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      Washington D.C. is the center of the political universe.

      There are other cities that generate more traffic and business; New York or London for example.  There are other countries that wield as much economic clout as the United States. If China sneezes, the world’s stock markets catch a cold.

      However, when it comes to global political influence, the United States is still the foremost world power and its capital is at the heart of that.

      Due to that singular white residence which is recognized the world over; it is also one of the most secure cities on the planet.

      It is not just that residence that calls the city home. There are various defense, intelligence, and investigative agencies that are headquartered in the city. Many of those agencies carry three-letter acronyms. Some of those agencies are unknown to the taxpayer and are hidden under layers of deception.

      Not far from the city is another singularly recognizable building, this one with five sides.; the largest office building in the world. It’s an office of course, but it’s also much more than that.

      Washington D.C. is small compared to other world cities. It is less than sixty-four square miles and has a population of less than seven hundred thousand.

      In comparison, New York is just under three hundred and five square miles, with over eight million people. London is well over six hundred and seven square miles and has a similar population to New York.

      Despite such a concentration of agencies and political power, security in the Washington D.C. isn’t obvious.

      Gun toting police officers don’t hang about on street corners. Cruisers patrol the streets of course, but if they are bristling with men and guns, it isn’t apparent.

      But the security apparatus is there, hidden, tucked away and part of it springs to life when that motorcade emerges.

      Then helicopters and numerous patrol cars with motorcycle outriders appear and shut down streets; suddenly you can see uniforms, weapons, hard stares, and dark shades all over the city.

      The city resumes its normal state when the motorcade disappears.

      The Presidential View Hotel caters to select tourists, businessmen, politicians, and that particular life form that’s all too common in the city – lobbyists.

      It’s a small, intimate hotel, just over hundred rooms, a Michelin-starred restaurant adjacent to the lobby. The restaurant is well known in the city and one always needs reservations.

      The reason for the hotel’s name is apparent if you step outside and face it and turn right. You’ll see that white residence, the American flag flying proudly on top.

      The more famous Jefferson Hotel is just a stone’s throw away, diagonally opposite, on Sixteenth Street.

      The president frequents the Jefferson occasionally. It is said there are tunnels that connect the Jefferson with that famous residence. Obviously, no one is going to confirm their existence.

      Washington D.C. hasn’t been attacked by terrorists in a while. In a time when TV and newspapers air atrocities committed every day in various parts of the world, a while doesn’t mean much.

      

      They came to the Presidential View in twos and threes. Most of them were clean shaven, the few who had facial hair, were neatly trimmed. One of the facial hair wearers sported a moustache. A brown one. Another had a French beard and glasses.

      They wore jeans or tracksuits and dark windbreakers. Some wore ball caps.

      They all carried gym bags. The bags were heavy, but all of them carried their bag with ease.

      Two of them came into the restaurant, lugging their bags, hung around as if waiting to be seated.

      They drifted away when it looked like it would be a long wait. Both of them casually eyed the seated patrons, about thirty of them.

      Neither of them saw the group of nine in the far corner.

      

      Zeb saw them. He saw their bags. He saw their eyes run past his group.  He read their body language. They hadn’t come to be seated. They had come to see how the restaurant looked or felt.

      Tourists. He half expected them to click pictures, but they didn’t.

      He turned his attention to his eight companions, who, along with the ninth, formed the Agency.

      The Agency didn’t have a three-letter acronym. Few people knew that it existed. Of those, only a handful knew of its true purpose. Those who knew, had security clearances that were off the scale.

      The Agency took direct and proactive action against threats to the country. It went in where other deep black agencies hesitated.

      Terrorists, organized crime, drug traffickers, armaments dealers, missing nuclear and chemical warheads – those and many others were the Agency’s targets.

      It had taken out bad guys in Syria, Iraq, Iran, Somalia, Indonesia, Pakistan, Afghanistan, France, Britain, Nigeria, and many more countries. It went where the threats were, regardless of national boundaries.

      It had its own intel network that rivaled the best in the country; a network that Zeb and Broker had built.

      Zebadiah Carter, Zeb, was its lead agent.

      A seat away from him was Broker, the handsome, elderly one. An intelligence analyst who ran the logistics, the planning, and the intel for the Agency.

      Broker was flanked by Bwana and Roger. Bwana was as tall as he was dark. He looked frightening. He was frightening when he was in combat mode. He was as gentle as a kitten when he played civilian.

      Roger could have modeled for the luxury couture brands. Instead he chose to be a Special Forces operative and that resulted in his joining Zeb.

      Bear, as tall as Bwana, but with a thick beard, sat with Chloe, a petite brunette. They were a couple, in work and in life. They were the best close protection people Zeb had come across.

      Meghan and Beth Petersen, twins, sat next to Chloe. Brown haired, attractive, vivacious, and extremely intelligent. They supported Broker. They virtually ran the Agency and reduced Broker to lounging around on a couch.

