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  Prologue


What Happened?  

In the 21st century, Canada fought against Russia in the Arctic over oil and gas reserves and sought-after minerals. Though it inflicted heavy losses on the Russians, the Canadian Forces were decimated. When the military collapsed, it didn’t take long for the federal police and national security agencies to dissolve. With no security apparatus available to backstop it, the federal government fell and Canada broke apart along provincial and territorial boundaries.

These balkanized entities have done their best to maintain law and order, but now they start each day just breaths away from anarchy that is threatened by organized crime, biker gangs, newly-awakened fundamentalist sleeper cells, regional right-wing white supremacists and corrupt government officials. Daily, innocent people are witness to and victims of violence that includes political assassinations, kidnapping, hijacking, terrorist bombings, arson and murder.

For a time, there were no elections at any level in the former provinces of Canada. However, the interim Premier of Ontario, unwilling to yield to the pressure of criminals, organized a referendum that resulted in the people of Ontario giving her the authority to undertake an election to choose a legitimate government. To give the both referendum and the election processes a chance of success, The Premier made a controversial decision to augment her limited security element by hiring “professional security contractors”. Though they belong to a registered private military company (Crossbow Inc), the members of these teams are referred to by different names — guns for hire, war whores, soldiers of fortune … and mercenaries! Two of these teams are located in Ottawa — the new capital of Ontario.

After the success of the referendum, The Premier of Ontario has set her focus and efforts on winning the election, and has not lost sight of her ultimate goal … the re-unification of the provinces and territories into a new Canada. To do so, she must continue to maintain an acceptable level of security in her own province in order to bring the other Premiers on side. For this, she continues to rely on the support of Steven Grace, one of the Crossbow team leaders and a former special forces operator.

Grace, who left his country in disgrace after a rigged court martial, hopes to find redemption from his former country … and from a father who has disowned him. And from a former fiancee whom he left behind.






  
  Chapter 1

Ottawa, Parliament Hill   

Two naked men sat in the Centennial Flame’s fountain. Their eyes were wide open and contained a horrified look. Steven Grace took a couple of steps closer. He saw their lips had been sewn together with a heavy thread, and around their necks was a nylon cord that held a large sign in front of their bodies. It said: ‘Freedom Of Speech Comes With A Price’.
The two men were dead.
Grace had been jogging in the pre-dawn when he found the two men, in the same place where, a few days ago, he and his team had averted a disaster by saving a number of young girls from being kidnapped by a group of hooded criminals. One of the girls was the daughter of a woman with whom he had once had a deep relationship.
Grace took out his cell phone and called Janet Sterling, his team's police liaison officer. 


