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  EPILOGUE


  PROLOGUE


  Indianapolis, Indiana


  20 years ago


  It was Saturday, and even though he was seventeen and should have been out cruising with his friends, Johnny was stuck taking care of the pest. At seven years old, she seemed like a sweet little girl, until you got to know her and realized that underneath she could be really creepy at times and act like a conniving little monster.


  As they made their way toward the Marsh Supermarket, he watched his sister walk ahead of him, her pigtails swinging in the sunlight. The girl loved the supermarket. She bought her candy and her comic books there practically every Saturday, and of course it was Johnny’s job to look after her.


  He kicked a rock with a dirty sneaker and cursed his bad luck. Why did he have to have a sister, anyway? A brother would have been way cooler.


  But somehow he still loved the little brat, though he couldn’t understand why. She never brought him anything but trouble.


  They turned a corner and began walking down a long alley between two old brick buildings, a shortcut they’d taken many times before, when a large dog came from around a building and began slinking towards them. It looked like a mix between a Shepherd and a Lab, with matted red fur, and as it lacked a collar, Johnny worried it might be feral. He’d heard stories and rumors of coyotes and wild dogs roaming the streets, but had never seen evidence of it before. The dog didn’t growl, but didn’t look friendly, either.


  “Hold up, sis,” he said. She stopped just a few feet ahead of him.


  They stood watching the dog, wondering whether they should turn back, when another dog appeared behind it. This one was even bigger and looked meaner.


  “Come on, let’s backtrack and go around to the street,” Johnny said. “And don’t run.”


  He said that for himself as much as for his sister, because he definitely felt like running. When he was only four, he’d been bitten by his friend Billy’s Mastiff (he’d been trying to ride the dog at the time and probably deserved it), and though he hadn’t been badly hurt, he’d been afraid of big dogs ever since.


  Johnny waited for his sister to pass him, and as he turned to follow, a third dog appeared at the opposite end of the alley. Before it fully registered, there came a fourth.


  His heart jumped in his chest as he and his sister skidded to a stop. Two dogs had taken position in front and the other two were coming up from behind. They were working as a pack, like wolves. Johnny scanned the buildings on both sides. No fire escapes…no windows…no doors. Of course not, he thought, that’d be too convenient.


  He reached out, grabbed his sister by the shoulders and pulled her close to him. As the dogs closed in on both sides, he realized for the first time just how big they were. Their only hope was that someone might walk by, see what was going on, and call the police.


  The dogs moved closer still, as the two kids backed up against the wall of one of the buildings. “Go away, mutts!” Johnny yelled. “Go on! Get the hell out of here!”


  The pack stopped less than three feet away and eyed them as if they were a pair of cornered rabbits. The animals smelled like rotten fish.


  The Shepherd growled. The others followed suit.


  “It’s okay,” he lied, a slight tremor in his voice. “Just stay still.”


  But his sister did not remain still. Instead, she reached up, removed his hands from her shoulders and walked toward the dogs, stretching out her arm like she planned to pet them.


  Johnny wanted to stop her, but was frozen with fear. “What the hell are you doing? Are you crazy?”


  Ignoring him, she stood in front of the dogs, both hands raised now, as if preparing to direct a symphony. And then, emanating from somewhere deep inside her, there came a guttural, inhuman growl.


  The dogs immediately fell silent, staring at her in bewilderment. Speechless, Johnny watched as one by one, the dogs became docile and began to whimper.


  His sister glanced up, a barely perceptible smile on her face as storm clouds slowly rolled in across what moments earlier had been a clear and sunny sky. A flash of lightning struck a lightning rod on a nearby building, nearly blinding them. A thunderclap as loud as cannon fire followed almost simultaneously. The dogs jumped in unison.


  “Go away, bad doggies,” she said. “Go on, run along.”


  The animals backed away and then turned in the direction from which they’d come. A moment later, they took off in a trot and disappeared around the buildings.


  Just then, the sun broke through the clouds.


  Johnny looked down at his sister, his heart racing. She smiled up at him.


  “Come on,” she said, "let’s go get some candy.”


  CHAPTER 1


  River City, North Carolina


  Present Day


  Hunter Singleton was being stalked.


