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What Happened?



In the 21st century, oil, gas and some specific minerals had become the three most sought-after resources on earth, and the Arctic had them in abundance. Citing disputed sovereignty in the region, Russia sent scientific exploration teams to the Canadian Arctic with no advance warning to anyone of their intent. They also sent naval and army troops.

Having no other option, Canada sent its own troops. Though no one wanted it, a short and violent war broke out between troops in close contact. Russia took considerable losses, but 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 to backstop it, the federal government fell. Canada then fragmented along provincial and territorial boundaries.

These balkanized entities are severely challenged to maintain law and order. Each of them begins every day just breaths away from anarchy. Anarchy as a result of 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, murder … and more.

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, recently announced plans for a provincial referendum with the hope that this process will lead to an election and, ultimately, to what she calls the “re-Confederation” of Canada.

To give the referendum a chance of success, The Premier made a controversial decision to augment her limited security element by hiring “professional security contractors”. These specialists are referred to by a number of names, one of them being … mercenaries!

Two of these teams are located in Ottawa, the new capital of Ontario. One of the teams is led by Steven Grace – a former Canadian Special Forces officer who left his country in disgrace after the Arctic Conflict. In his return to Ottawa, Grace hopes to find redemption from his former country and from a father who has disowned him. And from a former fiancée whom he left without warning.

 







  
  Chapter 1

Ottawa, Ontario - The Near Future 

Steven Grace was waiting to die. I’m going to be killed by a woman with an AK47, he thought. Frozen in place and unable to react, Grace saw the woman steady her aim. She smiled at him. 
Then she pulled the trigger.
Grace heard two rounds flit by his head and saw flashes from the AK’s barrel. Missed, he thought. When he looked at the woman’s face, he saw the resolution in her eyes as she took a deep breath and re-steadied her aim. As her finger squeezed the trigger, Grace waited for the end. Will I feel anything? he thought. Will I — ?
And then Grace saw a pink mist and the back of the woman’s head exploded as she spasmed backwards and collapsed.
In his ear-bud, Grace heard the team radio come to life with Marty Krieger’s controlled, confident voice. “Sabre Four has engaged one times Echo female with AK,” she said. “Believed KIA. Unable to see Sabre One in the street. Sabre One acknowledge.”
Echo was the phonetic alphabet letter the team used for ‘enemy’. Sabre One was Grace’s callsign on their team radio net. Four was Marty Krieger’s.
Grace was still frozen, hoping the normalcy would return before anyone could see his condition. “One, radio check?” he heard Krieger say.
Come on, come on. Kick in! he pleaded with himself.
“Sabre One?”
And then, like a sluice opening up to allow water to rush through, Grace’s body regained its normal functions. The immobility had only lasted ten seconds, but it had almost cost him his life. He pressed the radio switch on his tactical vest. “Sabre One acknowledges one times female Echo KIA. Anyone have any more visuals?”
When there was no response, Grace gave the order for the team to move to his location. He then walked over to the body where he saw a young woman, early twenties, dressed in the conservative dark clothing favoured by women in Middle Eastern cultures. Through the exact middle of her forehead was the entrance wound made by Krieger’s bullet. The Toronto SWAT team trained Marty well, he thought. Back before the chaos, before the country fell apart. Back when life was safe.    
Grace heard the shuffle of combat boots, then saw his team round a corner, weapons up, scanning their arcs as they moved, governed by the habits of training and experience. “Wolf has roof scan,” he said to them.
Wolf Proudman took a few steps away and knelt down. He used his HK416 assault rifle to scan the rooftops. The other three, dressed in special ops helmets and various types of army-style clothing, brought their weapons down from the aim position, but didn’t sling them.
Ian Shepperd walked over and looked at the body. “She has a suicide belt,” he said in an accent tinted with Liverpool scouse. “Do ya think she was backup for the four buggers we just took down?”
“I’m guessing she was covering their exit route,” said Grace.         
“Was it you she was shooting at Steve?” asked Paddy Brenna, a bearded man of average build and an accent and manner of speaking that was unmistakably Irish.
Grace had to lie. None of the team knew about his cataplexy and he wanted it to stay that way. “She came out of the doorway as I was returning to the corner,” he said. “Got a couple of rounds off before Marty put her down. Good work Marty.”
Krieger looked at Grace for a moment. She was on the verge of saying something, then simply gave him a thumbs up.
“Alright,” said Grace, “Ian, Marty and Wolf will take their SUV back to Scabbard. Paddy, go get our SUV and meet me here. We’ll radio this in to the CP.”
“You’re gonna wait for the police again?” asked Marty.
“Someone has to brief them,” said Grace.
Shepperd shook his head. “You need to sort this so we can bugger off once we’re done with the dramas. We can’t be waitin’ to flap about with the cops. We’re supposed to be under the radar. No one is supposed to know who we are. The Command Post can wait till we’re back at The Campus to get a report.”
Grace shifted the position of his weapon to give himself a moment. “We’ve been given considerable leeway on this contract, Ian, but Ken Wells was clear that they want a debrief immediately after every mission. They’re entitled to that. I agree that there has to be a better way than what we have now, and I’ll discuss it with Wells.” He looked around. “Anything else from anyone?” 
In a quiet baritone voice that complimented his size and an ever-present threat of mayhem, Wolf Proudman, an Indigenous man, looked at Grace and said, “Your cam paint is smudged. You might want to see to it before the constabulary arrives.” Proudman then turned and walked away. Shepperd and Krieger followed.