The OSE Command Post, Morning
 
The Ontario Security Element (OSE) had its command centre across from the interim Ontario Government Building in a secure compound that had once belonged to a tech company that had gone bankrupt. Next to the Command Post on the second floor was a smaller room that was used for briefings. Standing behind a lectern was Ken Wells. He was the CP’s senior watchkeeper, and primary contact and briefer of two teams of professional security operatives named Sabre and Rapier. Their parent company, Crossbow Inc, had been contracted to augment the OSE in their fight against powerful criminal and terror elements that had gained a large foothold in the province after the Arctic Conflict with Russia — a conflict that had resulted in the collapse of the Canadian federal government and its supporting agencies.
Wells knew the capabilities and temperament of the two teams better than most. He briefed them daily, he assigned them their missions, he listened to their questions, and he witnessed the tension that was a constant between them. In Wells’ mind, the difference between the two teams could be summed up by their shift assignments: it was day (Sabre) and night (Rapier). Whereas Sabre operated like a focused, surgical team, Rapier was a seat-of-the-pants blunt force.
Wells took a breath, then began the briefing. 
“Good morning. And let me offer my apologies for calling you into this briefing. We told you to take a few days off after the referendum, but it would appear that the criminal elements aren’t going to take a vacation, so here we are.”         
“You don’t need to apologize, Herr Wells,” said Karl Faustin in a slight Belgian accent. Faustin was stocky, muscular, favoured beard stubble, and had a prominent satanic image tattoo on his neck. “We are not here to take breaks,” he said. “We are here to fuck up whoever needs fucking up. Right Bobby?”
Bobby Essery was Rapier’s team leader. His blond, boyish good looks were in stark contrast to a demeanour that included unbridled ambition and an unrestrained ego. “Down-time is for limp-wrists,” he said. “We’re paid to do the work, not screw the pooch.”
“Then scratch the apology,” said Wells. He took a breath. “First item. We have a newbie with us. Now that Janet Sterling has moved over to become Sabre’s police LO, Rapier’s liaison officer will be Colin Turner from the Ottawa SWAT team.”
Wells pointed at Turner, who stood up. He was tall, with large arms, short brown hair, brown eyes and a lopsided grin. He nodded at everyone then sat back down.
Wells looked at Steven Grace. “Speaking of replacements, what’s the situation with Marty Krieger’s, Steve?”
Steven Grace had been a Canadian special operations officer in JTF2 when Essery was in the Special Forces Regiment (SFR). Grace had served in JTF2 with Wolf Proudman, and with Marty Krieger who had left the team recently. 
“Marty is on an open-ended leave of absence to take care of her father in Toronto,” said Grace. “Crossbow tells me we should see a replacement for her within a day or so. Her name is Daniella DeStefano, and she’s from Brooklyn. Crossbow’s short profile says she’s former American military police and special ops. She’s been with Crossbow for eight months and has spent most of her time in South America. No one on our team knows her.”
“Another gash,” said Faustin. “Just what we need. Uh, no offense, Sterling.”
Janet Sterling had been the police LO with Essery’s Rapier team for six weeks during the run-up to the Ontario referendum. She had replaced Sabre’s LO - Luc Lejeune - when he was severely wounded on a mission against a white supremacist bomb factory. Though she was a slim, attractive woman of Jamaican heritage, her above average height and her police and martial arts training allowed her to deal confidently with physical threats.
Wells looked at Grace. “Anything new on Luc Lejeune?” he asked. 
“He was unconscious when Marty and I saw him a few days ago,” said Wolf Proudman, a large man who was unmistakably Indigenous in appearance and demeanour. He spoke in a soft baritone voice. “His wife, Nathalie, made it clear that she thought we were responsible for his condition, and she didn’t want any of us to come near him. I can’t blame her for how she feels.”
“Ah, just so sad,” said Faustin with mock sincerity. “Now can we get on with the briefing?”
Wells took another breath. “Item Two. Two naked men were found dead at the Centennial Flame on Parliament Hill by Grace on his daily run. They had their mouths sewn shut, and a sign on them said ‘Freedom Of Speech Comes With A Price’. Both men were well-known journalists who took a hard stand against the criminal organizations in Ontario."
Wells took a sip of water and wiped his mouth on the back of his hand.
“Item Three. There was an explosion at a private music studio last night. The one fatality was a man named Mikel Kukuc. He was first cellist with the National Arts Centre orchestra.”
“Really?” said Grace. “Who would target a cello player?”
“We don’t know,” said Wells. “He had no known political connections, and the only organization he belonged to was the musicians’ union. This one just doesn’t make any sense.” 
Wells shook his head, then checked his notes. 