      Most of them were ex Special Forces operatives, except Broker who had come from the Rangers, Chloe, who was from the 82nd Airborne, and the twins.

      The twins were daughters of a celebrated cop in Jackson Hole. They had bumped into Zeb a while back and worn him down till he made them part of the crew.

      At the head of the table sat Zeb’s boss. Clare. She reported only to the President. She had never let the Commander-in-Chief down.

      

      Zeb’s crew was in town to celebrate Clare’s birthday. She was in her late forties, the same age as Broker, but didn’t look it. Her grey eyes were usually cool.

      They were mirthful that day. All of them were. It was one of those rare periods of downtime for them.

      The plan was to have a leisurely breakfast that would merge into lunch.

      Some alcohol would be consumed. Broker and Roger were wine connoisseurs and never lost an opportunity to try new wines.

      Zeb had turned teetotaler a year back. Always a rare drinker, giving it up had been easy.

      The twins had followed suit. They stuck to organic drinks and took the gentle ribbing from the rest of the crew with good grace.

      

      Zeb turned to the entrance, smiling in response to a joke from Broker, and saw the two men departing.

      He noticed their tracksuits first.

      They didn’t belong in the restaurant.

      Tourists aren’t known for their dress sense.

      He then saw the gym bags.  One of the men adjusted the bag on his shoulder; it tightened and for a moment straight lines and angles stood out in relief.

      Must be some sporting team.

      He laughed absentmindedly at something Meghan said.

      Sports teams don’t stay in this hotel. Which kind of game requires something straight or angled?

      Ice hockey? Nothing going on now. Not in this part of the country. Field hockey? Not played here.

      He ran the various sports in his mind, looking down at the table.

      No game came to his mind.

      When he raised his head, all of them had gone silent, were staring at him.

      ‘What?’ Meghan asked him.

      He shook his head. He was overreacting.

      ‘What?’ She persisted.

      He told them.

      Broker rose. ‘I’ll have a look outside.’

      He returned a few minutes later, looking relaxed from the outside, except for the pinched look in his eyes that only they recognized.

      ‘Three men outside, all dressed similarly. Three gym bags. I collared a bellhop and asked him about the men. They aren’t staying in the hotel.’

      

      Mumbai.

      The thought flashed in Zeb’s mind.

      In 2008 a bunch of terrorists had breezed through the city, shooting at will in a busy railway terminus and other public places.

      In addition, they had shot through two high profile hotels. They had killed a hundred and sixty-four people before they themselves had been brought down.

      Every security agency in the world had planned and prepared for Mumbai-style attacks, since then.

      It’s Clare’s birthday. Don’t go looking for threats when none exist.

      He forced himself to relax, reached out for his glass when the look on Broker’s face stopped him.

      ‘I accidentally brushed against one of the bags. It sounded metallic.’

      ‘Where is he?’ Zeb asked Clare urgently.

      She knew what he was asking, pulled her phone out and made a brief call. Her shoulders relaxed. ‘He isn’t in town. No one is staying or visiting this hotel today.’

      The warmth in her eyes disappeared. ‘Let’s deal with this. It could be nothing, but let’s be sure.’

      ‘If we approach them, they might just cut loose. The hotel’s busy. Even the presence of cruisers might set them off.’ Chloe, pragmatic, calm, collected.

      ‘I don’t think they’re on a killing mission or a suicidal mission. They would have opened up by now.’ Bear added. ‘This looks like a hostage deal.’

      Zeb agreed and came to a decision. ‘Broker, can Yuri hack into the hotel?’

      Yuri was their friendly East European hacker, one of the best in that business. On another mission they had come across him and had offered him a deal.

      Work for them, or take a bullet. Yuri took the former. He was loyal, never seemed to sleep, and had become one of them.

      Broker sniffed. ‘I could, if I wasn’t here. I’m sure he can too.’ He made a discreet call, laughed once and ended it.

      ‘He’ll get onto it.’

      ‘Ask him to penetrate the camera system. He should take it over only when I say so.’

      Broker nodded, fired off a text.

      Clare opened the menu which ran to several pages and flipped to the end. The hotel’s layout and fire escape plans were marked in red on the last page. She studied it for a moment and turned it around to Zeb.

      ‘How would you do it?’

      Zeb had thought about it; the moment he had spotted the two men. ‘I think they’ll have around ten or fifteen men. You don’t need a lot to shut down a hotel. Once you control the entrance, the parking lot, the service entrances, you’ve taken it over.’

      ‘This hotel has seven floors, fifteen rooms on each. Maybe about three hundred guests.’ He had looked its details up before booking the table.

      ‘All rooms were booked when I inquired,’ Beth said.

      Zeb nodded, carried on. ‘This restaurant is the only dining room they have. There’s a gym and swimming pool next to the basement parking lot.’

      He paused, laid it out in his mind, continued. ‘One man on the roof. Nothing there, one man will do. Two men on the uppermost floor – one in the corridor, one in the stairwell. Such pairing every few floors, right down to the ground floor.’