  He could hear it, off in the distance—the deep, grunting breaths of a big animal moving almost soundlessly on its feet. Hunting him.


  Lights the color of blood illuminated his path, his footsteps echoing through the empty corridors. Hunter’s skin was clammy from the hot, moist air and the walls were too close together, claustrophobic, crushing in on him like a vice.


  He was on a Navy ship, somewhere in the Atlantic. A carrier. He was here on assignment, a story for his newspaper. He had decided to take a walk about midnight. Most of the crew was asleep and Hunter wanted to wander the passageways, get a feel for the ship, a little time to think.


  He had just rounded a corner and was about to climb up a ladder to the next deck when a noise rose from the lower stairwell. It was a rumbling, guttural sound that reminded him of a female white rhino he had once seen at the zoo. But what the hell would a rhino be doing aboard a ship at sea?


  The shadows in the stairwell suddenly seemed to come alive, twisting and distorting into bizarre, unearthly shapes. Hunter knew it was an illusion, but it made the sounds from the darkness below that much more ominous and terrifying. His blood froze as adrenaline shot through his veins. Two opposing forces fought for control—fight or flight. He slowly began backing away from the ladder, through the doorway and out into the main passageway, where he turned and started moving aft. Hunter didn’t know where he was going, just anywhere but here.


  Behind him the thump of feet—or huge paws—bounding up steel steps on their way to the next deck—his deck—echoed down the corridor. Whatever it was, it was coming for him. Hunter fought the urge to bolt and steeled himself to turn and look back. Nothing. He kept walking, picking up the pace more with each step.


  He realized that he needed to find a room that was occupied, a room with people. That was the only way he was going to save himself.


  He was on the third level, where most of the officers’ staterooms were. He could hear breathing behind him, the stomping of huge paws as each one pounded the steel deck. He couldn’t wait any longer. He needed to find someone now, let them know he was being followed.


  Hunter grabbed the doorknob on the nearest stateroom and swung it open. Empty. He knew there were often empty staterooms aboard ship, so he moved on to the next one, swung open the door. Also empty.


  There had to be somebody on this damn ship.


  He moved methodically down the passageway, opening and closing the doors of one empty stateroom after another while he felt the thing behind him gaining ground. How long until it was close enough to feel its breath on the back of his neck?


  Hunter came to a ladder and flew up to the next level, barely touching the steps. Surely there had to be someone in the wardroom, or the XO’s stateroom, or the captain’s quarters.


  But there wasn’t. They were all empty.


  Behind him Hunter heard the familiar sound of the beast coming up the ladder to the next deck, pursuing him.


  What the hell was that thing? And where was everybody? Hunter’s brow broke out in a cold sweat and his heart pounded against the wall of his chest.


  He found the ladder up to the final deck—the bridge—and climbed it. He felt like he had just climbed the steps to the top floor of a lighthouse. His breathing was ragged, his chest constricted and aching. There had to be someone on the bridge. Somebody had to be driving the ship, because they were moving. He could feel it.


  He lifted the locking mechanism of the steel door and pushed it open. This time the room wasn’t empty. There was someone there, sitting in a swivel chair and facing out the forward window of the bridge. The back of a head with dark brown hair was visible over the top of the chair. Hunter stepped through the doorway and quickly closed it behind him.


  “Oh, thank God,” he said, moving toward the lone figure. “You won’t believe this, but there’s something following me; some kind of animal.”


  No answer.


  "Hey, did you hear me?"


  He put his hand up and swiveled the seat around. Hunter’s breath caught in his throat when he suddenly saw his own face staring back at him. But it wasn’t exactly him. There was a silvery mass that moved behind the eyes, liquid and alive.


  “Sorry, Hunter,” he heard his doppelganger say. “End of the line.”


  The last thing he saw was the flash of a huge blade as it was raised back, ready to plunge into his chest.


  Hunter woke with a start, hyperventilating and nearly swimming in his own sweat. His racing heartbeat slowly subsided as he sat staring into the darkness of his bedroom. He looked over at his sleeping wife and was grateful that the movement hadn’t awakened her. She needed her sleep. Tomorrow would be a big day.