“Item Four. Premier Marcus is holding a town hall meeting this evening at the Conference Centre downtown. It’s expected she will announce the timeline for the election process. The meeting is at seven o’clock, so it’s on Rapier’s shift.” He looked at Essery. “You’ll be on ten minutes’ notice to move as of seven o'clock.”
“Swell,” said Essery, with a smile that looked more like a sneer.
“Item Five,” said Wells. “Written messages printed on large cardboard squares were attached to the front doors of three mosques in the city last night. All of them said the same thing. They urged all true believers of the Islamic faith to rise up against the oppression of infidel government leaders and against apostate Muslims who pervert the true teachings of Islam. They also called for a return to strict fundamental adherence to the teachings of The Prophet.” Wells paused for a moment then said, “Our intelligence cell is calling these ‘Midnight Messages’ and it says they are similar to the so-called ‘Night Letters’ that the Taliban use in Afghanistan. Their fear is that such messages will act as a call to action to anyone who is leaning towards violence and mayhem. We’ll keep an eye on this and see if we can generate an informant.”
Wells paused. When there was no comment, he continued. 
“Final item. I understand the Crossbow contract extension will be signed as soon as we know how much time Premier Marcus has allowed for the Ontario election process.” 
The door to the Command Post opened. A uniformed police officer joined Wells at the lectern and whispered something to him. Wells then nodded his head. “This is Sergeant Michael Ray, the day shift senior duty officer.”
Ray took a telescopic pointer from his shirt pocket and pointed at a large city map on the wall. “This building used to house the federal Foreign Affairs department. Twenty minutes ago, a large explosion went off in its basement and caused a fire to climb from the basement to the upper floors. Fifteen minutes later, the building was being evacuated, and first responders were on the scene when two more explosions went off outside the building. Eight civilians, two policemen and four emergency responders are confirmed dead. The injured include dozens of civilians and six policemen. There is considerable structural damage to the building. Police on the scene got a description from a witness who saw two cars leaving the area that may be involved in the bombings. A dark green Toyota SUV and a white Ford SUV. And that’s all we have right now.”
Wells nodded at Ray, who went back to the main command post room. “I need Sabre to get on this ASAP,” he said.
“What about us?” asked Essery.
"We’ll call you if we need you," said Wells.
When Essery he got up to leave, the other Rapier members followed him. “Another bombing,” snorted Faustin. “How fucking boring. Let’s go get a drink.”
 After Wells left for the main CP, Grace had the team gather around a large map of the city of Ottawa, then looked at Ian Shepperd. “What’s your take, Ian?” said Grace.
A former member of the British SAS, Ian Shepperd was of average height and weight, had short dark hair and brown eyes, and spoke with a hint of a Liverpool accent. He got directly to the point. “They probably did this with a small team. Easy to control. If they’re in two vehicles, I’m sayin’ four to eight wanks with AKs, pistols, and maybe grenades.”
“Paddy?” said Grace.
Paddy Brenna was an Irishman and a former member of the Australian SAS. He was the same size and build as Shepperd but had ginger coloured hair and blue eyes. And he smiled a lot. “In the confusion, they’ll get away clean then,” said Paddy. “Two escape routes, pre-planned an’ rehearsed. Could be different directions or could be two routes parallel to one another.”
Grace’s cell phone rang. He looked at the caller display and answered it. When he hung up, he said, “That was Atticus. He says we only have one helicopter. Sherry Alden’s is temporarily grounded for a rotor fault.”
Atticus Beal and Sherry Alden were Sabre’s helicopter pilots. Both had served in the special aviation units that supported JTF2 and the Special Forces Regiment. Beal had been on operations with Grace and Proudman.   
“Maybe we could use one of Rapier’s, or ask for an OSE police helicopter,” said Proudman.
“We can’t wait,” said Grace. “Every minute that goes by gives the Echoes more distance from the bombing site.”
Echo was the designation the Crossbow teams used for ‘enemy’.
Grace studied a large wall map of the city, rocking slightly back and forth on his feet. “I’m guessing they don’t want to take their chances in city traffic. There are a couple of parkways that look like contenders for escape routes.” He pointed at the map. “We’ll go with this one. It has a stretch here that is open and has no houses close by. It’s a roll of the dice, but I’m not seeing anything else. Anybody want to offer an alternative?”
Grace waited, and when no one said anything, he looked at Sterling. She shook her head. 
“Okay,” said Grace. “Helicopter group is Paddy, Janet and myself. Ground group is Ian and Wolf.” 
“Tasks?” asked Shepperd.
“We’ll keep it simple,” said Grace. “The air group will fly directly to the target area that I indicated and see if we can find them. Ian and Wolf will get onto the parkway and follow it to the target area, unless they hear differently from us. We develop things based on what we get.”