The Campus

‘The Campus’ was a former IT company site that was abandoned when the company overextended itself and went bankrupt. When Premier Caroline Marcus moved her interim Government of Ontario from Toronto to Ottawa, she left the federal Parliament Buildings in the hands of a maintenance staff with a promise that the buildings would one day return to their original purpose. In the meantime, The Campus was functioning as the seat of Marcus’ government. It was secured with armed guards, barbed wire, electric fencing, controlled access, and roving patrols.
After they cleared the secured perimeter gate, Grace and Brenna headed for what the team had code-named ‘Scabbard’. It was a little over an acre of grass and trees that contained the former research and development building. It had two floors set up to provide the Crossbow teams with sleeping and shower facilities, operations rooms, secure weapon and equipment lockups, workout rooms and kitchen-dining areas. A high chain-link fence surrounded the site and only had one access point through a gate at the front of the property manned by two armed sentries. One of them nodded at Grace and Brenna as they drove through. 
When they were parked, Brenna looked over at Grace. “Any idea who they’re sending on Rapier team?” he asked. 
Grace and Sabre had only been in-country for a week. On Day Two after their arrival, they realized they were incapable of handling the intense day-and-night level of activity that came with their assigned area of operations that was Ottawa and its environs. On Day Three, Grace asked their parent company–Crossbow Inc–to activate a second team for the Ottawa mission.
Grace shook his head at Brenna. “I don’t know who’s coming, Paddy. Maybe Shepperd has some info from Philip Kalba. Let’s go see.”


Sabre’s Ops Room

After storing their weapons and equipment in secure wire cages, Grace and Brenna joined the others in the team’s operations room. It was a former conference room that now had a rack of radios on one wall, a large-screen TV and computer monitor on another, and large city maps, cork boards and white boards on the remaining wall spaces. Security bars covered the windows and the steel door had industrial locks. The team had acknowledged that someone in The Ontario Security Element knew what they were doing when they re-configured the building for operational use. 
At the conference table, Shepperd, Proudman and Krieger were playing Risk, a board game about international military strategy. Grace walked over and had a look at the board. “Come on, Wolf,” he said, “you have got to end your love affair with Australia. It never pays off for you.”
“Sentimental value,” replied Proudman.
“Sentimental how?” asked Brenna.
“Met an aboriginal lady there when I was travelin’ the world on an Indian motorcycle my uncle helped me rebuild. After I left the military.”
“Aboriginal because you’re an Indigenous man?” asked Krieger.
“Not really,” said Wolf. “She just looked nice. Smelled good too. Like orchids.”
“Wasn’t the Indian motorcycle used in World War Two as an army messenger vehicle?” said Brenna.
“It was,” said Proudman. “But they actually started making them before the war.”
Grace looked over at Shepperd. “Anything from Crossbow on Rapier?”
“They’re coming in tonight on a company plane with their weapons and gear,” replied Shepperd. “Kalba will get them squared away downstairs on the ground floor and let them know about the Command Post briefing in the morning.”
Philip Kalba was Crossbow’s contract representative in Ontario. Administration was his responsibility and he had nothing to do with operations. 
“Did they give you any names?” asked Grace.
Shepperd offered a grimace and said, “Faustin.” 
Everyone at the table except Krieger groaned and did their own version of a mustard face.
“Jaysus fook!” said Brenna. “The Belgian Beast. Now he is one thing I didn’t get vaccinated for.”
“Who is this Faustin?” asked Krieger.
“Kicked out of the Belgian Army and the French Foreign Legion,” said Shepperd.
“Was a club bouncer an’ then a bodyguard for a shady politician in Serbia,” Brenna added. “Did some time as a lone wolf gun-for-hire then hired on with Crossbow.” 
“Why would the company have him?” asked Marty.
“While he was on a contract in Africa, Faustin saved the life of Stewart Fielding’s son,” said Grace.
“The owner and president of Crossbow?” Krieger asked.
“And former deputy British Defence Minister,” said Grace. “His son was working for an NGO in Africa when he was kidnapped by bandits. Faustin led a group of mercs who got the son back.”
“And this Faustin is bad?” asked Krieger.
“He’s not bad,” replied Brenna. “He’s the fookin’ devil’s spawn!”
Grace shrugged, then asked, “Who else are they sending?”
“Yari Voyoka and Christo Rodrigue,” said Shepperd.
“Ah bloody hell!” exclaimed Brenna. “A former Spetsnatz lowlife and a Columbian border guard cum drug cartel security contractor.“ Brenna scratched his beard. “Charmin’.”
Spetsnaz was the name of the former Soviet special forces.
“I’m guessing Faustin pulled some strings to make that happen,” said Grace. “Who else?”
“An Australian named Bruce Jackson. Former Aussie SAS,” said Shepperd.
“Anyone know him?” asked Grace. When no one answered, he said, “Must be new to Crossbow. Who’s the fifth one?”
“The team leader. Someone named Issrie?” said Shepperd. “That’s what it sounded like over the phone.”
“Issrie?” said Grace. He turned his head to the side, thought about it, and then it hit him like a blind-side punch. “You don’t mean Essery, do you?”
“Essery? Coulda been,” said Shepperd. First name Robert.”
“Bobby Essery!” exclaimed Grace. “Goddamn!”
“Not an arsehole buddy I take it,” said Shepperd.
Grace looked over at Proudman. “You ever run into Essery, Wolf?”
“The Danger Monkey?” replied Proudman. “Yeah. He was in SFR when Flint was the CO.”
SFR had been the Special Forces Regiment that was allied with but separate from JTF2 where Grace, Proudman and Krieger had served. It had replaced the former Canadian Special Operations Regiment.
“Danger Monkey?” asked Brenna.
“Essery is an adrenaline junkie,” said Proudman. “Always looking for excitement, always on the edge. The soldiers he led detested him because they knew he would accept every dangerous mission that came along without reference to them.”
“And where do you know him from, Steve?” asked Brenna.
“I was the officer on the selection staff when Essery applied for JTF2. He was fit and good at tactics, but his hard-driving ego made him reckless. I was the one who had the final say, and I was the one who had to tell him the bad news. Essery knows how to hang onto a grudge.”
“You looked surprised when you heard his name,” said Brenna.
“I didn’t know he was with Crossbow,” Grace replied. “Must be a recent addition.”
Shepperd tapped his fingers on the table for a moment, then looked at Grace. “Rapier isn’t lookin’ like recruits for the monastery. Are we expectin’ a problem here?”
Grace thought for a moment. “Look,” he said, “Crossbow headquarters hired these guys. We don’t have any say on who they send and Rapier won’t answer to us. They’ll have their own equipment, helicopters, SUVs and their own rooms downstairs. Like us, they’ll be answering directly to the Command Post.” 
“So, are we on for tonight?” asked Krieger.
“No,” said Grace. “The CP knows we’ve been burning the candle at both ends and we need a short break. The Ontario Security Element people will deal with anything that happens tonight.”
“Maybe they’ll get a quiet night,” said Proudman.


