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  ...And he sent forth a raven, which went forth to and fro, until the waters were dried up from off the earth.


  Also he sent forth a dove from him, to see if the waters were abated from off the face of the ground;


  But the dove found no rest for the sole of her foot, and she returned unto him into the ark, for the waters were on the face of the whole earth: then he put forth his hand, and took her, and pulled her in unto him into the ark.


  And he stayed yet other seven days; and again he sent forth the dove out of the ark;


  And the dove came in to him in the evening; and, lo, in her mouth was an olive leaf pluckt off...


  Genesis 8:7-11; King James Version


  Prologue


  Forsan miseros meliora sequentur - "For those in misery, perhaps better things will follow" Virgil


  DAMN IT! DAMN IT! DAMN IT! Foreign Intelligence Agent Alexander J. Burns said repeatedly as he ran down the final set of steps onto the street. Burns was having difficulty firmly holding onto his semi-automatic weapon and pushing another ammo clip home as he bolted through the front door. His neck snapped left and then right, looking for his target until a dark van came to life and roared away.


  He pursued it, stopped and steadied his aim, but didn't shoot. He knew he would never hit the driver at that distance. Frustrated, he frantically looked around for a car, unaware of the onlookers fearful expressions as they watched hima man covered with blood and holding a gun, obviously in a rush.


  Ignoring the civilians screams, he looked ten feet ahead of him and saw a man getting into a car, oblivious to his surroundings and the commotion behind him. As he came up from behind, he pushed the man onto his own car. The forceful thud was just as surprising to Burns as it was to the man who was reacting not only to the push and crash, but to the burn of his coffee on his chest.


  Federal agent! I need your car! Keys! Give me your keys, damn it!


  What? What do you want? the man yelled.


  The man was in shock as his briefcase contents and coffee spilled all over him, car hood, and ground. Burns snatched the keys from the dazed mans extended hand above his head.


  Federal agent! Get out of the way, now! he yelled. With the keys in his possession he pulled the man away from his own car and jumped in. Burns gave no time for the car to idle. His foot pressed to the car floor as he threw the car into gear to pursue his target. With sounds of other cars honking and brakes screeching, he focused ahead to spot where the van had sped off to. As he felt the car respond to his driving, he tried to wipe the blood off on his pants so he could better handle the steering wheel. His targets two bodyguards did not give up easily. While using one man as a shield, he had to shoot both men at close range, leaving their blood on his hands, arms and chest. Burns didnt even have to think in that situation. They were going to kill him. He focused back on the road and saw his target weaving in and out several car lengths ahead of him. Burns nearly crashed into a car going the actual speed limit.


  Move. Move. Move! he yelled at the senior driver.


  Pains in the asses! Damn civilians, he thought.


  Burnss mind was whirring along as he calculated how far he was from the Golden Gate Bridge, the targets van, and how the hell he was going to stop them before they completed their mission. He felt his chest and grip tighten as he pushed down harder on the accelerator, a surge of anger flooded him at the thought of them getting away.


  No way! Not today! Not with me on your ass!


  Burns became conscious of someone calling his code name, Falcon 5, in his ear. He shook his head to clear his thoughts. Finally, he was closing in on his prey. With his heart skipping beats, he saw he was within twenty feet of his goal as they both closed in rapidly on the famous bridge. As the voice in his ear receded, he felt his pulse racing even faster and his eyes darting left and right, looking for something, anything, he could use as a weapon in addition to his car and gun to stop the targets van.


  Suddenly, his plan became clear as he now moved slightly ahead of the targets van with a minivan between them. On impulse, he steered right in front of the minivan, forcing it to collide in front of the targets van. The targets van crashed into the minivan. Burns slowed his car to drop behind the van and then he accelerated into the vans rear, causing it to spin as the minivan flipped over to its side. He heard a cacophony of braking vehicles, horns, and yells as he felt his own car lurch toward the now spinning van. With eyes blinking from the sting of salty sweat, he focused on the van as it finally crashed into two other cars against the guide rail before tipping on its side.


  The surge of victory passed when he felt his body lurch sharply to the left after hearing crunching car metal from behind his own car. While centripetal force pressed him against the drivers door, he felt his entire left side press even harder into the car door as his own cars spinning was stopped by hitting a huge SUV.


  Dizzy, dazed and slightly nauseous, Burns reoriented himself.


  Van... explosives... yeah. Kill the bad guys. Defuse the bomb.


  He looked around and finally found his gun, and pulled himself through the passenger car door. He was confused for just a second.


  Where the hell did the door go?


  He lifted himself off all fours as his dizziness subsided. He spotted the targets van amid the smells of burnt tire tracks, oil, and scraped metal. He turned to look behind him to see misshapen cars in various stages of destruction littering the road. There were civilians slowly evacuating the area. Burns focused on his targets van, now lying on its side. There was some movement near the shattered windshield.


  Not for long.


  He checked his gun to make sure a bullet was in the tube as he walked silently toward the target. He could see the target slowly kicking out the shards of remaining windshield as he tried to get through it without further injury. By the time the target was fully aware, Burns had his weapon leveled at his chest. He felt some satisfaction as the targets eyes widened, clearly not expecting anyone, especially someone with a gun trained on him, to be there watching. Burns immediately thought of Debbie Foley, an analyst whom he had been just getting to know, and whom he would never see again. A pixie of a woman with blonde hair, sharp as a tack, and funnier than anyone he knew. They were both supposed to be in New York, but intelligence separated them in different places. He was sure he could have saved her if they were together. He felt chills and his blood run cold as his finger slowly depressed the trigger.