  
  Chapter 2

A City Parkway 
 
Three men stayed within the speed limit as they moved along the parkway in a green Toyota SUV. In the front passenger seat, one of them was excited. “That’s gonna mess up the minds of the goddamn government and their police lackeys!” he shouted.
The passenger in the back seat was on his own adrenaline high. “How many do ya think we took out, man?”
“At least two cops went down hard,” said the front passenger. “And I’m guessin’ maybe ten to twelve civilians. Ooooo weeeee! Suck that, Marcus!”
Caroline Marcus was the interim Premier of Ontario.
The driver was calmer than the other two. “Okay, that’s enough. Let’s just get ourselves back to the safe house and then you can spout off all that anti-establishment bullshit to your heart’s content.”
“You goin’ soft on us, man? Losing your fervour?” asked the front passenger.
“Just stay alert until we’re done,” said the driver.
“Screw you, man!” exclaimed back seat. “Ain’t no one gonna rain on my parade today. No one!”
 

Airborne
 
Steven Grace was up front with the helicopter pilot, Atticus Beal. Brenna and Sterling were in the rear, with doors open on both sides. They were looking down at the parkway below them. Both had HK416 assault rifles cradled in their arms. Everyone had earphones on.
Grace keyed the helicopter’s internal intercom. “Atticus, coming up is an open area of the parkway. Let’s do a wide swing and come up on the eastern side of it. Then hover facing west.”
Beal nodded and banked the helicopter to start the swing.   
 

The green Toyota was about to exit from a stretch of treed parkway. Before it broke out into the open, the driver slowed the vehicle. “Be alert you two,” he said. “I don’t like it here in the open.”
“Relax, man,” said front passenger. “Inside a half hour we’ll be at the safe house makin’ friends with some pizza and beer.”
“Until we’re there, do your job and stay alert,” said the driver, his voice now elevated and assertive.
The front passenger turned towards the side window and muttered, “Goddam princess.”
     

Further back on the parkway, a black SUV moved quickly along the road with Proudman driving and Shepperd in the passenger seat. Both men scanned their arcs, alert, looking for what might be out there.
 

Atticus Beal settled the helicopter into a low hover, with some trees behind him for camouflage. Grace looked through a set of binoculars as Brenna and Sterling continued to cover their arcs. He keyed the intercom. “I don’t see anything in the open ground. Can you pop up another ten feet, Atticus? I want to see the spot where the parkway disappears into the wood line down at the far end.” When the helicopter rose and stabilized in a hover, Grace used his binoculars to look down the parkway.
“Still nothing,” said Grace. He keyed the team radio. “Sabre Two, this is One. Your situation?”
Shepperd came on immediately. “Two and Five are figures ten to twelve minutes from the target.” 
Sabre Two and Five were Shepperd’s and Proudman’s radio callsigns.
Grace responded, “Right. We are static at eastern edge of target, nothing seen. Out.” He brought his binoculars back up and keyed the intercom. "We may have picked the wrong route, but we’ll stay here until Ian and Wolf arrive."
And then he saw it.
“All stations, this is One. Contact! Green Toyota SUV moving towards us from the western end of the target area. Immediate action is with us. Two will block the target if they turn back toward you.” When Shepperd acknowledged, Grace went on the helicopter’s intercom. “Atticus, turn sideways and let Paddy get off a few tracer rounds in front of the Toyota. Let’s see how they react. Paddy?”
“Changing mags to tracer rounds.” said Brenna. When he finished his rapid mag change, he said, ‘Ready’ and raised his HK416, looked into its scope, steadied his breathing, and fired five rounds close to the front of the Toyota.
Grace watched as the SUV pulled off the parkway onto the grass. Through his binoculars he could see the driver of the vehicle shouting at the passenger in the front seat. The passenger then pulled a phone out and spoke into it. The Toyota did a fast one-eighty degree turn, kicking up grass sod as it gunned its engine and headed back in the direction in which it had come. 
But the way was now blocked. Proudman and Shepperd were kneeling on both sides of their vehicle with their weapons aimed at the Toyota. 
Three doors opened on the Toyota and three occupants spilled out of the vehicle. They ran towards a nearby tree line with what looked like AK47s in their hands.
“Cut them off, Steve?” asked Beal on the intercom.
Grace nodded and the helicopter dipped forward and began to move. When they got to the tree line ahead of the runners, the three men stopped. Two of the men laid their weapons on the ground and put their hands up. The third man hesitated. 
“A steak dinner says he tries to shoot,” said Sterling.
“You’re on,” said Brenna. “I’m guessin’ he doesn’t have a big enough scrotum to do the deed.”
“If he shows hostile intent, he’s yours, Paddy,” said Grace.
The third man looked up at the helicopter, gave its occupants the middle finger, and ran. He only got in a few strides before Brenna put down several warning shots immediately in front of him. The man looked up at the helicopter again.
“A steak dinner with a nice red wine,” said Brenna. 
The man on the ground stared at the helicopter. And then, without warning, he quickly brought his AK47 up into a firing position. Before he could aim and squeeze the trigger, his body felt the impact of three bullets from Brenna’s weapon. He was dead before he hit the ground.
Over the team radio, Grace told Beal to maintain his hover while Shepperd and Proudman moved in to secure the bad guys. 
And then Shepherd reported automatic fire.
Grace looked out the side window and saw a white SUV behind them on the parkway. Tracer rounds were coming from weapons in the windows. Then the helicopter juddered.
And Grace’s cataplexy kicked in. He was frozen in place, but aware of everything that was happening. 
Atticus’s calm pilot voice came over the radio. “We’ve been hit. Checking it out.”
Grace then heard Sterling on the intercom. “Paddy’s been hit. He’s slumped against the bulkhead. Stand by.”
Beal came back on. “I’m losing hydraulics, Steve.”
Come on come on, Grace urged himself. Get it back!
Beal looked over at Grace and understood. “Steve’s on pause,” he said over the intercom. ‘On pause’ was the code the team for when Grace was in the grip of his cataplexy. He had told them about his mild form of the affliction when the team had been notified of an extension to their contract for the Ontario mission.
Though immobile, Grace could still think. Logic, he thought. Sort it out. First things first. And then his body functions came back. Immediately, he keyed the radio. “Atticus, can you take evasive action?”
“No,” answered Beal. “Got to set her down.”
We’ll be an easy target on the ground, thought Grace. We’ve got to neutralize the white SUV. He keyed the radio. “Two, we have to set down. Can you deal with — ”
Grace heard a loud ‘whump!’ then saw the explosion. When he looked down, he saw the white SUV engulfed in flames. “Two?” Grace said.
“We thought it best to bring along some anti-tank capability,” said Shepperd. “As a just-in-case. Is this going to be a problem?
“Not with me,” said Grace. He then told Atticus to take the helicopter down and asked Sterling how Brenna was doing.
“Checking him now,” said Sterling. As Beal continued to lower the helicopter, Sterling began probing an unconscious Brenna for wounds. When she reached under his Kevlar vest, Brenna opened his eyes. 
“Tryin’ to cop a feel, officer?” Brenna asked with a straight face.
Sterling stared at Brenna for a moment, and then she smacked him on the side of the head and smiled. “Paddy’s alright,” she said on the intercom. “He was just having a nap.”