  Hunter squinted at the bedside clock—it glowed red with a four and two zeros. He felt his eyelids get heavier and heavier. Unable to sit up any longer, he fell backwards onto the pillow and quickly drifted off to sleep, the dream forgotten.


  PART ONE: STORMBRINGER


  CHAPTER 2


  Naval Station Norfolk


  Norfolk, Virginia


  Hunter pulled the shoulder straps tight up against his body as he sat inside the fuselage of a C-2 Greyhound, its twin engines thrumming under the wings outside like two immense, angry hornets. Hunter wanted to make a wisecrack to his wife about the lack of in-flight magazines, but he knew Lisa wouldn’t hear him with her double hearing protection in place. They both wore cranials—skull-hugging helmets that were as uncomfortable as they sounded—along with goggles and a "float coat." The coat was more like a life preserver that hung around his neck and zipped in the front and was supposed to have anything and everything one might need in case of a water landing—except shark repellent.


  The inside of the coach smelled like a mix of sweat and jet fuel, and anxiety gnawed at the pit of his stomach. Hunter hoped it wasn’t an omen of things to come, and for the time being, put it out of his mind.


  He checked his lap belt, making sure it was tight enough to keep his butt firmly in place against the back of the seat. The seats were pretty comfortable, more so than he had expected. But still, Hunter hated flying, and the thought of landing on an aircraft carrier in the middle of the ocean did not set well with him at all. He prayed that the plane’s tail hook wouldn’t miss the steel cable that snagged the plane and stopped it from going over the edge of the flight deck, like falling off the edge of the world. But he knew he was just being stupid—these people did this kind of thing every day, right?


  Hunter knew he needed to force his mind to focus on something else and looked around the cabin at the equipment stowed in the overhead of the plane. He wasn’t sure what any of it was, but he figured it was probably full of inflatable life rafts and other survival gear. At least, he hoped it was. The entire inside of the plane was painted gray, except for the seat covers, which were blue. There were no interior walls in this plane like the ones in a passenger jet. Instead, there were visible wires and hydraulic lines running in every direction. There were also reading lights and air conditioning vents similar to those on a jetliner, but only two seats with windows. The escape hatch was on top of the plane, which would be convenient in case of a crash landing in the water, Hunter thought.


  The plane was shaking on the tarmac like a giant, vibrating cell phone and Hunter wondered if the entire flight would be like that. He didn’t know if his stomach could take it, and after drinking coffee all morning, knew he was going to have to piss before they got to the ship. He was glad he’d thought to bring a pack of motion sickness pills, but hoped he still had sea legs from his time in the Navy and wouldn’t need them. Lisa was practically born in the water and Hunter was sure she probably wouldn’t need them.


  He eyed all the Navy and Marine Corps members in uniform. They were either staring off into space or sleeping. Most were going to their next duty station aboard the USS Gerald R. Ford, their destination. Some were other media members, like him, invited to spend a few days on board a “real” Navy ship and experience life at sea. Hunter thought he had gotten his fill of the Navy when he was enlisted, yet here he was again. At first, there was resistance, for the simple fact that he was afraid to fly, but didn’t want to admit it. Then, his photographer had gotten sick at the last minute and Hunter was able to talk his editor into replacing her with Lisa and that had cinched it. Besides, his wife was a great photographer and would take fine pictures, so the old man would be happy.


  One of the flight crew suddenly got up from her seat and began closing the bay door. Since all the seats on the plane faced backwards, the light disappeared gradually, like the slowly closing lid of a coffin. Then the crew member turned toward the cabin and asked if everyone could hear her. Everyone said they could and she explained how the seat belts and shoulder straps worked, where the exits were, how to operate their flotation devices and pretty much everything you would expect to hear on a civilian airliner. The only difference was a passenger jet landed on sensible ground and not on some crazy floating airport, and this flight would be long, and involve a good deal of white- knuckle flying.


  The young lady finished her spiel and apparently noticed Hunter’s apprehension. She made her way back to him.


  “Everything okay?” she asked, leaning in close to his ear. “You seem a little nervous. Is this your first time?”