  Shes gone because of you and your friends.


  No! the target yelled as he sprung toward him before he was shot. Burns felt the corners of his mouth curl up as he pulled the trigger repeatedly, hitting the target dead on in the chest. Once the gunshots cleared, the noise of civilians screams started to trickle into Burnss consciousness. He felt his breathing slow and his pulse dropping to normal as he made sure his target was dead. Convinced that his prey was defeated, he surveyed the destruction all around him until his attention honed in on a very unfamiliar sound. Typically, he would point his gun in the direction of a strange noise, but this one sounded like an infant crying. Lowering his gun, he felt almost paralyzed as he followed the sounds source to the demolished minivan he had used in a pincer maneuver to crash the targets van. The cold chills returned and poured out of every skin pore as he felt his pulse jump and his breathing grow shallow. Still unable to move, his thoughts raced to an obvious question.


  If thats a baby, wheres the mother?


  ~


  Operations Director Eric I. Daniels leaned back in his chair, stroked the sharp stubble on his face, and forced himself to appear calm. His sitting still was in sharp contrast to the frenzied yet deliberate activities of his team members. They were multitasking different theaters of war through their monitors. He looked at the clock. Only a minute had passed since last he looked. To distract himself from obsessing about the time, he reviewed the last ninety-six hours as a way of focusing on something constructive rather than the anger that welled inside him.


  He felt his eyes narrow and his heart fall heavy as his mind went from silence to darkness in a flash. While Falcon 2, Ron Shaffer, had effectively coordinated with local authorities and stopped a group of terrorists from attacking the Eiffel Tower, Falcon 7 had been killed in a firefight with terrorists attempting to take over a plane in Heathrow. Falcon 7, Debbie Foley, was an excellent counter-terrorist analyst, but she was not a field operative like Maxwell and Burns.


  Every time he thought of her, his jaw clenched and his heart sank more. If he could do anything over again, he never would have sent her. While spirited, feisty and smart, she was not trained to handle volatile, hostile situations. He had planned to put Burns and Foley together in New York, but the intelligence gathered required him to spread resources. Daniels, Alexander Burns, and Anthony Maxwell had spent months tracking chatter and leads of what seemed to be disconnected intelligence at first. Deb Foley and Ron Shaffer had joined the team just a couple of months prior and helped piece together the puzzle that pointed to coordinated attacks at Londons Heathrow Airport, Pariss Eiffel Tower, and the U.S.s Golden Gate Bridge and Hoover Dam. Webber had been working on what seemed to be a third part of the attacks, but he was bogged down with more disconnected data pointing to something about airport security and airplane maintenance.


  But what? Daniels obsessed. Was it all Heathrow? Is it a bomb of some sort?


  The attacks in London and Paris occurred around dinnertimewhen a great deal of people were either on their way home or out for the evening on a Thursday night. Daniels found himself shaking his head.


  How many civilians would they have killed? The whole world is just spinning out of control, he had said repeatedly throughout the day. As September seventh had been the day for the European attacks, today, September ninth, was clearly the day for the American attacks. Earlier that day, Shaffer and Burns did generate a possible theory that the next wave of attacks after today were coordinated to strike civilian targets at the height of congestion, such as civilians at lunch, commuting, heading home, dinnertime or any time when a lot of people would be in one place. Additionally, the attacks were moving from west to east, which was confirmed when Maxwell completed a late night, preemptive strike on the terrorists apartment on September eighth where intelligence found at the scene indicated that the launch date and time was set for 12 p.m. on September ninththe time when a large number of tourists would be at the Hoover Dam. It was up to Burns to locate and eliminate his target before 12 p.m. on September ninth.


  Daniels pulled his thoughts to the present. Convinced that the ten minutes he experienced had transpired, he sighed when the clock indicated only two had passed. He turned his sights back to his middle manager, Thomas Webber, who was adjusting his headsets volume control to get a clean signal from Falcon 5. He fought the urge to jump up and snatch the microphone away from Webber. Instead, he sat, stroking his hairy chin, wondering whether this assault on American soil would end well. He felt more moisture on his hand from his chin. He then became aware that he was sweating from his hairline, forearms, and the sides of his torso. As he leaned forward, he also noticed his shirt was sticking to his back as he felt new sweat droplets stream down his sides. Perspiration was the norm in the small Operations Center, which had never been designed to hold the twenty analysts at the same time. He looked slowly around the room. Daniels could smell fresh human perspiration as his team watched for any new intelligence across its particular field of analysis. He was uncomfortable with hair on his chin magnified by stress and heat. Still, there was no time for shaving, or anything for that matter, as every second counted to get ahead of the terrorists plans. Webber was being trained for field operations, but teaching him to exude calm and authority was difficult.


  How do you teach acting in the battlefield with live fire?


  After looking at the clock again, Daniels knew he had kept his pulse normal by concentrating on his breathing and monitoring his body. He also knew he would continue to check the clock every sixty seconds until Falcon 5 either answered or until he took over from Webber. With that in mind, Daniels decided if Falcon 5 didnt contact Webber, he would make contact himself. While his picking up where Webber left off would change nothing, at least he would be doing something and get Webber out of the hot seat. Nobody liked him. Under normal circumstances, Daniels would have let his middle manager run his course, but these were far from normal circumstances.


  After rapid deployment of resources the night before, Falcon 4, Tony Maxwell, had effectively stopped a small team of Muslim fundamentalists from taking two trucks rigged to explode across the Hoover Dam. While the damage to the dam would have been minimal, the number of tourist deaths would have been well into the triple digits. More importantly, it would have been a significant blow to Americas safety within its own borders. His attention returned to listening to Webbers attempt to make contact with Falcon 5.