That Night

In the subdued glow of streetlights, a couple strolled hand in hand on a bridge over the Rideau Canal, not far from the Parliament Buildings. They were young, in love, and they were happy.
And then the bridge exploded.
In dim ambient light on a country road, a large truck was parked on the shoulder, surrounded by several shadowy figures. One of them pulled the truck driver out of the cab and threw him to the ground. He and his thug-buddies stomped on the driver, showing no mercy. When they were done, one of the thugs pointed a weapon at the driver’s head. In the darkness, there were several flashes from a weapon being fired.
In the city’s Lower Town, in a large glass window of a former small business, a sign identified the location as Voting Station 4. Two motorcycles pulled up and stopped in front, each carrying two men with hidden faces. One of the motorcycle duos dismounted quickly with machine pistols drawn. They provided security while the passenger on the other motorcycle threw a satchel through the window, smashing it. Both teams then mounted up and drove away. All was silent until the building exploded and flames immediately appeared. Inside the front door were the bodies of two women. One was lying beside an overturned wheelchair. Her hair was singed and her face was bloodied. 
In the parking lot of a bar, six bikers kicked the life out of a man lying on the ground, blood pouring from his head and face.
A couple jogged down a moonlit path through a tree line. As they rounded a bend, their faces turned quickly from normal to surprise to horror. In the moonlight they saw a large piece of plywood. A naked man was crucified to the board. He was upside down and his legs and arms were splayed, forming an X. His penis was amputated.
And he was dead.
Hanging down from his feet was a hand-printed sign: INFIDEL RAPIST!
In a large old barn on a semi-isolated farm property outside Ottawa, a man with a baseball hat and bad teeth stood over a younger man at a table, ensuring that the young man was assembling the improvised explosive device in the way he had showed him. When the young man took his hands away from his work, the older man smiled.






