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      He came from Beirut. He came from war. His name was Waleed Omar Bilal, but not many remembered that name. Namir was what everyone called him—those who feared him, and there were many of them, and those who respected him as well.

      Namir. Leopard.

      They had started calling him that because of his ability to strike without warning and disappear into nothingness.

      No one knew when he would come, or from where. All knew that when he left, there would be death and destruction in his wake.

      The name had originated in a small village in the Bekaa Valley of Lebanon.

      He and his small band of men had ambushed and captured an American convoy of thirty. He had killed most of the men and, after torturing the survivors, had left them to die in the heat.

      Namir. That’s when his men had started calling him by that name.

      Namir had known war all his life. He was born during a Lebanese army bombing raid in the valley.

      He had seen his parents murdered by Maronite Christian guerillas.

      That horrific incident stayed with him. He grew up being reared by neighbors and militants.

      

      The earliest memory he had was of his parents dying.

      The strongest emotion he had was hate.

      Hate for Christians.

      Namir’s first kill happened when he was eight years old.

      It wasn’t planned. His gun went off when he was playing with it and killed an old villager.

      He fled the place and joined a wandering band of armed militants. War became not just his solace, but his profession.

      The militants Namir had joined were a splinter group of Hezbollah, the group that had waged a political war, and sometimes terrorism, against Israel and America, and had persecuted people of other faiths.

      Having grown up in a toxic environment, Namir quickly found he was better at military strategy than any other militant in his group. And that he liked killing and torture.

      He also found he was uninterested in the ideological beliefs of the Hezbollah.

      He killed the leader of his group when he was twenty-five. Took over the cell, which was fifty strong. Turned it into a Mafia-style gang and ruled over a small village in the Bekaa Valley.

      Product and money. Only those two mattered. Religious killing, fanaticism, creating a caliphate—all that was of zero interest to him.

      He still had a burning hatred for Christians. He killed them where he could.

      However, he didn’t allow his emotions to get in the way of his business.

      

      The valley was broad and flat, a hundred miles northeast of Beirut, high up against the Anti-Lebanon Mountains. It had orchards, wineries, and factories for handmade carpets.

      The village used to make wine at one time. Now it was better known for its hashish fields.

      Namir’s gang controlled hundreds of acres of such fields, the villagers effectively serving the bandits. Hashish sales, however, were being rapidly overtaken by the manufacture of Captagon, an addictive drug that helped fighters stay awake for days and fight like zombies.

      Namir had converted four houses in the village into laboratories, the hub of his multimillion-dollar income.

      It was when he turned thirty-five that it all came crashing down on him.
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      He was returning from Beirut, where he and his men had killed twenty Christian men and raped the women with them. None had done anything to Namir or his gang.

      The militants were on their way out of the city after being involved in an action against the Lebanese army. It had started raining, and their open-topped Jeeps didn’t offer much protection.

      They took cover in a church, where a group was praying. The occupants ordered them to leave.

      Namir, high on Captagon, was in no mood to obey. His hatred for Christians surfaced.

      He slapped the nearest man, at which several others from the church congregation rushed at him.

      In no time, AKs slipped into the gang members’ hands, and a few minutes later, many innocents were dead.

      ‘We can have some fun,’ one gunman said with a grin, looking in the direction of the women cowering in a corner of the church.

      ‘Yes,’ Namir agreed.

      Unknown to him, one man had gotten away from the massacre: Kenton Ashland, an American reporter.

      Ashland had surreptitiously fled as the gunmen arrived. Hearing shots, he crept back to the doors of the church cautiously and hid beneath a vehicle parked in front of the wide-open doors. What he saw sickened him, and he started taking pictures and recording it on his cell.

      He uploaded the images and video to the Internet, after which events moved quickly.

      There were American forces in Beirut based close to the church. Some soldiers spotted the pictures, noted the time stamp and recognized the church.

      They alerted their commander.

      When Namir set out two hours later, a trap was ready, waiting.

      

      The militants’ capture was widely covered by international media, and Namir was branded a war criminal.

      He was tried, amidst global publicity, in the Special Tribunal for Lebanon in the Netherlands. He was convicted and sentenced to fifteen years in prison.

      He was transported back to Lebanon and began his jail time in Beirut.

      However, he didn’t serve his full term.

      A month after his fortieth birthday, his gang members organized a full-scale attack on the prison, supported by others.

      Namir escaped, along with several other prisoners.

      He fled the country on a private plane after being provided with a fake passport and papers.

      He went to Switzerland and got his face altered. Not by much, but enough to fool facial recognition programs.

      He then flew to America using yet another passport.

      Namir had a long memory. Coupled with that, he had an unforgiving nature.

      It was time to pay Kenton Ashland a visit.

      And bring war to anyone who stood in Namir’s way.
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      Zeb Carter feinted and slammed a fist into the rushing man’s gut. The assailant wheezed but kept on coming.

      Zeb had no room to maneuver. Behind him was the wall of the bar; in front of him were his attackers, three of them.