  Falcon 5! Are you there? Webber asked more urgently than Daniels wanted.


  Calm down. Relax. Everyone is looking to you for strength.


  There was silence. He could feel the tension increase exponentially as his team members started to drown in their own sweat.


  Of course, theyre sweating. Its a thousand degrees in here. We need better air conditioning, he thought. The Operations Centers modified computers electricity produced both heat and fused circuit smells that stayed well ahead of all the fans and the air conditioners capacity.


  In addition to the smell was constant background noise from engines and processors of every shape, size and power, all producing a discernible rhythm. Whenever the background noise shifted, Daniels could easily tell.


  Someday, well have more money to do it right. Bigger air conditioning. Air filters. Larger screens with multiple feeds. Sound insulation. Yes... someday... Daniels thought as he looked back at the clock.


  Sixty seconds again. Just like the last twenty-eight sixty seconds.


  Without saying a word, Daniels stood up from his chair, walked up to Webber and put a reassuring hand on his shoulder to indicate that he would take over. Startled, Webber jumped at first but then relaxed after realizing it was his boss. It took a moment, but he saw that Webber picked up on the non-verbals and turned off his microphone as Daniels turned his on.


  Falcon 5? This is Falconer. Do you copy?


  Daniels knew his voice was soothing and regal.


  There was continued silence. Danielss immediate thought went to Deb Foley.


  If youre dead, you wont pick up. Dont let me down, Burns, he thought to himself. His mind fell back into silence and then a voice crackled to life.


  Falconer. This is Falcon 5. Target eliminated. Threat being disarmed by hazmat and bomb squad. Over, Burns responded.


  Air seemed to fill Danielss lungs. He breathed for what seemed to be the first time in thirty minutes.


  Thank God this went right, he said to himself. So many things could have gone wrong. Some things did, he regretted.


  One disaster at a time.


  Falcon 5. Status report, he requested.


  Instead of a rapid report, there was a disturbing silence. Daniels couldnt figure out what bothered him most about Falcon 5. Was it the long pause and his subdued voice when he eventually spoke? And when he spoke there was a lack of the detached, curt reporting that Burns was known for. With both of these happening simultaneously, Daniels could tell something was wrong.


  Target is dead. A van with TNT, nails, and a dirty bomb were discovered and both are being diffused.


  The tension jumped again in the cramped room, and Daniels swore he could no longer hear anyone breathe. Even as he contained his own emotion, he felt his muscles tighten along his back and at the corners of his mouth and eyes while his hands clamped down on his hips.


  Shit. A dirty, nuclear bomb. This is pretty serious.


  Do we need to evacuate the bridge? Daniels calmly asked.


  Not that that would do anything.


  The pause seemed shorter this time, but Burns still sounded subdued.


  No. Both teams believe the threat is averted. Perez and Martinez secured the terrorists apartment with the local police. More Intel. All is well.


  Daniels looked to his left and saw two official screen shots of Jose Perez and Marie Martinez, Burnss hand-picked support team on one of many banks of computers. Ruthless, skilled and experienced, Daniels didnt like them one bit; he didnt know them. Burns recruited and kept them off the books.


  His eyes narrowed as he took in each of their relatively blurred images. The pictures were official as in they were the only ones they could get from surveillance. Again, Daniels was drawn back to Burnss voice. It was subdued. It was different. It was wrong.


  But there was a civilian casualty. In order to stop the van, I involved a smaller vehicle that killed the driver, Burns said.


  Daniels felt a sea of eyes fall on him as the last sentence reverberated through the speakers. He felt his teeth gnash and his fists tighten in anger.


  Goddamn it! Two deaths in Lansing two years ago. One in Chicago before that. Jesus Christ, Burns! Were here to protect civilians, not kill them.


  Silence filled the crowded room as he turned away from the monitor to think. His jaw, back, and fists clenched up. Even with his anger he still heard more in Burnss voice: is that regret in his voice? Burns responded before Daniels could say anything more.


  The child in the backseat is alive, Director. I... Im sorry about the woman... Burnss voice trailed off.


  Daniels felt his jaw and fist release as he thought about what changed in his number one field operative.


  So there it is. Its not the fact that the bad guys got their hands on a sophisticated weapon and nearly detonated it on U.S. soil. He killed a childs mother. Maybe theres hope for you, after all. Come to think of it, he was upset with Foleys death, too. Thats unusual for Burns. Maybe...


  Daniels pulled back and focused on the present.


  Are first responders on scene?


  Yes, was Burnss short response.


  All right. Make sure the area is secured, and well coordinate with Maxwell to get you home. And I take it your support team will simply disappear?


  Yes, he said.


  That was one of many things he did not like about Perez and Martinez, too; they could appear and disappear without a trace. Daniels had tried for three years to find them. No go.


  I dont like that at all.


  Daniels was about to sign off when Burns asked an important question.


  Director? Is the CIA and Bureau aware of the potential threat on the East Coast and the timeline?


  Daniels felt a sudden rise in his blood pressure and was certain he felt one of his famous bloody noses coming on at the mere mention of his sister intelligence agencies.


  While the Foreign Intelligence Agency was the brain child of the Department of Defense and relatively new to the intelligence game, its track record for data collection and analysis were remarkable. Four terrorist attacks thwarted in two days with all operations documented via live audio-visual feed to confirm the centers effectiveness to the non-believers, and yet he was positive that both the CIA and Bureau were not taking his team seriously. Daniels was plagued with the absurd vision of comparing himself to Galileo trying to convince the church bishops to look through the telescope to see the other planets.