  
  Chapter 2

The OSE Command Centre/Command Post 

The Ontario Security Element (OSE) Command Centre was a five-minute walk from Scabbard, where the Crossbow teams were located. When Caroline Marcus located her interim government in the former IT company compound, she insisted the OSE’s Command Centre be located close to her office. The Centre had a large, secure Command Post (CP) on the second floor that operated on a 24/7 basis with police duty officers under the supervision of watch-keepers. The Director of The OSE spent much of his time in a small office in the CP. James Kapp was a former senior officer in the Ontario Provincial Police.
Outside the main CP area there was a small briefing room that had a lectern and a large projection screen on the wall behind it. Maps and whiteboards filled the remaining walls. 
Sabre team watched the television screen along with Kapp and another OSE policeman, Ken Wells. The screen showed a woman who appeared to be in her sixties with grey hair and minimal makeup. She was what an older generation would have called a ‘handsome woman’. At the bottom of the screen, the woman was identified as ‘Caroline Marcus — Interim Premier of Ontario’. She put her briefing notes aside and looked directly at the camera. “Let me be clear,” she said. “No matter what obstacles appear before us, this interim government will do what must be done to get us all through these challenging times. It will remain focused on the political agenda we have put before you — the people of Ontario.”
An off-camera male reporter said, “Madam Premier, in view of all the violence and terror we are seeing, can you truly tell us that The Security Element is capable of protecting the people of Ontario, let alone supporting your referendum process?”
Marcus leaned forward slightly. “The OSE will get stronger as time goes on. In the meantime, I have hired specialists from a private company to augment our security capability. As of today, there will be two teams located here in Ottawa, along with the others who are now deployed throughout Ontario.”
A female voice said, “We have sources who say that the company in question — Crossbow Incorporated — hires ex IRA and disgraced former special forces operators from various countries, including Canada. Could you comment?”
Marcus didn’t flinch. “Would you rather have former school teachers? Perhaps ex-nuns?”
The female voice responded quickly. “That’s rather irresponsible, Madam Premier.”
“Louisa Pansera, right?” said Marcus. “Well, Ms. Pansera, let me say this … your responsibility ends with the filing of your story. My responsibility for everything that happens in Ontario continues until I’m no longer in office.”
“But mercenaries?” asked the female voice.
“I don’t like that term, but call them what you will,” answered Marcus. “I’ve authorized the hiring of experienced professionals to give more muscle to our policing effort, and I alone am accountable for that decision.”
“But guns for hire?” the female voice persisted.
Marcus didn’t hesitate. She looked at the camera. “Listen, no one could have foreseen the collapse of our country and the resultant rise of crime and terrorism. The unforeseen war in the Arctic against Russia over water, gas, and oil took everyone by surprise. I’m not asking anyone to forget what happened in the past.” Marcus pointed a finger at the camera. “I’m simply asking all of you, the citizens of Ontario, to have a hand in the future. Your future. Vote on Referendum Day. Thank you.” 
Kapp clicked the remote and Marcus’ image remained frozen on-screen. He looked at his watch, then at Grace and the others and said, “It’s seven fifteen. Where’s the new team — Rapier?”
“I don’t know,” said Grace.
“Do you think you could impress upon them they should be on time for briefings?”
“I’ll mention it,” said Grace, “but they don’t answer to me. I suggest you have your own word with them.”
From behind, Grace heard footsteps. When he turned around, he saw five men enter the room. His eyes immediately locked on Bobby Essery who was scanning the room, checking it out. Though he looked like an accountant, Essery had an arrogant sense of self that surfaced quickly upon first contact with others. 
Essery saw Grace. For a moment there was nothing, and then Essery’s lips puckered and he blew Grace a kiss. The smile that followed was an arrogant sneer that Grace remembered.
Essery stopped, turned towards Kapp, then pointed towards himself. “Bobby Essery, team leader.” He then pointed at the other four. “Karl Faustin, Yari Voyoka, Christo Rodrigue and Bruce Jackson.”
When Rapier settled in their chairs, Kapp cleared his throat. “My name is James Kapp. I’m the Director of The OSE. First off, I would like to make it clear that everyone is to be on time for briefing sessions.” He looked at Essery, who shrugged. “The man standing on my right is Ken Wells. He is the senior watchkeeper for the Command Post and from this point forward he will handle your briefings and assign your tasks. He is your primary point of contact. Are there any questions before I go?”
Karl Faustin was broad shouldered, stocky, had greasy hair and beard stubble that looked shabby rather than stylish. A tattoo on the left side of his neck was a caricature that could be taken for Satan. It added to Faustin’s aura of unkempt menace. His English was good and was delivered with only a slight Belgian accent in a gruff, gravelly voice. He pointed at the television screen. “So, you have an old woman in charge of your government, ya?”
Kapp didn’t hesitate. “Faustin, right?”
“Yeah,” replied Faustin, throwing his large chest out to inflate his presence.
“What you need to know,” said Kapp, “is that this woman, Caroline Marcus, is more than capable of getting us out of troubled waters.”
Faustin snorted and lifted his chin in a gesture reminiscent of Benito Mussolini at the height of his Fascist popularity. “Troubled waters? You Ontario people are fucking drowning!”
Not given to emotional outbreaks, Kapp leaned slightly forward and looked Faustin directly in the eye. “Might I suggest Faustin that you keep your piss-ass attitude and disparaging remarks to yourself while we’re employing you?”
Faustin snorted again. “As you wish … Herr Direktor.”
Kapp stared at Faustin for a moment, then continued. “I want to thank the teams in advance for your efforts and offer a special welcome home to the Canadians — Steven Grace, Robert Essery, Wolf Proudman and Martina Krieger.”
Faustin offered another snort. “Canadians! Pussies! … Except for you, Bobby.” 
Essery smiled and nodded at Faustin.
Wolf Proudman cracked his knuckles. The loud sound got everyone’s attention. “Tell you what, Faustin,” he said in a calm baritone voice. “You call us pussies one more time and you are going to be the answer to the question, ‘What did the cat drag in?’ Got that?” 
Kapp looked over at Wells, shook his head and headed for the door to the Command Post. When the door shut behind him, Wells said, “I want you to read a summary of last night’s events.” He took a stack of papers off the lectern and asked the teams to pass them around. When everyone’s heads came up a few minutes later, he asked if there were questions.
Marty Krieger was in her early thirties, above average in height, had medium-length dark hair in a ponytail and wore no make-up. Though not knock out gorgeous, she was certainly not unattractive. Looking up from the handout notes, she asked, “Was the truck hijack a mob heist?”
“Martina Krieger, right?” asked Wells. 
Krieger nodded.
“I knew your father when I was the RCMP liaison officer to the Toronto police force,” said Wells. “He was a good cop.”
Krieger nodded again.
Bobby Essery blew out a quick breath and said, “Ah, can’t you just feel the love in the room?”
Ignoring Essery, Wells continued. “We don’t know if the truck hijack and murder was the mob or not. The investigation has just started.”
“Who are the contenders?” asked Grace.
“The same as for everything else these days,” replied Wells. “Organized crime, bikers, adrenaline jihadis, militia fringe. We’re working on it.”