  The woman was tall, green-eyed, and looked to be about nineteen. She reminded him of Angelina Jolie, the actress.


  “Yeah,” he yelled over the engine noise. “I’m not a big fan of flying.”


  “Well, don’t worry, this crew has logged plenty of flight time, so you’re in good hands.”


  Hunter nodded and smiled at the young woman. He was watching her walk away when he felt a pinch on his arm. He turned and saw Lisa staring at him through her goggles, her eyes narrowed. He grabbed her hand and gave it a squeeze.


  As the C2 began to taxi down the runway of Naval Station Norfolk, Hunter decided he was glad they had no window. Soon the plane was airborne. Hunter gritted his teeth like he was about to receive a painful shot in the arm. He gripped Lisa’s hand a little too hard and she shook it loose.


  Half an hour into the flight, Hunter was surprised that the plane ride was no worse than riding in a bus. While Lisa spent the time sleeping, he spent the bulk of the hour flight staring at the back of the seat in front of him and wishing he’d brought a book along. The heat from the engines and the summer sun did their best to turn the plane into a pressure cooker, but the air conditioning on the plane worked well—so well, in fact, that towards the end of the flight, Hunter could see the steam from his own breath wafting out in tiny clouds.


  When they began their descent, Hunter’s guts clenched and he began to pray they would survive the landing.


  One of the crew made a circular motion above his head, which was the signal for the passengers to cross their arms over their chests in preparation for either landing or crashing. Seconds later, the wheels hit the deck of the Gerald R. Ford and Hunter felt as if a hundred invisible hands were suddenly pushing him into his seat. He found himself wondering what kind of injuries he would sustain if he hadn’t been strapped in, a human projectile shooting through the fuselage at the speed of sound.


  As the engines idled down and the Greyhound taxied to its place on the flight deck, Hunter vowed that he would never again leave the ground in anything other than an elevator.


  CHAPTER 3


  The familiar odors of fresh paint, mop water and fuel oil assaulted Hunter’s senses as the media group, led by one of the ship’s crew, stepped through the first doorway to the ship’s interior. Compared to the heat on the flight deck, it was like walking into a giant refrigerator. Hunter noted that the interior of the G.R. Ford didn’t look much different than the inside of the ships he had served on in the Navy. The passageways were cramped, there were people everywhere and you had to constantly watch your head and footing. Most everything was painted gray according to Navy regulations, and the paint looked fresh.


  The public relations officer who was leading them, Lieutenant Michele Delgado, a burly redhead in her mid-thirties, obviously knew her way around the ship, and Hunter, who was right behind her, made sure he paid attention to which door she went through and which ladder she went up. The last thing he wanted to do was make a fool of himself by getting lost. Following Hunter, Lisa and the other eight members of the media team, or “VIPs” as the Navy called them, were making record time, and some were getting winded just trying to keep up.


  They finally came to a row of colorful doors all on the same side of the passageway; one yellow, one blue, one red, one green and one black. Hunter didn’t know why they were color coded, but knowing the Navy, they probably thought it would help dumb civilians remember which rooms they were in.


  “These are your staterooms,” Delgado said. “There will be two of you to a room.” As she spoke, the lieutenant handed each of the group members a card key.


  After handing out the last card, she said, “I’ll be back after you’ve had a chance to drop off your stuff and get situated.”


  Delgado turned and disappeared in a flash, leaving the group to stand and stare at each other. Hunter noticed to his dismay that there were eight males and two females, meaning he and Lisa would not be sleeping together as planned. She gave Hunter a shrug and a frown, then eyed the other female, Julia Lambert, a gorgeous, petite blonde in tight black jeans and dark sunglasses.


  “Well, looks like it’s you and me,” Lisa said. “I hope you don’t snore.”


  Julia smiled. “I don’t. In fact, I really don’t sleep that much."


  Hunter couldn’t quite see Julia’s eyes through the sunglasses, but he could have sworn she had winked at him. He watched as his wife checked the number on her key then the number on the stateroom door directly in front of her. The door was green, Lisa’s favorite color, so Hunter figured at least it had something going for it.


  She unlocked the door, turned, smiled at Hunter and waved goodbye. He waved back, looking like a sad puppy as she disappeared through the door with Julia in tow.