  
  Chapter 3

Scabbard, Sabre’s Ops Room  
 
Sabre and Rapier teams were housed on separate floors of a building inside a restricted compound that was a few minutes’ walk from the Ontario Government and Ontario Security Element buildings. The compound was known as Scabbard.
Grace and the team sat at a table cleaning their weapons. On the old-style CD player, Kaz Hawkins was singing about drinking with the devil, her raspy voice giving the song power and momentum.
Shepperd sniffed the air. “Supper smells good. What do you think Gretta’s got on the go?”
Gretta Fitch was the team’s cook and housekeeper. A wonderfully kind and pleasant older woman, the team was especially fond of her.
Brenna sniffed. “Smells like pork chops to me,” he said.
Proudman sniffed. “I’m thinkin’ it’s pan-fried bison in a light garlic sauce. With roasted potatoes.”
“Vegetables?” said Brenna.
Proudman sniffed again. “Red peppers, broccoli and …” He sniffed again. “Marinated dandelions.”
Grace smiled, then looked over at Sterling. “Any flak over the parkway casualties?” he asked.
“Considering those three white supremacists were responsible for police and civilian deaths, and a whole lot of injuries and physical destruction?” said Sterling. “No one at the CP had their hankies out.”
As the team listened to the music and took care of their weapons, they heard footsteps coming down the hall. They knew it wasn’t Gretta because the footsteps were quick and loud. When the footsteps stopped, the team looked up.
Standing in the doorway was a woman who appeared to be in her late twenties. She had short black hair, was slightly above average in height, and her arms and shoulders suggested she worked out with weights. She wore a sleeveless black T-shirt, black cargo pants and red construction boots. On her upper right arm was a tattoo of a mongoose. She took a step into the room and said, “I’m told this is where Sabre team hangs out. I’m supposed to report to a dude named Steven Grace.” The woman’s voice was what everyone recognized as a Brooklyn accent. Most sentences ended with an upward inflection of the voice, as if they were questions rather than statements.      
“You’re Daniella DeStefano?” asked Grace.
“I go by Dani. Daniella is for princesses an’ daddy’s girls.”
“Okay. Give us some info on your background.”
“So I gotta stand here an’ be gawked at while I answer your questions?” DeStefano walked over and grabbed a chair, then turned it around and sat facing the others. She made no attempt to hide an aggressive attitude. “So whaddya wanna know?” she asked.
“Is your mongoose male or female?” said Proudman. “And why is it blue?”
“Do you shave those armpits or do you go commando?” asked Shepperd.
“Your laces don’t match the colour of your boots. Who dresses you in the morning?” asked Brenna.
“You don’t wear any makeup or jewellery, and you have muscles," said Sterling. "Do you spend your down time on the Isle of Lesbos?” 
DeStefano caught on quickly. “The mongoose is female, and I named her Blue — therefore the colour of the tat. I shave my armpits because my mother will call me wherever I am an’ lecture me about it if I don’t. The laces in the work boots are my only attempt at a fashion statement. And not that it’s anyone’s business, but I ain’t no dike. I got nuthin’ against gay people, but I play for the straight team. An’ before ya ask, my name is Sicilian and I’m proud of it."
“Sicilian and from Brooklyn,” said Proudman. “I’m guessing you got connections to a mob family.”
DeStefano looked directly at Proudman. “Braided black hair and high cheekbones,” said DeStefano. “I’m guessin’ you got connections to a gambling casino on a reservation.”
“We call them reserves up here,” said Proudman. 
The team was silent for a moment, taking the measure of their newest team member. Finally, Grace nodded. “Okay, we know that you’re former American military police and special ops. Why did you leave and what’ve you been doing since?”
“I fell off a fast rope when the helicopter got pushed sideways in an unexpected gust of wind," said DeStefano. "I had surgery an’ six months of intense physio. I also got addicted to painkillers an’ ended up in rehab. When I finished that, I deployed on several missions overseas. On one of them, the back pain flared real bad an’ I got evacked back Stateside. The brass said the back problem was too unpredictable, so they gave me an honourable discharge. I went back to Brooklyn for a while, but me an’ my old man don’t get along much. When a spec ops friend told me about Crossbow, I decided to give it a try. Been with them for eight months, mostly in South America doing close protection of VIPs an’ consultant to some SWAT teams.”
“What do you know about Ontario?” asked Grace.
“I was born in Hamilton. My parents were visiting close friends an’ I decided to pop out early. I’ve spent quite a bit of time all around Ontario.”
“Skills and qualifications?" asked Grace. 
“Para wings, jumpmaster qualified, Ranger school, military police investigation training, sniper course, advanced comms, advanced combat first aid, special forces operator, unarmed combat instructor. And I speak Sicilian, French … an’ some English.” DeStefano smiled.
“Weaknesses?” asked Grace.
DeStefano didn’t hesitate. “My back acts up occasionally. I’m a bit of an adrenaline junkie. People tell me I get a little heavy-handed at times, and I get foot-in-mouth disease regularly.” DeStefano paused for a moment. “Is the back thing gonna be a problem here?”  
“We all have our weaknesses and personal problems, and we help one another work through them. If yours becomes unworkable as far as the team is concerned, we’ll let you know. Fair enough?”
DeStefano let out a sigh of relief. “Yeah, that’s fair. Thanks.”
"Questions?" said Grace.
"Could you tell me a little about the who I'm going to be working with? They gave me a sketchy bio on you, but no one else."
"I'll give you the short version right now. The rest you can fill in on your own time." Grace pointed at Shepperd. "Ian Shepperd. Early forties, born in Liverpool. His father was a postman and his mother was a clerk in a ladies’ dress shop. His father now has dementia and his mother cares for him. Shepperd joined the British army because of the influence of his Uncle Bert who was an SAS trooper killed by the IRA. He’s divorced, and his brother was a small-time crook who was killed by gangsters in Liverpool. And let's just say that there was a reckoning for that."
Grace looked over at Proudman. "The big man with the long braided hair is Wolf Proudman. He's half Indigenous and half Jewish. He and his parents lived in a town next to a First Nations reserve. His father and uncle taught him all about Indigenous culture, hunting and trapping. After high school he joined the army as an infantryman, then got selected for JTF2. When he retired, he drove his motorcycle around the world, then joined Crossbow in London. He’s slow to anger, but don’t piss him off."
"The guy with the Irish accent and reddish hair is Paddy Brenna. Did one mission with The IRA, then left and joined the Australian SAS. Rumour has it that one of his great uncles got kicked out of Ireland for transporting sheep across county lines for immoral purposes."
"But to be fair," said Brenna, "that sheep was fookin' attractive."
When the  laughter died down, Grace continued. “Janet Sterling, over there by the radios, is from Thunder Bay, Ontario. Jamaican heritage. Father drove a truck and her mother was a homemaker. Has an older brother who’s politically active in the black community. She got a college diploma in criminology and joined the Toronto police force. Her father and two of her uncles were killed by white supremacists while on a trip to Alberta to visit relatives. She joined the RCMP after several years on the Toronto force, and then The Ontario Security Element when Canada collapsed. She was initially the LO for Rapier, then came over to Sabre when our first LO got shot. He’s still in a coma being taken care of by his family. Sterling is a martial artist, a good cop, a good team player and a skilled sniper.”
Grace looked at his watch. “And that's it for now. Let's turn the TV on. Premier Marcus’ town hall is coming on in a few minutes.”