“Where did the jihadis come from?” asked Krieger. “They weren’t around much when I was policing in Toronto.”
“The intelligence people in the former Canadian security services believed there were dormant jihadi cells in all the provinces, including Ontario,” said Wells. “What they didn’t know was the number of sleeper cells that existed. These became active when everything began to fall apart after the disaster in the Arctic. Along with a few true believers, there appear to be a lot of faux fundamentalists who are in it for the violence buzz. We call them adrenaline jihadis.”
“Are these criminal elements organized as an entity, or do they operate separately?” asked Grace.
“We’re trying to paint that picture from our confidential informants,” answered Wells.
“Gut feel?”
“It feels like it’s organized, but we have no idea how tight it might be or who might be in charge.”
“What motivates these groups? Money, violence?”
“Both. The mob has gambling, extortion, hijacking and the unions. The bikers control drugs, guns and the sex industry. The jihadis seem to be in it for the violence and whatever other mayhem that occurs to them. And the white supremacist punks want to get rid of anyone that doesn’t look and think like them. All non-white immigrants, Jews, blacks, and anyone who doesn’t conform to a binary gender way of life.”
“And this student dissident group that was mentioned in our mission briefing notes — The Free Radicals?”
“There is a large group of disaffected students from Ottawa University and Carleton University who would rather sit in, demonstrate, or flash mob than attend classes. Separate from them are The Free Radicals, a secretive, hardcore group of indeterminate size who have a collective predilection for nihilism and anarchy.”
“Their leader wasn’t mentioned in the notes,” said Grace.
“We don’t know who that is. Ralph Megget has been the leader of the larger disaffected group from the time he was head of the student union at Ottawa U a few years ago. We don’t know if he is involved with The Free Radicals or not. If he is, it’s really low profile. He is currently doing grad work at Ottawa U and supports himself by doing research and other work for two cousins who are tenured professors at the university.”
“Has anyone claimed responsibility for any of the actions last night?”
“No, but we’re investigating.”
Faustin leaned towards Essery and said under his breath, “Amateur fucks.”
“What was that, Faustin ?” asked Wells. 
Faustin smiled. “I said I wish you luck.” 
Wells let it go. Anybody got anything else?”
“Now that Rapier is here, can we confirm our roles and tasks?” said Grace.
“Sure,” said Wells. “With Rapier on the ground, Sabre team is relieved of their night-time responsibility. Sabre’s shift will be from seven AM to seven PM and they will be on fifteen minutes’ notice to move for specific tasks throughout their shift. Rapier takes over from Sabre at seven PM and goes until seven AM. Daily briefings will be here at six-thirty AM unless advised otherwise.” Wells looked at Essery. “You should know that we have more police on night shift than we do on day shift. Night-time is when all the petty lowlifes and hustlers make an appearance in addition to the hard-core criminals. So we have more uniforms on duty.”
“Yeah, fine,” said Essery.
“Alright,” said Wells. “Everyone needs to understand that this is going to be a hard grind for all of us. There are only six weeks left until Referendum Day and we have no doubt all the badasses and lowlifes out there are going to do their best to put Premier Marcus’s political agenda in jeopardy.”
“Any changes to our Rules Of Engagement?” asked Grace.
“No,” said Wells, “but I want you all to listen to me carefully. We have given you considerable latitude to do things that our own Security Element can’t do. You must not divulge these ROE to anyone. To do so would cause a shit-storm with no survivors.”
“Ha!” exclaimed Faustin. “People like me always survive.”
“Like cockroaches,” said Brenna.
Faustin sneered at Brenna. “Better a cockroach than a two-bit IRA candy-ass like you. Or a slab-faced SAS drooler like Shepperd.”
“Ah Faustin, ever the charmer,” said Shepperd.
Wells waited, and when no one else spoke, he continued. “I have two more things before I head into the Command Post. The first is a reminder of OSE’s capability. You need to remember that Canadian national-level agencies and technologies no longer exist. Without them, assets like satellites, microwave towers, submarines, surveillance aircraft, reconnaissance assets, naval ships and their sophisticated radars and scanning equipment and electronic monitoring stations are either non-existent or available only on a very limited basis. The Ontario Security Element has telephone, radio, and communications capability, but it depends on private service providers. Surveillance cameras are still active in some locations. Access to satellite imagery is available on contract from the Americans, but it is very limited and does not include American national/military sensitive imagery. We do have some small UAVs but not the capacity for twenty-four-seven coverage of the province. What we do have is people — former members of the municipal police, Ontario Provincial Police, RCMP and the military.”
“And now you have the A-Team,” said Essery. “And we are here to kick some bad-boy ass.”
Wells ignored Essery. “Anyone else?”
“How are your Security Element people taking our presence?” asked Grace.
“I’d like to say that they’re all your brothers in arms, but it’s a mixed reaction.”
“What in hell does it matter what the police think?” said Essery. “This isn’t The Miss Universe contest.”
“Too bad,” said Grace. “You’d be a shoo-in for Miss Congeniality.”
Essery didn’t miss a beat. “I’m happy with who I am, Stevie. But how about you? Gotten over the court martial yet?”
There was silence in the room as everyone’s eyes drifted over to Grace. He didn’t react to Essery’s taunt, but the stillness in the room made him uneasy. 
And then they heard an explosion off in the distance.
Wells told them to stand by as he headed into the Command Post. 
“Nothing says welcome to a new country like a big fucking bomb,” said Faustin. 
“So Faustin,” said Shepperd, “I guess it’s true about your getting a graduate degree from Arsehole U.”
Faustin got up and started toward Shepperd, fists clenched, ready for some action. Shepperd stood up, looking to sort the Belgian. 
“Sit down,” said Grace.
“Fuck you!” said Faustin.
“Sit down, Karl,” said Essery. “Just smooth out, man.”
Faustin and Shepperd glared at one another as they returned to their seats.
The teams waited silently until Wells re-entered the room. He walked over to a large map of the city and pointed at a location. “It was an IED that exploded on the March Road exit off Highway 417 just east of here. Our EOD and emergency response people are enroute.”
“So nothing for us?” asked Grace.
“Not on this,” said Wells. “But there’s something brewing that could heat up quickly. The Ontario Women’s League has a meeting scheduled for mid-morning at the War Museum. The Ottawa chapter is hosting representatives from chapters across Ontario.”
“That’s the group who’s helping Marcus with the voting stations for the referendum, right?” said Grace.
“Yes,” said Wells. “Some student activists are assembling in front of the museum. It’s a small number right now and they could be just the usual crowd of disenchanted students who like to take a day off to protest whatever is going on. But based on recent experience, our concern is the appearance of the hard-core, self-styled anarchists who are the real shit disturbers.”
“The Free Radicals,” said Grace.
“Yes. They have a habit of showing up when student crowds are active. They have access to automatic weapons and explosives, and they have used them in the past.” 
“What size is the crowd right now?” asked Grace.
“Close to two hundred. Our riot control squad is close by and ready to move in if things start to get out of hand. It may turn out to be nothing, but Sabre is on now on ten minutes’ notice to move. I suggest you don’t stray off The Campus.”  