  CHAPTER 4


  Everyone else in the group stumbled around the passageway with backpacks, camera gear and laptops, eventually pairing up and matching a door to their card key. Hunter ended up with the red door next to Lisa’s room and immediately upon entering the stateroom, grabbed the bottom bunk. He knew from experience that the bottom bunk was the place to be during flight ops and during any inclement weather—if you tumbled out of your rack you didn't have too far to fall.


  He piled his gear on the bunk to stake his claim, then checked out the stateroom. He thought about the years he had slept in the crew’s berthing areas and how much of an improvement this was. There was a sink and mirror, two gunmetal gray desks attached to the wall with lots of drawers, and plenty of closet space. On another wall was a wide screen TV and next to that was a phone. Overhead were lights, bundles of cables and water pipes with red “direction of flow” arrows painted on them. If it wasn’t for the fact they were directly below the flight deck, this would have been ideal.


  The door suddenly swung open and there stood a figure with a grin on his face and a bag in each hand. Thick, fiery red hair topped the man’s head and his eyes were framed by black Buddy Holly glasses.


  The nerd introduced himself as Charles Blakely, though Hunter would have guessed Poindexter. Charles stood in the doorway grinning, waiting to be invited into the room.


  “Hi, I’m Hunter. Hunter Singleton.” He offered his hand. “Come on in.”


  “I thought you’d never ask,” Blakely said, limply shaking Hunter’s hand, then picking up his bags and wading into the stateroom.


  Blakely stood looking at the bunk beds, first one, then the other, as if he had never seen such a thing.


  “Well, I guess the top one’s mine, huh? That’s okay. I sleep like a rock. I once slept through a tornado, believe it or not.”


  The guy had a definite North Carolina accent, Hunter thought, like the people back home in River City.


  Charles turned and set a black laptop computer case on a desk chair, then plopped the bigger bag on the floor. He put his hands on his hips and took in the room, like a commanding officer preparing for inspection. Hunter remained silent, watching with a mixture of amusement and bewilderment.


  “Well, this is pretty nice. Of course, we’re right under the flight deck, so I expect it to be noisy. They should quit around 11 p.m. or so. Like I said, though, I sleep like a rock.”


  Blakely looked up at the TV on the wall. “I don’t suppose we get any good stations out here.”


  “It’s satellite TV. Probably gets over two hundred channels. Something special you want to watch?”


  Blakely shook his head. “No, I’m sure we’ll all be too busy for any kind of entertainment.”


  Hunter grunted in agreement, then turned and opened the bag on his bed, pulled out his clothes, shaving kit, shower shoes and several books, and started shoving things into drawers or hanging things in closets.


  Blakely began to open up the case on the desk chair and pulled out a laptop. “By the way, you can call me Charlie, just don’t call me Chuck.”


  “Your secret’s safe with me.”


  “You ever been on one of these ships before?” Blakely asked.


  “Yeah, I have. Only as a visitor, though. I was in the Navy at one time and had a friend stationed on the Eisenhower.”


  “I guess you won’t get seasick, then.”


  “Hopefully not. But it has been a while.”


  “If I start turning green, run and get me a bucket, will you?”


  They both laughed as Hunter turned and picked up his laptop bag, opened it up and pulled out a computer.


  “Nice MacBook,” Blakely said.


  “Yeah, I like it. It definitely gets the job done.”


  Blakely laid his own laptop bag on a desk and opened the bag. Hunter watched with envy as he realized Blakely had one-upped him.


  “Is that a MacBook Pro?” Hunter asked.


  “Yeah. I’m somewhat of a computer geek and kind of put myself in debt buying this, but it was worth it. You could just about launch a satellite with this thing. I even added a few little extras of my own.”


  “Like what?”


  “I’ll never tell,” Blakely said and closed the laptop.


  “Where did you say you worked?”


  “I’m with a magazine called ‘Military Aircraft.’ We’re doing a story on the F/A-18 Super Hornets and their pilots. How about you?”


  “I’m a newspaper reporter from North Carolina—just here observing the planes for a story I’m working on. I brought a photographer along, too. Actually, she’s my wife.”