  
  Chapter 4

The Ottawa Conference Centre  
 
Before stepping onto the stage, Marcus turned to her husband Quincy and gave him a kiss and a hug. He smiled at her and said, “Break a tongue.” It was their inside joke. It had served her well over the years as a calming effect before she went on stage to speak. She smiled back at her husband. As always, she was thankful that this learned and respected professor of Canadian history had been so supportive of her career in politics. In the rough waters where she now had to sail, he was her sea anchor.  
As Marcus walked toward the centre of the stage, she looked at the crowd of nearly a thousand people. In the front row of seats she saw Alexis Hood-her Chief of Staff, John Dunn–the Minister of Security, Alan Flint–the Minister of Inter-Governmental Affairs, and the rest of the Ontario ministers that formed her interim cabinet. A good size crowd for a town hall, she thought.
When she got to centre stage, a technician handed her a cordless microphone. She thanked him, then turned to the crowd and smiled. “I’m not here to make a speech tonight,” she said. “There will be plenty of that in the weeks to come as we move toward the election. But allow me a few words before I take your questions.”
Marcus looked over and smiled again at her husband. “The interim cabinet and myself are grateful for the turnout on Referendum Day. And we are thankful to the citizens of Ontario who voted to have an election in order to choose a government. This will be the first election to be held since the collapse of the former Canada after the Arctic Conflict. A lot of people will be watching us. People in the other provinces and people in other countries. We must make this election fair, transparent and honest. It will take place eight weeks from today. I know of two parties besides my own who have begun to organize. I encourage them to put forth their best efforts and to run campaigns based on honesty and civility. Calling for such things is a tough proposition given the times that we live in. We still have too much criminal activity and too much violence on our streets. But if we can hold a successful referendum, then I know we can hold a successful election.”
There was loud applause from the audience, and Marcus looked over at her husband and smiled at him again. He clasped his hands together and raised them over his head to signal his approval. 
Marcus turned back to the audience and stepped forward to the edge of the stage. When she looked out, she saw her aides had already lined up people in the aisles in front of microphones. “We have cameras here tonight because the media are present,” she said. “But this is a town hall meeting, not a press conference, so I remind everyone that I will take questions from the audience and not reporters tonight. Marcus pointed at a woman in one of the aisles. “How about you go first?"
“Premier Marcus,” said the woman, “have you decided on a name for your party?”
Marcus smiled. “We have. We’ll be called the Re-Confederation Party. I know that name might sound like we’re leapfrogging the Ontario election and getting ahead of ourselves, but I have said all along that my ultimate goal is to see Canada re-united. For us, Re-Confederation Party signals our intent in a clear and honest manner. But our election campaign will make it clear that our first priority will be the stability and wellbeing of Ontario and its citizens.”
“So you’re using Ontario as a stepping stone to a higher goal?" said the woman.
“That is my intent,” said Marcus. “But the people of Ontario will have to decide if I get the chance to do that.”
Marcus pointed to a man in another aisle. “Sir?” she said.
The man looked serious. "Do you think eight weeks is enough time for an election? Elections are complex undertakings.”
“Elections have indeed become complex,” replied Marcus. “Unnecessarily so. They have become manufactured media events that are more about the events themselves and the people covering them than about issues and policies. And polling agencies have become the masters of the political universe. Polling agencies that have been inaccurate, or flat-out wrong on more than one occasion. So our party intends to conduct our campaign in, if you will, the old-fashioned way. We will travel the province and will make speeches and hold town hall meetings to explain our policies. We will put up posters, and we will have ads in the media. Ads that will tell you what we stand for. Not ads that will attack our opponents.”
There was applause from the audience and Marcus waited for it to die down. “I firmly believe that if we keep our campaigns simple, the parties running for election will be able to get themselves organized and get their messages out effectively within eight weeks. Look, relatively speaking, policy is actually the easy part. The bigger challenge is finding suitable candidates for the ridings and getting them organized. But that can be done while party heads are telling the electorate what their parties stand for. I’m not saying it’s going to be easy to do, but what I don’t want is a long, drawn-out slugfest that devolves into strategizing ad nauseum. If we all keep it simple and focus on what we feel is important, then I believe we can have a successful election.”
An older man was standing at the microphone for the next question. “Premier Marcus,” he said, “I am a retired soldier. I respect what you are trying to do, but how can you realistically expect the people of Ontario to focus on politics when they fear the violence that is openly happening in the streets, and the total disregard that powerful criminal elements have for the rule of law?”
Marcus nodded at the man. “First, as a former federal Defence Minister, let me thank you for serving your country as a soldier. You understand violence better than most. It’s true that people in all the provinces have not had it easy since the Canadian government and security agencies collapsed after our military was defeated by a much larger Russian force in the Arctic. I can assure you that the safety of our citizens is of paramount concern to us."
Marcus took a moment to look from one side of the audence to the other. 
“It is difficult to deal with organized crime and the violence that attends it when we have such a small police force. Recruiting is difficult in these times. Policing is not a popular career path for young people. The Ontario Security Element is doing the best it can with what it has. But it needs more police officers, and it needs more equipment and technology. And I believe we will get there, but it won’t happen overnight. And there are some positives. The Auxiliary Police were successful in protecting the voting stations in the last weeks of the referendum process. We are going to keep them for the run-up to the election. From their ranks of former military and police officers, we’re hoping the find some recruits for the Security Element.”
Marcus took a breath. “And I would be remiss if I didn’t mention the security operators from Crossbow. I know many people still think of them as mercenaries, but there are a number of families and other people who have written to me to say they wouldn’t still have a loved one with them if the Crossbow teams hadn’t been hired to assist our police force. And I would suggest that the skeptics might want to talk to the Ottawa chapter of the Ontario Women’s League about their opinion of these operators. They still call them Guardian Angels.”    
“And their contract has been extended?" the man asked.
“Yes,” said Marcus. “It was my decision to make, and I stand by it. I know some people will never accept the idea, and that’s their right to do so. But my rationale is simple. Tough problems require tough solutions.” 
Marcus continued to answer questions for the next hour. After the last one was answered, she left the stage to loud applause. When she got to her waiting husband, she saw he was red in the face and clapping hard.
And then he had a heart attack.   






  
  Chapter 5

Sabre’s Ops Room  
 
When Marcus walked off the stage, Shepperd used the remote to turn off the television. “I like this woman,” he said. "She speaks her mind, is articulate in a straightforward way, and isn’t afraid to make tough decisions. I’ve seen army officers with less brains and balls.” He looked at Grace. “Present company excepted of course.”
Grace looked over at DeStefano. “You’re the newbie,” he said. “What do you think?”
DeStefano nodded. “I got family who think they’re tough guys, but I’m thinking they ain’t got the toughness it takes to do the job this woman is doin’. Ya know?”
As Grace looked at his watch, Gretta Fitch walked in. She radiated warmth and kindness. “Dinner’s ready,” she said. She looked at DeStefano. “Hello. I’m guessing you are the new Sabre. Do you like souvlaki?”
“Hey, when I was goin’ to school, my grandma used to make lunches for me an’ my brothers. Sicilian-style sandwiches with crusty homemade bread, different kinds’a cold cut meats, black an’ green olives, peppers, onions, olive oil dripping out of everywhere. An’ I swear to God she threw in some fish-heads every once in a while. So, I could eat some  souvlaki.”
Gretta pulled out a notepad from her apron. As she wrote, she said, “Fish-heads.”
 