  
  Chapter 3

Outside the Command Centre 
 
Grace watched as Rapier exited the OSE building. Essery spotted him right away, said something to Faustin, then walked towards Grace. Both men were over six feet and had similar builds that suggested superior physical fitness. Essery was fine-featured and handsome, almost feminine, with his long eyelashes, unblemished skin, brown eyes and high cheekbones. His blond hair was medium-short and professionally styled. Grace had shorter dark hair, dark blue eyes and a strong jawline with a thin scar that ran from below his ear along his jawline to his chin on the left side, the result of a mortar shell explosion on an overseas deployment with JTF2. 
Essery stopped a couple of feet from Grace. “What do ya want?” he asked.
“Are you and your team going to do your job?” said Grace. 
“Why in hell are you asking?”
“I’m asking because I don’t trust you, Essery. Never have.”
“You mean since the day you put the kibosh on my career with JTF2?”
“And then you got some twisted revenge by supporting Flint’s testimony at the court martial.”
“You got what you deserved. You dug your own grave, you insubordinate bastard!”
“What you testified to wasn’t what happened and you know it, Essery.”
“The judges found you guilty.”
“Because you and Flint lied so well.”
There was a pause while both men waited for the other to make a move. But neither did.
Essery broke the silence. “You and your boy scouts just do your job and don’t worry about Rapier. We don’t answer to you.”
“No, your team doesn’t answer to me, but you and I have business that isn’t finished. One day it will be.”
“Is that some sort of mean schoolgirl threat?”
“It’s a guarantee, Essery. Count on it.”
 