  With a deep, cleansing breath, Daniels spoke with as little enmity as he could muster.


  They are more than aware of our projections, Falcon 5, Daniels answered.


  Burnss response was rapid.


  They dont believe that the next attacks will probably be on the east coast in two days, do they, sir?


  Daniels had to admit that Burns could read the situation pretty well.


  Assholes! All this data and they want to keep it all quiet and to themselves. God, I hate that!


  While breathing in through his nose he made sure a blood vessel didnt burst. Daniels put on his best stoic face, and with regal voice responded to Burns and his entire team. Acting.


  Falcon 5, we all have our orders. You did a good job today. You and the others. You kept this day from being a national tragedy. You kept America safe. Come home so we can continue to keep it safe. I need you rested and in the Operations Center early Sunday. If the pattern of attacks is accurate, and all this started in London, that means the next wave of attacks will occur on the U.S.s east coast and probably in the early morning. That said, I need everyone back here to narrow the field. Webber thinks its going to be launched from D.C. Im betting New York


  Boston, Burns blurted out.


  Daniels was caught off-guard. It was an unusual and unsettling feeling to be surprised. He did not like the feeling at all, especially when he couldnt understand it. Daniels rapidly reviewed everyone's assessment.


  Maxwell thought it would be from there, too. Less security, high concentration of people. Shaffer wasnt sure, but he didnt rule out Boston.


  He had alerted his superiors to concentrate their focus on Boston and New York, but he knew his warnings were not being seriously considered.


  Either way. I need you all back for re-deployment.


  Acknowledged, Burns answered.


  Finally, a classic Burns response. Short. Sweet. To the point.


  Daniels closed his microphone and took his headset off as he returned to his elevated chair and cold coffee. He saw that Webber was dutifully pulling in the recorded audio-visual feeds to be filed for review, evidence, and storage. It was easy to see that Webber was under a lot of stress to pinpoint the next wave of attacks. His specialized area was terrorist cells in Afghanistan and Pakistan, and it was still unclear who was behind the attacks. Data seemed to indicate at least two separate groups were coordinating efforts and resources. One was led by an unknown player named Oman Sharif Sudani. The other terrorist leader was still in the shadows. Personally, he was of the opinion that Sudani was orchestrating all this drama as subterfuge for a large attack.


  Thats why I need Maxwell, Shaffer, and Burns back here, he pondered as he returned to stroke his chin. Webber has skills, but hes not an analyst like the others.


  Daniels also noticed that his teams were taking brief moments to stretch back in their seats, breathe, and wipe more sweat from their brows. For the first time in weeks, he could feel a smile pulling at his mouth. It felt so different to have his jaw relax from the tightly clamped position hed experienced for months now.


  What a group. Theyve been glued to their posts for days with barely a break. What a team.


  Daniels allowed himself to enjoy the moment before his mind shifted back to the next possible target date, September eleventh.


  Where are you going to attack next, you bastards?


  He looked at a projected, magnified section of the U.S. East Coast. His thoughts also drifted back to Foley.


  What sacrifice. What dedication. What a damn shame.


  He looked closely again at Boston and wondered whether the attacks were really going to happen there. Where are you going to attack next?


  God, I hope Im wrong, Daniels said to himself.


  Chapter 1


  Forest fortuna adiuvat  Fortune favors the brave Terence


  OF LATE, WARRANT OFFICER Diane Welch found herself thinking more about her past when in the field. After fourteen years in the Marine Corps, she was tired and hated the mission she was executing. Earlier that morning, she emerged from an unusually pleasant dream where she was back home listening to her husbands singing while the kids played games and the smell of chili permeated the air. When she awoke, she found herself more depressed than usual because the dream was so real and faded so quickly. As she lay awake before dawn, she found herself wishing she could at least hear the familiar background noise of battle, but there was nothing but wind. Even during peaceful times, some battlefield sounds were always in the distance in Afghanistan.


  But here, well within the borders of Pakistan, there were only quiet murmurings above the noise of shifting winds and sands. Welch hated the lack of familiar noise, and she hated the small group of counterintelligence specialists who were tagging along on her mission. She was having more vivid dreams that attacked all her senses as she slept. All the dreams shared two opposing themes. They were either crystal clear images of being home with her husband, kids, mom and friends or they were cold, dark sights, sounds and smells of dead and dying soldiers. Falling asleep of late had been a crapshoot of either being sad upon waking from a pleasant dream or being depressed when waking up from one of her dark, death dreams. Fearing she might fall asleep again, she got up from her rumination to face the day.


  God, I hate this place.


  She felt her muscles resisting her attempts to stretch them out.


  You know... after fourteen years, you can retire. No ones pushing you to stay, she said to herself.


  Welch pulled her gear together and after surveying her immediate surroundings, she found herself conducting a headcount of her troops as well as keeping track of the other guys as she called them. She knew she was running an off the books black operation when she needed to run nearly every operational decision by a short, balding arrogant man. Welch was truly baffled by the dichotomy of how this mans shadow sported a round middle as the sun reflected off his sweating, bald head, and yet he carried himself as if he were American royalty.


  He really thinks hes someone important. Even his name, Thomas Steel Webber screams of arrogance and idiocy. What the hell?