      He went inside his attacker’s punching range, took a blow to his shoulder, stiffened three fingers and jabbed them in the man’s throat.

      Sour breath washed over him as the goon choked, gasped, and gave up the fight.

      The man’s two friends then took up the attack.

      They had held back, assuming their friend would sufficiently damage Zeb, but now, they came forward, their faces intent, their fists bunching.

      Zeb shoved Sour Breath in their way, spun on his left heel, his right leg swinging up straight and hard as a concrete beam, and kicked the second aggressor on his shoulder.

      The man staggered, a high keening sound emerging from his throat, as he clutched his shoulder and dropped to the ground.

      That left the third man.

      He was lean, wiry, narrow-faced. His eyes were watchful. There was none of his friends’ rage on his face. He was cool, calculating.

      ‘You can walk away,’ Zeb told him, ‘Before you get hurt.’

      Wiry didn’t reply. His eyes flicked over Zeb’s shoulder, as if signaling someone behind.

      Zeb didn’t fall for that trick. He was watching the attacker’s hands, which were hanging by his side.

      Not a puncher, then. A shooter? A knife-man?

      A soft swish answered his question as Wiry drew a wicked-looking blade from a thigh holster, and he stabbed forward.

      Zeb evaded the flashing blade, mentally appreciating the move.

      He’s got some experience or training. That’s a clean stab, not the wild waving most attackers display.

      Wiry faked a move, and then slashed suddenly, almost catching Zeb by surprise.

      The knife whistled through the air and sliced air an inch away from his throat.

      Zeb let it pass, guessing there would be a second attack.

      He guessed right.

      The blade reversed, and instead of sweeping back, cut towards his face.

      Now!

      Wiry was leaning forward, his left hand dipping down, his stance open for a fraction.

      Zeb surged forward, his head moving away from the slice, left fist punching the knife arm at the elbow, right palm coming up and crushing the attacker’s throat.

      He swiveled, his back turning, his hands sliding down the knife hand, grabbing it, using his momentum to heave Wiry over his hip and send him crashing against the bar’s wall.

      A thin scream burst through the man before he slid down and lay motionless.

      Zeb watched the three men for a moment. The first two were groaning and clutching their limbs. One of them had puked his guts out, the bitter smell carrying in the air.

      Wiry rolled slowly to his knees, a hand scrabbling on the ground to find his knife. His head came up, baleful eyes staring at Zeb.

      ‘You had a choice,’ Zeb told him pitilessly. ‘You could have stayed out.’ He kneed him in the face and walked out into the darkness.
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      Zeb was vacationing in the vastness of the Frank Church–River of No Return Wilderness in central Idaho: more than two million contiguous acres of rivers, mountains, dense forests and plains.

      The Main Salmon River ran near the wilderness’s northern boundary, and its canyon, six thousand three hundred feet deep, had earned it the name River of No Return.

      The region was home to wolves, black bears, deer, elk, rattlesnakes and several other kinds of wildlife. What clinched it for Zeb was the scarcity of humans in the area.

      He had set off from his hometown, New York, and driven across the Midwest and the northern states, and left his vehicle behind in Salmon, Idaho. He hiked into the wilderness for days until he found the largest ponderosa pines he’d seen, the farthest from any trails. And there he had set up camp.

      Stanley, the nearest settlement, with a population of under seventy, was a good few hours’ walk away. The spot couldn’t have been more perfect.

      There had been no missions for him at The Agency, the black-ops outfit he worked for. His crew, called the Warriors in some circles, were on their downtime too. That had made it easy for him to get away and enjoy the company of the elements of the earth and the wildlife.

      And then it had come crashing down, on the day of the fight.

      

      The argument had started for no reason and played out like they did in old Westerns.

      He had hiked to Stanley to stock up on supplies. There wasn’t much to the town; there wouldn’t be, with that size of population.

      There was Eva Falls Avenue, which seemed to double as Main Street, with various establishments on each side of the street: a chamber of commerce, a post office, a hotel, a general store, and a few other buildings.

      He bought what he needed at the store and, when the sun dipped behind the mountains, went to the solitary bar for a drink.

      There were a few pick-up trucks in the parking lot and a gleaming red SUV with New York plates. He didn’t pay it much attention as he headed inside.

      There weren’t many people inside: three men lined up against the small, dark wood counter—Wiry, Sour Breath, and their friend—a couple of men playing cards at a table, and an older man snoozing in a corner.

      Zeb eased himself up to the bar, his shoulder brushing that of Sour Breath’s.

      The man muttered something unintelligible, turned his head to glare at Zeb, and reluctantly gave way.

      Drunk, Zeb thought.

      He ordered a freshly squeezed juice and heard a snigger from the three men.

      ‘Juice,’ Sour Breath mimicked and slapped his thigh in exaggerated laughter.

      He turned when he felt Zeb’s stare. ‘What? You don’t like a man-like drink?’ he challenged.

      ‘Mind your own business,’ Zeb replied, curtly. He had a long hike ahead of him, in the dark, and was eager to get away.

      ‘I would, if you didn’t yell your order in my ear.’