Sabre’s Ops Room
 
Grace walked over to the television screen and turned it on. As he was scrolling through the channels looking for a news station, Shepperd said, “What’s this court martial business, Grace? Is it something we need to know about?”
Grace turned and looked at the others. They all seemed intent on what he had to say. “It’s nothing,” he said. Please, leave it at that, he thought.
“You’re our team leader,” continued Shepperd. ”Maybe we need to know if — ”
“I said it’s nothing!” Grace exclaimed, then immediately regretted his outburst. He took a deep breath. “Look, we all have things in our past that we want to stay buried. We all work for a private security company and people call us mercenaries, guns for hire, soldiers of fortune and worse. You can call yourself whatever you want and you can tell me whatever you want about yourself, or nothing at all. What matters to me is how you conduct yourself as professionals and how you support the team.” Grace looked at each of them. “Anybody got anything they want to say right now?”
No one said anything. 
“Alright,” said Grace. He turned back to the television and found a news channel. On the screen he saw a man who immediately raised his hackles and drove up his heartbeat. The man was in his fifties, was well-groomed and dressed in an obviously expensive suit. He stood on the steps of a brick building. Superimposed on the bottom of the screen was Alan Flint, Minister of Inter-Governmental Affairs. There was a media scrum surrounding him. Grace used the remote to turn the sound up.
Flint was in mid-sentence. “… And the referendum process will succeed even with the significant challenges facing us in the next six weeks as we get ready for Referendum Day. And now I’ll take questions if it’s done in a civilized fashion.” Flint pointed at one of the reporters and the camera moved onto her.
“Louisa Pansera,” said an attractive young woman with blonde hair and a microphone in her hand. “General Flint, can you tell us why the Minister of Security is not doing this briefing, and could you also tell us why Premier Marcus' government has contracted mercenaries? Are things so out of control that you need hired guns to protect the referendum process?”
Flint’s facial expression was more of a smirk than a smile. “John Dunn left this morning for Washington to consult with the Americans on security matters. As to those whom you refer to as hired guns, I would tell you that these people are experienced security specialists.”
“Isn’t that simply a euphemism for former military and paramilitary thugs who hire themselves out to whomever can afford their expensive price-tag?” asked Pansera.
Flint maintained his composure. “You have an obvious prejudice, Ms. Pansera, but I’m certain you don’t know anything about these individuals.”
“We’ve heard that one of them might be …”, Pansera referred to her notes, “a Karl Faustin who was involved in coups in two African countries in the past three years and both led to genocides.”
“Where did you get this name?” asked Flint.
“I won’t give you my source,” said Pansera.
“What other names do you have?”
“I don’t,” replied Pansera. “Perhaps you could provide us with them.”
“We won’t be giving out any personal information on this contract. These security specialists must be allowed to do their work without close public scrutiny.”
“Why? The public has a right to know about security matters that affect them.”
Flint pointed at another reporter, but Pansera wasn’t going to let up on him. “Do they have rules of engagement?”
“Of course.”
“Will you tell us what they are?”
“I haven’t seen them, and they’re classified.”
“In order to hide their content from the public?”
“Your words, not mine,” said Flint. He was now getting his feathers ruffled, but was determined not to lose his composure and give the rabble something to squawk about. 
When Pansera said, “The public needs to know if there are trigger-happy gunfighters roaming among us,” Flint looked her directly in the eye, making the reporter just a little uncomfortable. With just a tinge of sarcasm, he said, “May I quote you on that, Ms. Pansera?”
When the program went to a commercial break, Grace used the remote to pause it.
“This Flint is nicely packaged for the proletariat,” said Shepperd. “A retired general, right? Do you know him, Grace?”
“Yeah,” said Grace. “And what you see is not what he is.”
“Were ya servin’ with him in the Arctic Conflict, then?” asked Brenna.
“The whole Canadian army was involved in that,” said Grace. 
Ian Shepperd walked to the television, took the remote from Grace, backed up the image, then froze the screen again. He pointed at a bearded man in a suit and sunglasses standing behind Flint. “This guy is a bodyguard,” he said. “For Flint?”
“Yes,” said Grace. “Flint has his own private security for himself and his family.”
“Private?” said Brenna.
“Flint is a very wealthy man. Family money,” said Grace.
“Ordinary police not good enough for him then?” said Brenna.
“Flint is a control freak,” said Grace. “Regular policemen would answer to their chain of command and that wouldn’t be acceptable to Flint. He needs to be in control of everything. The head of his security team is a man named Kemper Bellow. He’s a retired Master Warrant Officer who worked for Flint in The Special Forces Regiment. Tough as titanium nails and mean as a bear in a trap.”
“And how do you know this?” asked Shepperd.
“I asked Wells about Flint,” said Grace.
“Because he and you have a past?” said Shepperd. “Maybe something to do with this court martial we’re hearing about?”
“Just let it be!” said Grace, a little louder and more aggressively than he intended.   
The land line telephone rang and Shepperd looked at the display. “It’s the CP,” he said and handed the phone to Grace.
 