  Welch knew it was her nature to be consistent and level-headed; she was a creature of discipline and duty. Her troops were loyal to her because she respected them and made it her personal business to keep them safe. She was proud that she had one of the lower casualty rates in her unit and still completed every mission thrown at her. Still, the young men and women lost under her command were not taken lightlyshe hated writing the letters home to the fallen soldiers parents, spouses, and loved ones. The worst moments were when she would sit and think about what to write the next of kin about their son or daughter or spouses special quality or talent and how the person would be missed. She always felt it. After having her own kids, the deaths were somehow worse as she felt a piece of herself slipping away every time there was a casualty.


  She had a particularly bad feeling about this mission because it was a wild card at best. And while she insisted on professional courtesy and discipline, she allowed her men some latitude in regard to Webber and his crew. While the other guys were referred to as assholes, Webbers group called him sir or Steel. His undisclosed rank was confusing, but it was clear her superiors wanted critical orders to be cleared by him. He also kept his entourage, three similarly mysterious, counter-terrorist specialists, near him at all times.


  Who are these people? NSA? CIA? British Secret Service?


  Welch could see that paranoia filled many of the gaps in his life. Unlike other counter-terrorist specialists, one of his specialists was a very attractive woman whose military occupational specialty was unknown.


  And what the hell do you do?


  Welch was continually assessing his team and their mission. While Marine Air Ground Task Force operations always involved Marines with various elements of their own branch, it was very unusual to have a command group from the Department of Defense Foreign Intelligence Agencys Operations Center so directly involved. Another key giveaway that the mission was off the books was its conducting human intelligence and counterintelligence in the Swat Valley, Pakistan. Far from the borders of Afghanistan, miles away from the designated battlefield, she found this missions location, allies, targets and timing less than favorable.


  Her dreams, paranoia, and her own edginess along with her mens were clear signs that the operation didnt feel right. Yet, she was a soldier, and she knew that many of the enemies weapons originated from this very valley. If she could stop the flow of weapons coming into Afghanistan, it would keep her people from dying. She also knew that she was stubborn.


  Maybe my dreams of death might stop if I close this leak.


  At times like these, Welch believed the end justified the means. She quietly hoped this mission would not haunt her later.


  Well, at least I didnt volunteer for this mission.


  She often recalled her fathers advice before she joined the service. Being a Marine himself, he was supportive but always worried about her career choice, and he had plenty of advice to keep her safe. Never volunteer. As part of her own immediate intelligence team, she had elements of a sniper/surveillance group and combat support service making up a full squad of fourteen soldiers. All the while, Welch watched as Webber and his minions constantly listened, watched and reported into command.


  Which command? Is it ours or your Operations Center?


  Every interaction between Webber and her group was always tense since she saw his team as nothing short of parasitesthey took everything and offered little in way of information, tactical, strategic or otherwise. They depleted limited supplies and seemed to think they knew every damn thing.


  Going against her better judgment, Welch kept her eye on the objective: find the weapons suppliers cache and shut it down at all costs. She kept thinking of the soldiers who could be saved if she just shut the weapon flow down. Still, her gut kept saying to pass on the objective, report she could find the group and get out of Dodge.


  But after nearly five days of searching, ducking, evading, and stretching the lines of communication to its limits, Welch and her team were finally near their objective. It took two additional days and two nights to confirm that the small hamlet she was observing at a distance held supplies of weapons smuggled in from Iran later to be transported by truck to Afghanistan. There was an additional bonus: two terrorist assets and three persons of interest came in on the second day.


  This is a great day for freedom, she thought as she peered through her binoculars. Welch found herself smiling her stressful smile as thoughts of finishing this mission and a vision of returning home fluttered in her head.


  Was that idealism? Thats something I havent thought of in a long time.


  Then, like her dreams of late, pleasant thoughts shifted to darkness; she peered through her glasses again and saw an all too familiar sight. Typical of many terrorists operations, these terrorists had human shieldswomen and childrenin the same town. Further, these human shields looked exhausted and malnourished as evidenced by their disheveled, gaunt appearances.


  Just as Welch could see the patterns and rhythms of the days shadows and winds, she could easily see that the hostages went back and forth from one building to the next every couple of hours until they were sent en masse to the other side of town, all while under constant guard.


  She found herself angry and saddened by the hostages. If they werent there, she could call in an airstrike, be done with Webber, and go home. But there were hostages, and wishing there werent didnt make them go away.


  Resigned to oath and duty, Welch did what she did best.


  Time to become creative.


  Welch knew Webbers view on the captives lives was that they were more bothersome than worth protecting.


  While on one level she could understand his thinking, she found herself feeling disgusted with herself that she had originally had the same fleeting thought that he kept articulating. She spent a couple of hours trying to figure out who was worseWebber for his lack of concern for civilians or the terrorists for the same reasons.


  Too close to call, she ultimately concluded.


  Viewing the hostages in the town and talking to Webber was difficult. For days, Welch watched him constantly consuming liquids, fanning himself and complaining about the sun and sand. She had to suppress a laugh when one of her very young recruits, PFC Parks, a nice kid with a short trigger, lost it after one of his rants of it being too hot.


  Were in a fucking desert! Its usually hot and sandy! Parks blurted out.


  Welch had to take Parks aside and reprimand him. It was the usual speech she often gave him: Damnit, Parks! Think before you speak!


  After the incident, she observed Webber watching the young man with hate in his eyes. It didnt take a degree in psychology to see that Parks bruised his ego.


  Not good, Welch thought.


  She kept an eye on Parks from that moment on. She also asked Sgt. Thomas Nine Williams and Lance Corporal Daniel Ice Maddox to watch Parks just to insure the boys safety. Welch knew why she liked Parks; he reminded her of her eldest son back home. While he was eight years older than her son, he had the same bright but impulsive attitude that she thoroughly enjoyed. Seeing Parks always reminded her of home.