A Hospital, Cancer Ward
 
Steven Grace knew his father was down the hall in a visitor’s alcove, waiting for him to leave his mother’s room. His sister Beth was on the other side of their mother’s bed, reading a legal review.
Grace smiled at his mother. “I think I’m gonna go, Ma. I want to go upstairs and see how Premier Marcus’ husband is doing.”
“Are you sure you won’t take a moment and try to talk to your father?” said Lorraine Grace.
“I don’t think we have anything to say to one another, Ma.”
“Well I won’t try to force you into something you’re not comfortable with, Steven. Love you, and please be careful.”
Grace leaned over and gave his mother a kiss on the forehead. “Love you too, Ma,” he said. He looked over at his sister. “And how about you listen to Ma and make sure you’re getting enough rest, Beth?”
“I’ll do my best,” said Grace’s younger sister.
Grace left the room and headed down the hallway. When he got to the elevators, he pushed the button and looked to his left. His father was standing with his back to him, looking out a window. When he turned around, he saw Grace and turned back towards the window.
 

The Hospital ICU 
 
Caroline Marcus approached Grace at the nurses’ station. A couple of hours ago, she had looked spirited and ebullient at the town hall meeting. She now looked tired and worried.    
“Thanks for coming, Steven,” she said.
“How’s he doing?” asked Grace.
“They’re thinking he’ll need surgery. His heart is in bad shape. It was a very bad attack, and it’s not his first.”
“I seem to remember that this is a congenital condition, right? You told me that heart problems were prevalent in his family. ”
“You remember that from when you headed up my close protection team when you were in JTF2? When I was Minister of National Defence?” 
“Yes.”
“That’s quite the memory.”
“You are a memorable person, Madam Premier.”
“I guess you’re never going to call me Caroline, are you? And oh, I almost forgot. How’s your mother doing?” 
“She started an experimental treatment today for the cancer. It’s too early to tell what effect it will have, if any. But her morale is good,, even though she is weak and moving slow.”
“My prayers are with her,” said Marcus.  
“I’d say the same for your husband, but I’m an agnostic.”
“Well, Quincy always had a soft spot for the Canadian charter of rights. Maybe you could recite that instead.”
“Got a synopsis?” said Grace. 
Someone called Marcus’ name. When she turned to see who it was, a nurse was standing in the doorway of her husband’s room. “Your husband is coming around, Mrs. Marcus,” said the nurse.  
“I’d better go see how he’s doing. Thanks for coming, Steven.” She touched Grace lightly on the arm, then left.  
 

A Residential Area, West Ottawa

Alexis Hood turned left onto the street where Randall and Suzanne Slater lived. They had invited Alexis to dinner, then told her she could cancel when they heard about Quincy Marcus’ heart attack. Alexis told them she had been to the hospital, and that dinner with old friends was something that might help end her day on a less downbeat note. As she looked down at the end of the no-exit street, she saw their house straight ahead. The two of them were sitting on their front porch in a big, fringed swing. They’re waiting for me, she thought. Just like them.     
Alexis looked over at the flowers on the passenger seat. Suzanne will like the tulips, she thought. Ever since she and Randall visited The Netherlands, she …
A blinding light caught Alexis by surprise. A millisecond later, she felt the concussive force of an explosion and she instinctively jammed her foot on the brake pedal. When she opened her eyes, she saw pieces of the Slaters’ porch raining down in front of her car. 
Alexis closed her eyes immediately. She knew that her friends’ body parts were nearby, but then she realized she couldn’t sit immobile and do nothing. She opened her eyes again. While averting her gaze from her car windows, Alexis searched in her purse and found her phone. As her hands trembled, she brought up the number for the OSE Command Post and pushed the dial button.        
 






  
  Chapter 6

Command Post Briefing, Morning 
 
Ken Wells finished listing off some of the criminal activities during the past twenty-four hours. They included several IED attacks against police vehicles, the fire-bombing of a mosque, four armed bank robberies, two armed robberies of drug stores, and over a dozen burglaries at various businesses across the city. 
When Wells looked down at his notes, Faustin snorted and said, “So, a slow day at the office.” The rest of Rapier team laughed. Sabre was silent.
Wells had learned how to react to Faustin’s jibes and taunts. This was one that he ignored. He looked up from his notes. “Premier Marcus’ husband is in intensive care after suffering a severe heart attack at her town hall meeting last night. Her chief of staff, Alexis Hood, has advised us that Premier Marcus will continue with her duties and will not name a temporary stand-in while her husband is in the hospital.”
“So,” said Essery, “I haven’t been told that Her Majesty has actually signed our contract extension. What’s up with that?”
“You haven’t been paying attention,” said Wells. “Premier Marcus has already signed the contract and Crossbow is good to go until the completion of the Ontario election. And do me a favour, Essery. Don’t be calling Premier Marcus Her Majesty, okay?” 
When Essery simply shrugged, Wells continued. “The final item is the assassination of Randall Slater and his wife who were killed in an explosion at their home last night. Slater was the Minister of Constitutional Renewal and is the fourth minister in Premier Marcus’ cabinet to be assassinated. Our forensics team is investigating.” 
Wells paused for a moment, then said, “Wanna introduce your new team member, Steve?”
Grace motioned for DeStefano to stand up, and said, “This is Dani DeStefano. She’s been with Crossbow for about eight months and comes to us care of the American military police and special forces system. She’s from Brooklyn.”
“Another gash,” said Faustin. “Maybe we should be thinking about putting up some pink drapes in here, n'est ce pas? Maybe get us some herbal tea and take some knitting lessons?”
“You’re Faustin, right?” said DeStefano. “Someone told me you were about as much fun as flies in my beer.”
“What? You’re afraid of a little protein in your ale?” said Faustin. 
“I’m thinkin’ maybe what I should be afraid of is catchin’ terminal stupidity from you,” said DeStefano.
“Okay,” interjected Wells. “Let’s call that the newbie intro and move on. Anyone got anything else?”
“Yes,” said Grace. “Is the UN Observer Team staying on for the election, or is it being dissolved?”
“I’m sorry,” said Wells, “I should have mentioned that it’s being dissolved. The head of the referendum observer team reported to UN headquarters that the referendum process was run honestly and efficiently and that there was no need to monitor the election process. So you’re off the hook, Grace. No need to keep up your cover as a security consultant with the UN Observer Team.”
As Grace allowed himself a sigh of relief, Essery weighed in. “Now isn’t that just a crying shame, Stevie? I’m sure the UN folks found you photogenic. So, poster boy attractive in an eagle scout way.”
Wolf Proudman cracked his knuckles and yawned in an exaggerated gesture. “You need new writers, Essery. Your imagery has become so tiresome.”
After a few seconds, Wells said, “Sabre is on the standard fifteen minutes notice to move. We’ll call if anything surfaces.” 
 