  “Your wife? Too bad you didn’t get to share a room. I guess you’re a little disappointed at sharing with another guy.”


  “No, you’re okay. It would have been awkward otherwise. Somebody would have had to share a room with Julia.”


  Blakely snickered. “I would have volunteered for that duty.”


  Hunter silently agreed.


  “Well, I guess we just need to hook up with our liaison,” Hunter said, heading for the door, “and get this party started.”


  CHAPTER 5


  CIA Headquarters, McLean, Virginia


  George Saunders stared at a computer monitor, reading an e-mail from one of his operatives in the field. His eyes burned from the strain of long hours and he rubbed them with his knuckles. It was about time he’d gotten some good news—it looked as if the direction of this latest op might finally be starting to go their way. He sure as hell hoped so.


  As the retired commander of a U.S. Navy SEAL team, Saunders had seen more combat in two years in the shitholes of Afghanistan and Iraq than most veterans had seen in a career, and had the scars to prove it. Saunders had been shot in the leg once by an ambitious member of Al-Qaeda and almost blown up at least a dozen times. The heat and cold, the insects and blowing sand that got into everything, especially your weapons, and the constant, gnawing anxiety of not knowing exactly what the enemy looked like or where they would strike could really screw with your mind if you let it. You could never drop your guard, never believe that you were out of danger, because the minute that happened, things could literally explode in your face.


  The commander had killed more than his share of enemy combatants, some with his bare hands. But he had also saved countless lives, pulling civilians out of hostage situations or captured soldiers out of detention cells, getting them back to their families in one piece.


  That had made it all worthwhile.


  Saunders was a decorated hero with dozens of medals and ribbons, including two Purple Hearts and the highly coveted Medal of Honor, presented at a ceremony personally by President George W. Bush on the deck of the USS Saipan. But even the recognition didn’t make his job any easier and he decided that twenty years was enough. It was time to do something else, to go back home to the farm, to build that house he had always wanted to build and marry his childhood sweetheart. He would start a family and live the dream life he had craved.


  It didn’t last long. After realizing he hated farming, which is why he joined the Navy in the first place, George applied to the CIA and got himself into the intelligence business. Turned out he was not only good at it, he also loved it. It was challenging, it was interesting and what’s more, it paid very well. Saunders had worked his way up from an operative to a team leader and then to the director of the Special Activities Division, a team of professionals who performed what the intelligence community liked to call “special operations.” As one of his old commanders liked to say, "We do the shit no one else can do."


  He turned and grabbed the phone from his desk, hit speed dial on the secured line and waited. The man at the other end picked up on the third ring.


  There was irritation in the man’s voice. “What is it?”


  Saunders took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. “Sir, I just received an encrypted e-mail from our operative in the field. It looks like he’s in place. The operation is a go.”


  CHAPTER 6


  Members of the media group began pouring out of their staterooms and assembling in the passageway, like cattle ready to be herded into a pasture. Lisa was fiddling with her camera equipment when Julia Lambert caught Hunter’s attention. Powder-blue eyes focused on him as the ghost of a smile played on her lips. Lieutenant Delgado suddenly made another appearance out of thin air, breaking the contact.


  “Well, I hope everyone found the accommodations to your liking,” Delgado said. “If you’re all ready, we’ll go to the media room and you can get together with your individual liaisons. We can come back later and pick up anything you need like cameras or laptops.”


  Delgado turned and took off like a shot and Hunter mentally cursed under his breath as he ran to keep up, the rest tagging close behind.


  A virtual floating fortress, the USS Gerald R. Ford, which replaced the decommissioned USS Enterprise, is home ported at the Naval Station Norfolk in Virginia. As long as the Empire State Building is tall, the behemoth stretches two-hundred and fifty-six feet at its widest point and stands twenty stories from the water line to the mast, displacing some one-hundred-thousand tons of water when fully loaded. Known as a super-carrier, and the first of its class, it is the twelfth nuclear- powered aircraft carrier to be commissioned by the U.S. Navy. Its twin nuclear reactors fuel the steam turbines that power electric generators and motors to turn four twenty-one-foot
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