  Webbers plan of attack was simple. He wanted to call in an airstrike and destroy the entire town.


  Nuke the town. Kill everyone. Women and children included. Have a soda and go home to play video games. Good plan, she sarcastically thought.


  Welch spent more time than she wanted arguing for her plan, which called for destroying the weapons and capturing or killing the terrorists after they got the civilians to safety. It was easy to see that getting the civilians to safety clearly bothered him. Still, her plan was also real simple. All she needed to do was send in elements of her combat support team when the civilians were being moved, have the sniper teams take out the guards watching them, move them to a minimum safety distance, and, finally, drop predator missiles from above to soften up the surviving terrorists for capture.


  Easier than brain surgery, she explained to her men.


  Parks laughed out loud at that one as Ice and Nine suppressed rolling their eyes. Still, if they could save the civilians and also get prisoners for intelligence in addition to destroying enemy weapons, lives would be saved. While Webber reluctantly agreed to the plan, he was clear that he still favored leveling the site and going home.


  We all want to go home... and where the hell is home for a creature like you? Welch kept thinking as she obsessed about every detail to keep her men and civilians safe.


  With very little sleep and continued tweaking of her plan, she was both grateful yet worried that she couldnt remember having any dreams. She wasnt necessarily superstitious, but she didnt like the change of going from having dreams to suddenly not.


  I worry, but its about the big things.


  Welch didnt even bother to attempt sleeping. Sitting quietly as she went over the plan again in her head. Nine quietly approached her with his usual serious presentation and eyes scanning everywhere.


  Maam. Thought you should know that Ice woke up from one of his power naps. He had one of his dreams, he said, making eye contact at the last part.


  Welch felt her chest tighten as she wanted to know what the dream was, but she still needed to proceed with the mission. She was truly ambivalent about Ices Ojibwe background. While she admired his talents and skills, his belief that his dreams could foretell the future, good or bad, had an effect on her team.


  Sighing, she decided to hear what the dream was all about.


  Maybe its good news, she hopefully thought.


  Fire and ruins, maam. Wolves packed together against bears with two ravens watching. Smoke, ashes, and sorrow, Nine said. He spoke as he continued his scanning. Its what he and Ice always did, never relaxed and always prepared.


  Just great.


  Nine continued before she asked her next question.


  Ice only told me, and were not planning on sharing with anyone. Thought you should know.


  Nodding, Welch gave him permission to continue his patrol.


  Thank you, Nine.


  Sitting once again quietly, she sighed as she knew the dawn couldnt come fast enough.


  Sleep is definitely off the table.


  Before dawn broke, Welch dispatched eight of her men to enter the town and hide in the building along the route they expected the civilians to walk. She then placed four snipers at key points to insure the guards were neutralized and to keep the other combatants bottled up at the towns other end until the civilians were escorted out of danger. Once the civilians and her men were at a safe distance, she would call in predator missiles to rain down death. From Welchs vantage point, she could take in the entire fire zone, assess, improvise and alter the plan as needed.


  A lot of moving parts, she had to admit. Still, how many times have I done this?


  Pvt. Parks was the communication specialist who would call in the grid numbers for the targets; two of her snipers, Nine and Ice, would acquire additional targets to make sure the zone was obliterated. The other snipers would insure her men and civilians werent pursued. Welch made sure all her snipers were armed with .338 Lapua Magnum, which had enough penetration in skilled hands to stop anyone and anything mechanized. Everything was in place and ready to go. Once things got moving, Parks and she would be critical in coordinating all aspects of the mission. Welch usually had her medic, Bobby Red Cross Calandra, with her on the radio, but she wanted to keep an eye on Parks and she needed R.C. close to her fire teams in case of wounded. With some final touches, the plan was good to go, she thought. Fortunately, it was not her teams first day on the job. They had been a tight group for nearly seven years. Longer than some marriages she knew.


  As Welch found herself driven to completing this mission at all costs, she had a hard time understanding why this mission seemed more important than all her other ones.


  Maybe its the weight of losing a lot of good men and women from 2001 on, she thought. Hopefully, todays mission would save more. She did have one major reservation. Webber and his people, who typically acted as if they were playing a video game, were unusually quiet. Like her dreams, she didnt like this change either.


  Welch didnt have long to focus on this behavioral change.


  Okay. It starts, she said more to herself, watching from her vantage point.


  Parks picked up the first transmission from her squad.


  Nine to base; train is leaving the station. Seven women, twelve children, and four guards.


  Ice confirms.


  Sweat started to fog up Welchs binoculars as a full minute later, more chatter finally came in:


  Ice has solid visual on train, and theyre approaching the three quarter mark. Welchs grip tightened on her binoculars as she felt sweat dripping in her armpits. This always happened; she always got nervous once the mission started.


  Welch: Grimm? Your people ready to move.


  Grimm: Were green. Just give the word.


  Nine to base; activity is brewing. Looks like assets are getting ready to move.


  Welch turned her attention to the other end of the town. There was definite movement. It looked like the entire band of bad guys was mobilizing to move everything out. This was going to be tough.


  Webber had been watching and decided his input was necessary:


  We gotta target those terrorists and weapons now.


  Welch continued watching the activity in the town and was calculating distances and time to see whether all the moving parts were adding up. They were.


  We can do it all; we just need a minute to take out the guards and then we can move the civilians.


  Theres no time to get them out. By the time you get them to minimum safety distance, the key assets will be gone, he complained.