      ‘I didn’t.’

      ‘You did,’ Sour Breath’s face turned red.

      The bartender returned with Zeb’s drink and interrupted them.

      Zeb would have normally taken his time, soaking up  the ambience.

      Not now.

      He emptied his glass and was headed to the door when a hand grabbed his shoulder.

      ‘I’m talking to you,’ Sour Breath said, following him, his friends close behind.

      ‘Buddy, I came here for a drink, just like you. Why don’t you get back to enjoying your evening?’

      ‘Not until you apologize.’

      ‘And pay for our drinks,’ the third man spoke up.

      ‘Why would I do any of that?’

      ‘Because you were rude,’ Sour Breath said with a smirk.

      Zeb looked him up and down and sized up his friends.

      Nope, he hadn’t seen them before. They seemed to be travelers. Their shoes were dusty, jeans stained. Their accents were unmistakable, from his state.

      That SUV’s theirs.

      Nobody in the bar was paying them any attention. The bartender had disappeared, presumably to the kitchen, while the card-players were engrossed in their game. The sleeping man hadn’t stirred.

      Nope, can’t be a setup. Not in the middle of nowhere in Idaho. No one knows who I am, here. No one other than my team knows where I am.

      He shrugged off Sour Breath’s hand and went swiftly to the door.

      He was done talking. This was why he liked the wilderness. Blackbears and wolves didn’t ask him to pay for their drinks.

      The men followed him to the parking lot, which was to the side of the bar, and that was when Zeb knew they were angling for a fight.
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      After dispatching the men, he crossed the street and, from the shadows of a shuttered building, watched them.

      There was no movement for a long while, and then Wiry stumbled out under the single light shining on the bar’s entryway.

      He said something, and presently, Sour Breath and the third man came staggering out.

      They stood swaying for a moment. Then two of them jumped back, cursing, when Sour Breath bent over and retched.

      They grabbed him and hustled him to their vehicle, the SUV, swearing all their way.

      Zeb drew out his phone and snapped their pictures. He noted the SUV’s plate and waited till its red lights vanished in the night.

      Then he set off for his camp.

      

      His base was west of the Middle Fork Salmon River, a long distance from the Salmon Mountains to the west.

      He reached it at one am and stood motionless against a ponderosa nearby, watching, listening.

      There was a stream a couple of miles away, too far for him to hear the rushing water.

      The forest was quiet, but not utterly silent. Wind blew through it and trees sighed. Nightlife rustled in bushes.

      No hostile presence, however. His radar didn’t tingle.

      He smiled wryly.

      Just some tourists who had too much to drink.

      He emerged from the canopy of trees and went to his dwelling, a crude hut fashioned from fallen logs, with a door woven from boughs and leaves. Strips of leather that he had carried with him to this spot served as hinges.

      It had taken him three days of painstaking effort to build it, and he had loved every moment.

      The floor of the hut was packed, hardened earth, and from its roof hung two battery-powered lanterns.

      On the floor was a sleeping bag, and next to it his gear. A backpack that contained a spare Glock, ammo, a couple of knives, more combat and medical equipment, his screens and several battery packs. A larger bag held his hiking gear.

      He removed his jacket and brought out one of his screens. He booted up his satellite phone to connect to Werner, the supercomputer in their Columbus Avenue office in New York. He ran the SUV’s plates and put his photos of the men in the bar through a facial recognition program.

      Werner responded quickly. None of the three was on any watchlist. Sour Breath was a store owner in the Bronx and had a few arrests for DUI, but nothing major. His friends were clean. One of them worked as a manager in a retail store, while the other was an insurance salesman.

      No threat. Zeb shut down his devices and settled down to sleep.

      

      The banging woke him up instantly, the Glock under his bag sliding into his palm as if by magic.

      Three am, the dial on his wrist told him.

      The door shuddered as someone pounded it again.

      He turned off the lamps, plunging the room into darkness, stood to one side, and opened the door carefully.

      His mouth opened in surprise when a figure stumbled inside, fell, and remained motionless.

      He crouched down and froze.

      It was a girl.

      Young. He ran his eyes over her swiftly. No weapons.

      She didn’t look like she was a threat.

      He snapped a glance outside. Nothing. No movement. No other person.

      He left the hut and walked around in widening circles, alert, prepared.

      He didn’t come across anyone else.

      He went back inside, and when he turned the lamps to full brightness, his insides clenched and a coldness gripped him.

      The girl looked to be in her teens. Fourteen or fifteen years old, he guessed.

      Her eyes were open, but she was clearly in shock.

      He bent next to her, his lips tightening when he saw that her face and hands were scratched and bleeding. Her nails were muddy and a couple of them were torn.

      He carried her gently—she was slim and didn’t weigh much—to his sleeping bag. She began to mumble as he laid her down, a continuous stream of sound that made no sense to him initially.

      He bent his ear to her mouth, and when he finally made out the words, he knew his vacation was over.

      ‘Namir,’ she said, ‘He killed Dad. Many men. Behind me.’
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