Office of the Interim Premier of Ontario
 
Caroline Marcus didn’t like sitting behind her desk when someone was in the office. She believed people reacted differently when she was sitting in front of them in the literal seat of power. When Alexis Hood entered, Caroline moved to one of the wing-back chairs in front of the desk. Alexis was her Chief of Staff. 
Marcus was in her late fifties. She refused to colour her graying hair and to smooth her wrinkles, which she accepted as part of the natural aging process. Her chief of staff was in her thirties, had long black hair and was elegantly beautiful.
“What have you got for me, Alexis?” said Marcus.
“With the referendum only six weeks away, we have to finalize the language in the referendum question,” replied Alexis. “I’ll have the referendum committee’s recommended draft for you by this afternoon.”
“Good. Once I’ve signed off on it, I want it given the widest possible dissemination through the media and through the voting stations. How’s that going by the way?”
“We’ve found locations for close to eighty percent of our needs and should be at one hundred percent within a couple of weeks.”
“Are we going to have enough people to run the stations?”
“The Ontario Women’s League is going to cover seventy-five to eighty percent of the requirement throughout Ontario. I’m confident we’ll be able to get the rest from other volunteers.”
“Thank God for the OWL.” Marcus pronounced the letters rather than refer to the organization as The Owl.
“It was a stroke of genius on your part to have founded those women,” said Alexis.
“I take no credit for that. They already existed as a viable veterans' wives organization before I came along.”
“But you gave them a lot of support when you were Minister of National Defence. If not for you, Caroline, they wouldn’t have received the pensions and services that they deserved and needed.”
Marcus didn’t handle praise well. “Yeah, okay,” she said. “What’s next?”
“We are getting a lot of requests from the media for information on the Crossbow people, especially about their rules of engagement.”
“We don’t give them anything more than what is in the press release.”
“That’s pretty general.”
“And the general populace doesn’t need to know who the operators are or what their ROE allows.”
“But don’t they have a right to know?”
“I’ve never believed the public has an absolute right to know everything, Alexis. Most things, yes, but not all things.”
“Then who gets to decide what they are allowed to know?”
“Their government. If we don’t get to decide things in good faith, then why are we needed at all? They have to trust that we will make our best efforts and best decisions on their behalf. The Crossbow operators remain incognito.”
“You call them operators.”
“What am I supposed to call them? Mercenaries? Guns for hire?”
“Caroline — ”
“Listen Alexis, it was my decision to hire them. We are barely treading water with our Security Element right now. The OSE has good people, but they don’t have enough personnel and equipment and they lack access to the resources that the feds had before Canada collapsed. Until we’ve built up that policing capability, we need a little something with teeth and flexibility.”
“I hope those teeth don’t end up biting you.”
Marcus stared at her chief of staff for a moment. 
“Forgive me, Caroline,” said Alexis. “You didn’t deserve that.”
“Nevermind, let’s move on. What’s next?”
“You have a visit from Steven Grace later today.”
If Marcus noticed the flush in Alexis’ cheeks, she didn’t mention it. 
“Ah, Steven Grace. Good.”
Alexis was surprised. “You know him?” she asked. “How?”
“He was the leader of the special ops protection team that went with me on overseas trips when I was Defence Minister. It’s been a few years since I’ve seen him and I’m pleased that he is here as a security consultant for the UN Observer Team.” Marcus didn’t like having to lie about Grace’s real employment, but it was important that Grace and the Crossbow contractors remain under cover. “Would you do me a favour and show him in when he arrives?”
“I, uh ... okay.”
“What is it?” asked Marcus. “You seem distracted, Alexis.”
“I’m okay. My mind was somewhere else.”
 

Sabre’s Ops Room
 
Grace and the team sat around the table listening to Ken Wells on a speakerphone. “Here’s the situation,” said Wells. “The student crowd at the War Museum has grown quickly. It’s estimated at around five hundred now, and we have riot control people in location, but they won’t be able to hold the line for long if this crowd turns violent. Our primary concern is that there may be Free Radicals in the crowd. We need you to get over there and be ready if things go sour.”
“Any weapons seen?” asked Grace.
“None reported,” said Wells.”
“Okay, moving now,” said Grace. He hung up the phone and looked at the others. “Paddy and Marty with me, Wolf with Ian.”






  
  Chapter 4

Private Office of Alan Flint 
 
Alan Flint’s private office was an expensively furnished room on the second floor of a two-storey townhouse that Flint owned in an upscale area of Ottawa. Only a few people knew about it. Sitting in front of his desk was Kemper Bellow, a very large man with a bald head, bushy eyebrows, and a thick neck. “Two things cause me concern,” said Flint as he slowly twirled an expensive crystal snifter of aged scotch. “The first thing is the Crossbow teams that Marcus hired.”
“That bitch is a pain in the ass!” exclaimed Bellow.
“That bitch is smart and has no problem making tough decisions,” said Flint. “But we’ll deal with her when the time is right.”
“Do you want The Wraiths to do something about the Crossbow teams?” said Bellow.
The Wraiths were a team of twelve former special ops soldiers whose members were loyal to Flint, their former Commanding Officer in The Special Forces Regiment. They were very well paid for their loyalty and high level of skill. Except for Flint’s bodyguards, the team operated in the shadows, off the radar of the police and the public. The few who knew anything about them were in the criminal underworld where Flint had used The Wraiths to send chilling warnings to the leaders of various criminal enterprises in Ontario. The content of the warnings was always the same. Do what you are told and stay within the bounds of your own enterprise, or face the consequences. And The Wraiths had meted out dire consequences across the province under Kemper Bellow’s direction.
“Let’s just have The Wraiths focused on their mission–keeping the criminal organizations in line. And hey, the good news is that Bobby Essery is on one of the Crossbow teams.”
“Your old operations officer from the SFR days.”
“Bobby’s always been ambitious. Let’s get him in and see if he’s open to an idea I have.”
“Okay,” said Bellow. “And the second thing?”
“Some of our Ottawa associates seem to have forgotten that they can’t do what they want when they want.”
“The crucifixion on the running trail?”
“And other things. Get them together and remind them they don’t call the shots.”
 

Airborne

Grace, Krieger and Brenna were in the lead helicopter piloted by Atticus Beal, a former special ops aviation pilot whom Grace knew from his JTF2 days. Following close behind were Shepperd and Proudman in a second helicopter piloted by Sherry Alden, who had also spent time in special ops aviation, though not with anyone on Sabre team. Sabre’s and Rapier’s helicopters and crews were housed and maintained at a secure site close to The Campus at the former Connaught Ranges. 
Everyone was dressed in their choice of military-style khaki assault gear with special ops helmets. They all had faces covered with camouflage paint and special, tinted safety glasses.
Beal pointed straight ahead. “The War Museum is twelve
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