  Welch turned to look at him to reassure him that things were going to go according to plan.


  Webber, this plan will work!


  She turned her attention back to the fire zone. She knew it would be close, but killing innocents was not part of the plan, especially with her men in harms way as well. She was about to update her teams and give the green light when she heard a shot from behind her. A sharp pain that felt like hundreds of separate thin shards of small glass suddenly pierced her side. Not needing to look, she knew her wound was in her leg and part of her torso. With teeth gnashed together, she inhaled a sharp breath and exhaled out one word in a low tone: Shit!


  But it was the sound, the lone gunshot that echoed down the small rise to the hamlet that jumped to Welchs mind first.


  Damn it... they must have heard it... she thought, fighting through the pain.


  Welch rolled on her good side and saw that the radio had exploded and sprayed plastic and metal pieces everywhere. She next heard Parks cry out, What the fuck!


  Thats weird, she thought. Im feeling pain, and Parks is crying out.


  She turned her focus from the shattered radio to Webber holding a gun on her and Parks. Touching her side with her hand, she felt warm blood, cloth and dirt mixing. There was no question she needed help.


  All her mensniper teams and ground forceswere deployed, leaving her and Parks stranded with Webber and his team. With her team and the bad guys alerted by the gunshot, and no radio communication, she knew that Nine and Ice would support her combat teams and carry on with the mission. Once the battle was engaged, it would only be after the mission was completed that she could expect any support with the caveat they too survived. Even as she was weighing the options, she heard sporadic gunfire in the distance.


  Welch turned to see whether Parks was all right, and with the exception of some superficial cuts, the boy seemed to be. Even though their situation appeared dire, she ran through various scenarios in her head to determine whether her own fire teams could protect her ground team and civilians, and maybe kill all the terrorists. Feeling suddenly dizzy, Welch realized that without the radio, there would be no air strike, no extraction, and no suppliesall were gone. As she continued her planning and pulled pieces of radio debris out of her leg, she watched Webbers female assistant talking into her own radio that seemed to have a direct feed into their Operations Center.


  Those bastards, she muttered. It became too clear how she and her team had been used.


  Hoping that Webber was too distracted by his own voice and feeling in control, Welch slowly inched her way to her sidearm. Unfortunately, while Webber might not have any field experience, his teams watchful eyes noticed everything and moved quickly to seize her and Parkss weapons. She hoped Webber now felt confident enough that Parks and she were no threat and that he finally could do what he wanted, that his swaggering would lead to another of his self-indulgent rants. The more he talked and the longer he stayed, the greater the chance he would not focus on his objectives, allowing her team to do its job and help her and Parks out. As she surveyed her own situation, it took her milliseconds to deduce that she was partially correct; Webber would rant and carry on, but his team would stay focused, complete its own agenda and then get the hell out.


  Damn it! I underestimated his team! I concentrated too much on him!


  Welch looked out toward the battlefield while Webber dried the sweat from his forehead. Thats when he started his proclamation.


  Diane, sometimes sacrifice is needed to obtain a greater good. Today is one of those days. The greater good will prevail. Webber was preparing for a longer soliloquy, Welch suspected. It was always about staging for Webber, she cursed.


  I dont have time for this! Welchs mind was screaming.


  Grids 304, 305, 306 are inputted, sir. Ops Center has control of two predators and will be here in thirty seconds... extraction is two minutes out, the assistant reported.


  Welch felt Parks jump beside her and a wild look come over him. She knew Parks had been obsessing about the exact grid numbers of the fire zone so he could make sure there would be no friendly fire. His reaction spoke volumes, and she instantly knew Webber planned on going back to his original plan: destroy everything in the townterrorists, weapon caches, innocent women and children, and her ground forces.


  My ground forces. The men I put there to protect the civilians. Damn him!


  Welch attempted to get up to confront Webber, but the needle-like pain in her side and leg kept her at bay.


  Fuck... thats the entire town, Parks said. Welch then noticed that Parkss superficial cuts were deeper on the side of his arm and face, indicating he was close to the radio when it was hit and probably more injured than she originally thought.


  Thinking of her boys at home when she reprimanded them, she squinted her eyes and jabbed her index finger toward Parks to stand down. He must have seen that look before from an angry mother because he immediately stopped his behavior.


  Welch had no time for drama. She reasoned that because Webber was egotistical, she had to make him believe he had a stake in not screwing up the operation.


  Webber... this is crazy... we can hit the town, save civilians, and still all get out of here.


  To her own surprise she spoke calmly as she could under the circumstances.


  Webber continued to look off toward the towns horizon, seemingly disengaged from all that was happening around him.


  As the pain seemed to subside, Welch shifted strategies to give up on the civilians and focus on American soldiers.


  Please. At the very least, let my men get out. Were on the same team.


  Guilt filled her heart as she gladly became willing to sacrifice the civilians now to save her men, the same men she had put there. It was clear that he was mesmerized by the ensuing battle below and was unmoved by her pleas and made no eye contact with her.


  Diane... I said, sacrifice. All those brave soldiers service will be honored...


  Welch felt the pit of her stomach drop and her blood run cold as she realized he was planning to kill her men. Forcing the pain away, she looked away from Webber and returned to the operation. Grabbing her discarded binoculars, she saw that the guards had already been taken out and that her ground forces had already rounded the women and children to get them out of the fire zone. She watched her snipers keep the terrorists pinned down, but they appeared to be regrouping either to counterattack or retreat.


  Ten seconds, Welch heard the female voice again.


  Welch turned back to watch Webber standing over the crest, watching the events unfold as if it were a video game.