Alan Flint’s Private Office
 
Alan Flint stood looking out the window of his opulent private office. In one of the expensive chairs in front of an expensive mahogany desk, a large, imposing, bald presence named Kemper Bellow sat, waiting for Flint to respond to the briefing Bellow had just given him.
Flint was above average in height. Though he wasn’t what anyone would call classically handsome, he was attractive enough. He was elegantly turned out in an expensive suit, and his hair was done by a stylist. His only accessory was a Tag Heuer watch.
Kemper Bellow was patient, knowing that his boss was exerting his dominance by making Bellow wait. But Bellow didn’t mind. He had known and respected Flint for a long time. They had served together in the Canadian army on several occasions, the last when Flint commanded the Special Forces Regiment and Bellow was his favourite Sergeant-Major. Bellow’s current job was head of Flint’s private security detail. Private because Flint could afford it, and because he could control it. Control was of ultimate importance to Flint. Bellow was rarely seen in public with Flint in this capacity. Most of his time was spent dealing with the criminal organizations in Ontario on behalf of Flint.
The leaders of the criminal organizations didn’t know that Flint was in charge. They believed that Bellow, who disguised himself when dealing with them, was working for an unknown and powerful crime lord who remained hidden and who had planted his people in useful positions in government, in law enforcement, in the media, and in large corporations. The leaders took their orders from Bellow because he controlled The Wraiths, a group of highly-skilled, secret operatives whose reputation had grown to mythical status. They had efficiently murdered high-ranking members within all the criminal elements in Ontario, and had given warning of further consequences if the criminal organizations didn’t stay within their agreed areas of interest. Warnings had included the kidnap, extended confinement and eventual return of wives and of children of the criminal leaders’ top level subordinates. Returned captives always had the same message: ‘No one is safe’. 
The Wraiths were a dozen former members of The Special Forces Regiment who were loyal to Alan Flint, and who were very well paid. No one except Flint and Bellow knew who they were.
Flint turned away from the window and faced Bellow. “Our guy did good work on the Slater job. I’m pleased with that.”
“But the wife wasn’t part of the contract, boss.”
Flint waved his hand. “Acceptable collateral damage, especially in view of the fact they didn’t have kids. Did we use the same asset who did Paul Hood?”
“Yes. The same guy.”
“And the bomb came from The Artiste?”
“The man himself. There won’t be any forensic evidence from the bomb.”
“And what about the cello player? Who did that?”
“I’m still trying to figure that out. None of our associates claim responsibility, and no one has a clue why a cello player would’ve been targeted.”
“Anything else?” said Flint.
“Is Marcus going to be at work? I hear her old man needs surgery.”
“There’ll be a cabinet meeting later this morning. I’m assuming she’ll be there.”


An Office at the University of Ottawa   
 
Ralph Megget hated having to report to The Cousins. Whenever he had an ‘audience’ with them, he left their large, shared office at the university feeling like his body was covered in ticks and leeches.
Most of The Cousins’ students saw the two men as middle-aged, eccentric professors of philosophy who were also scions of a very wealthy family of investment bankers. One of them wore expensive, tailored suits to class, and the other wore blue blazers, grey flannel pants and silk ascots. Their eccentricities were tolerated by the university’s board of directors because of the sizeable sums of money The Cousins donated to the university. Everyone saw them as just a little odd. Ralph Megget saw them for what they really were. Dangerous sociopaths who bankrolled Megget and The Free Radicals in order to indulge themselves in freewheeling, anarchical violence and chaos. 
The university knew them by their family name. Megget knew them in a very different way. A way that scared the living hell out of him. He thought of them as Cousin Fear and Cousin Dread. 
“You wanted to see me?” Megget asked.
Cousin Dread looked away as if lost in thought. Without turning his head, he said, “Yes, Ralph. We want you to claim Free Radical responsibility for the bombing of the cellist.”
“But that wasn’t us,” said Megget.
“Oh don’t fuss,” said Cousin Fear. “We contracted this one out.”
“We just decided to spread the fun around a little,” said Cousin Dread. "Let you spend some time with your mama, Ralphie Boy.”
Megget’s mother was the reason he had remained under the yoke of The Cousins. They knew who she was and where she lived, and though it was always by innuendo, they made it clear that his mother’s safety was contingent upon his remaining in charge of The Free Radicals. And doing what they told him to do. Megget was in over his head with these two madmen, but he had no choice as long as his mother was a factor.
“What are you thinking, Ralph
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