to Milt Zane, the Trib guy who gave up the front-row seat for Banjax today? I promised him a scoop in trade.”

“They’re like diamond merchants, aren’t they? Little hustlers, little dealers, little masters of tats and tits. Anyway, let me ponder the genetics-by-leak scenario. I think you’re right, it makes more sense coming from outside the tent than inside, and we can take it up, pretending to be totally innocent. I love pretend.”






CHAPTER 5 The Famous I-84 Shootout


Boynton bled out, getting dizzier and dizzier as his life swirled down the drain faster and faster. He hoped he’d done all right. He hoped he hadn’t let the fellows down. He wished he’d told his dad how much he loved him. And then it was over.

Meanwhile, across the median, Hatch and Bogardus were fast to the M4s. Each dumped a mag into the side of the van, shooting high to frighten, not to kill. That much was a hoot. Nothing like a few seconds of full-auto to clear the sinuses. The mechanism is at full sensual nourishment, all its affects assuaging the pleasure centers: the muzzle flash leaches the light and sharpness from the day, the recoil is easily controlled by strong hands and becomes mere steady pulsation, the ejected casings spew from the breech, catching the reflection of the sun in a pleasing arc to the right, and through the hardly moving Eotech hologram sight it’s easy to see the silver sides of the van vibrating spastically as thirty .223s rip diagonal punctures in neat furrows across, up, down, and everywhere.

Inside the van, where Anzor—he had fired, the young dope!—Khasan, and Ibragim lay flat on the floor, the environment turned viciously hostile in a half of a second. They could hear the bullets whizzing through just inches above their heads and the sound of a moving bullet, as distinct from the sound of the whang-clang-bang rupture of the aluminum walls when pierced, had an especially terrifying zing to it. Meanwhile, from the rear, Moore in 55 went fast to handgun, drawing clean, dropping to kneeling two-handed isosceles, eyes on front sight. His .40-caliber mag dump wasn’t as spectacular as the M4 carnage, but as satisfying. Three shots whistled by his head and hit his windshield, turning it to a galaxy of fracture, but he didn’t even notice it. He too held lower, and his bullets hit plastic-shrouded cheap Chinese furniture, sending billowing clouds of processed wood, synthetic fabric, and Styrofoam filling aswirl through the air. Meanwhile, Rankin, in the last car, got to his trunk, got his M4 unleashed, set up a solid shooting position off the slightly canted front left wheel well of his unit, found the dot of his Eotech right smack on the same wall of plastic shrouding that filled the back half of the van, and thought not to go full-auto. He just popped off his thirty, looking for crevices, shadows, irregularities that might have signaled the presence of a gunman.

While all this shooting was going on, Uncle Vakha had gone prone on the highway, covering his ears. He cursed the gods for giving him such morons for nephews. But then they were of idiot stock; an idiot brother, father of two of them, had gotten himself killed in an idiotic terrorist attack that, in the end, changed nothing and brought no money into the then barren family coffers. Then his other idiot brother had done the same idiotic thing in another terrorist attack. Death by politics had always struck Vakha as the idiocy beyond idiocy.

The shooting stopped not out of mercy or rationality, but out of ammo depletion. Each automatic and semiautomatic weapon came up dry at almost exactly the same second. Anyone whose eardrums had not been shattered by the ruckus would have heard an anvil chorus of clicks, snaps, slams, curses, and chunks as, momentarily drained of IQ, the troopers decided that if they pulled real hard the guns would start shooting again. Then reality dawned and each got in a fast combat reload, by which time enough IQ had returned to the lawmen that they ceased to shoot without clear targets.

In the silence, Uncle Vakha rose to his feet, hands raised stiffly.

“No, no, no shoot. No, we surrender, please, sirs, no kill us.” Then in his own tongue he yelled, “You stupid motherfuckers, put the guns down or these Americans will kill you this very second.”

As soon as he was up, he was commanded to get down to his knees again, and to put his hands on his head. He complied.

Bogardus ran to the cab, pulled open the door to find Magomet prone across the floor.

“Please, please,” the man shrieked.

“Hands, show me hands,” screamed Bogardus and knew he had enough for probable cause as it was now—no compliance, no hands displayed—and could legally face-shoot the motherfucker. But he didn’t.

“Out, god dammit, out!”

Something in his tone communicated to Magomet and he cranked upright, hands now high and open, and began to creep out slowly.

Meanwhile, Moore had gotten to the fallen Boynton and saw that it was over. The officer lay in a lake of his own blood, eyes sightless and open, but otherwise the same decent plugger he’d always been, even as recently as that morning’s roll call. Moore’s rage erupted, and he spun to see the black forms of three men, hands high, pick their way toward him through the van.

“No shoot, no shoot, please, Mr. Policemen,” someone was saying.

Moore almost shot just out of pure fury, but didn’t, and neither did Hatch, behind him with M4.

“Out, god dammit, get the fuck out!”

The old man—no one thought to cover him—was translating.

“Tell ’em to jump out and go flat or we will cook their asses here and now,” Rankin screamed.

The three surrendered. They were not treated gently, as two troopers had guns ready and trigger fingers set, while the third put a knee hard into the small of each back, yanked the arms back and got the flex cuffs as tight as they could go, then a little tighter.

“It’s all big misunderstanding, sirs,” the old man yelled. Rankin turned his attention at last to the old guy, and with it, his gun muzzle, prodding the old man hard in the guts and gesturing him to his knees. The old man obeyed, and was flex-cuffed as well, even as Bogardus perp-walked flex-cuffed Magomet to the group of prisoners.

Just at that point, three more black state Chargers—they’d been roaring down the shoulder under full siren and light display—pulled up, spilling officers. Then the ambulance, whose medics got straight over to poor Boynton, saw that he was gone, but still got plasma into him and an oxygen mask on him.

“Any pulse?” asked Rankin.

“Nothing, Sarge,” said the medic.

“Keep trying, god dammit,” said Rankin.






CHAPTER 6 Presser


Jack Hitchens—Dr. Jack Hitchens, DVM, an extremely decent man who had a large-animal practice in Colorado and sent all sorts of ailing creatures to board at one of Bob’s facilities in that state—hit Bob with an email before he could think what to do with the subpoena unfolded on his lap.
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