  Webber! Thats murder! she yelled. So much for using logic or tactics.


  No... those men are heroes, and the civilians are collateral damage. You should be proud... he went on.


  He sure loves his own voice.


  Welch turned back to the town. She felt someone beside her watching and knew it was Parks counting down the same ten seconds she was. As ten seconds turned into eleven, twelve and thirteen, Welch had a moment of elation as nothing happened.


  Maybe the predators damaged?


  She looked at her ground forces and the train of civilians was moving; maybe they can make it, she hoped. Her stomach felt like lead as she helplessly watched her ground team miraculously move everyone within thirty yards from the towns walls.


  Come on, Grimm. You can make it. Move, Parks said quietly.


  Even though she knew the town would be hit by a series of high-yield missiles, her heart jumped, startled by a series of flashes bursting along the towns horizon from east to west. In rapid succession, she watched the earth explode in nearly perfect intervals every twenty feet as the corresponding explosions ripped through the buildings, terrorists, and weapons. Against all reason and hope, Welch prayed that the explosions would stop halfway through the town. Instead, the explosions relentlessly marched along the entire length of the town and consumed everything in its path a hundred yards beyond the west end limits. Unable to watch the carnage any more, she dropped her binoculars and covered her face in her bloody hands. As she lay on the ground, absorbing the full weight of all those peoples lives violently ending, she had an overwhelming, heartfelt vision of ripping Webbers face off and vomiting down his neck.


  Sixty seconds until extraction, a calm, feminine voice announced. Forgetting that Parks had been watching the entire nightmare without binoculars, Welch felt him suddenly jump up. He was only eighteen, and he had nearly dropped out of the corps until he transferred to her expeditionary force. She knew that if she felt like killing Webber, Parks would try it.


  You bastard! Parks yelled as he turned toward Webber.


  Stand down, Parks! Welch ordered. Her hand shot out to grab him, but Parks moved too quickly for her to get a good grip and Webbers men were well-trained enough to keep their distance and to keep guns leveled on them.


  While gunshots, death and battlefield wounds were no mystery to Welch, the gunshot that hit Parks sounded unusually loud to her.


  Forty-five seconds, sir, Webbers assistant continued.


  Forgetting her own pain, Welch was beside Parks as he dropped to his knees. He was holding his chest in disbelief that he was shot. Having seen fatal wounds before, she knew her role now was to provide comfort for his final moments. She was able to grab Parks when he fell from his knees onto his back. With her own leg and sides aching, she held him close and watched blood spider-web through his fatigues. She put her hands on his chest to apply some pressure, but there were too many wounds. She had a mixed feeling of wanting to take care of Parks and to kill Webber. With the town obliterated below, she calculated that the remainder of her squad would be there in two to three minutes. By then, Webber and his team would be gone and Parks dead. While she kept her eyes on Parks, she listened to Webbers team. With her ground troops killed, and Parks about to die, Welch figured that Webber would prefer no witnesses and would kill her next.


  Sir... our ride is almost here, the assistant said to Webber.


  Clearly having summoned up some courage, he shortened the distance to get closer as she felt the sun blotted out by his portly shadow. Not wanting to give him the satisfaction of making it easier for him to kill her, Welch looked straight up at Webbers face. To her surprise, no gun pointed at her head. As he stood over her and her dying soldier, he issued one word: Sacrifice. With that, Webber made his exit, leaving the female assistant to keep a watchful eye on her and Parks until he retreated.


  How Webber got a helicopter into Pakistan was beyond her.


  He had to have a secondary group in the same area with a number of assets to pull this off.


  While it was too late, the ugly truth was that anything was possible with Webber and his team. This operation center was resourced.


  Welch held on to Parks. She experienced the surreal feeling of emptiness as she seemed to watch everything unfold as if she were watching someone else.


  How could I have underestimated him? How could I have screwed up so much? How did this mission get away from me?


  But then, the whole operation was covert and off the books. There were no rules of engagement; there was no code of conduct. It was so painfully clear that her ambition to end the flow of arms made her team the perfect search and destroy tool that was also expendable.


  From the distant, outside perspective of Welchs inner eye, she watched the female assistant talking as she was backing away toward her extraction site: Mr. Webber wants you to know that if you and your team make it out, this mission is to remain classified. You will also receive promotions, medals for valor, and any choice of assignments... As the woman kept talking, Welch pulled herself back and refocused on Parks. It took two minutes for the helicopter to leave them behind. Glad that she could finally talk to Parks without yelling, she wanted him to hear a kinder voice than she typically gave him. He was fading fast.


  Parks, Ive told you a thousand times to think before you act. It was easy for Welch to slip into her maternal voice as memories flooded back to her own children and her husband back home.


  Sorry, maam... I just get pissed sometimes.


  God, I know.


  Me too, son... she answered.


  Welch felt a shiver run through her body as Parkss body shook a moment. He looked up to say something... was it Mom? She could have sworn Parks called her Mom. Suddenly, Parkss eyes rolled back and he was gone. She felt tension in his body release and go limp.


  Conscious of her own breathing and warm blood on her hands, she lost track of time. Memories of growing up in the projects of South Boston flooded her. While many would say she was poor and the town rough, everyone had seemed happy. The Marine Corps saved her from crime and pregnancy. Her whole life was the service. She looked at Parks. This is someones boy. Gone.


  Welch was roused out of her trance when she saw the last six surviving squad members surrounding her as she continued to hold Parkss body. She shifted her gaze to see that Ice and Nine were surveying the horizon as R.C. closed in to
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