      ‘Control the cameras, take over the phones, computers and security, shut down the entrances, and the hotel is captured.’

      ‘People get taken in by the size of a hotel. They think such a large building will require an army. It isn’t size that matters. Entrances, exits, and communication lines. That’s all there is to taking over a hotel.’

      They sat in silence mulling it over. None of them objected. They had experienced hostage situations before, knew capturing such a hotel wasn’t difficult.

      ‘We should’ve brought in India-style hotel checks,’ Bwana commented darkly.

      After the Mumbai attacks, every major hotel in that country had installed bag scanners. Every visitor to the hotel was frisked.

      Zeb waved the comment away. No point in dwelling over should haves. ‘How many of you are carrying?’

      All of them were except Broker. ‘I don’t need guns. My brains are scary enough,’ he said loftily.

      Bwana and Roger collected the women’s handguns and their magazines under the cover of the table and distributed them.

      ‘You got your earpieces?’

      All of them had them. Gone were the days of speaking into a collar mic or a wrist mic.

      These earpieces doubled as mic as well as speaker and were near invisible. They weren’t available commercially.

      ‘Bear, Rog, Bwana, the four of us will conceal ourselves till these guys show their hand. We’ll then play it by ear. Broker and the twins will be our eyes, at least in the restaurant.’

      ‘Those two might have noticed the nine of us,’ Beth objected.

      ‘Which is where Yuri comes in. The moment we disappear, Yuri should show our SUV exiting the parking lot. That’s their proof that we have left.’

      ‘Broker, Yuri should loop the camera feed the moment these guys reveal themselves. That will lull them, will give us cover to move.’

      ‘Where will you hide?’ Meghan’s voice was even, but the concern in her eyes was apparent.

      Roger grinned, a smile that had captured many hearts from coast to coast and in many countries. ‘It’ll be hard for me since I stand out, naturally. These guys, they look like furniture. They’ll be okay.’

      ‘Ignore him,’ Bear rumbled. ‘We’ll be fine. Chances are these guys will leave and we’ll return, feeling foolish.’

      None of them believed his last line. They all had finely-tuned inner senses. Each one’s was pinging.

      There was an immediate threat nearby.

      

      Zeb went to the men’s restroom.

      Six stalls. Sink counter. No place to hide.

      He turned to leave when his eyes drifted to the roof.

      Suspended ceiling tiles.

      He checked the stalls. They were empty.  He locked the restroom from the inside, climbed on top of stall, drew out a dinner knife and poked at one of the boards. It resisted, but gave way when he applied pressure.

      He moved it cautiously and peered in the dark space.

      It had pipes and tubing and AC ducts.

      There was ample space for a body that needed to be concealed.

      He dropped down, unlocked the restroom, and took a swift look outside. No one was approaching it.

      He climbed up the stall and squeezed through the small opening, drew in his legs and placed the tile back in place.

      He inserted his knife in a crack between two tiles and widened it. Now he had eyes to the restroom.

      Hopefully small enough to escape detection.

      He waited. That was the easy part. He could wait for hours, days, weeks. Lie motionless for hours on end, just his eyes moving.

      Waiting came naturally to him and to his team.

      ‘I’m in,’ he spoke softly. ‘In the men’s restroom.’

      ‘So am I, in the laundry room, on top of some kind of giant dryer.’ Bear.

      Bwana checked in. He was in a janitor’s closet, perched uncomfortably on a floor-to-ceiling tool chest. The chest didn’t quite reach the ceiling. Bwana had twisted himself to fit in the narrow space.

      They waited a while for Roger to come in and when he did, they heard female voices in the background.

      ‘Don’t ask where, but my handsome self is hidden to the world.’

      They waited. Zeb hoped the wait would be in vain and they could resume their celebrations.

      Clare didn’t do birthdays. The Agency was her life. It was precisely for that reason that the twins had planned the surprise get-together.

      Minutes merged. Men entered and exited the restroom. Toilets flushed.

      Ninety minutes later, just when Zeb was thinking of overreaction, an assault rifle went off.

      More firing followed, in different parts of the hotel. A stunned silence and then shouting and screaming began.

      Rifles chattered high up in the hotel.  The panicked voices died down.

      A burst of noise came through.

      From the restaurant.

      Two shots sounded. More screaming, but this time it was muted and then silence.

      ‘You were right.’ Broker’s voice was grim.

      ‘Those two guys in the dining room, they came prepared. They lost the gym outfit and are now sporting combat trousers and black tops. They shot in the air first. Then they randomly picked one man and woman from the crowd and shot them.’

      ‘They didn’t speak a single word. Just walked up and finished them.’

      ‘They’ve got control. Total control. Not a single hostage will go against them. Not here at least.’

      Zeb knew it was unlikely other captives in the different parts of the hotel -- the kitchen staff, the guests in their rooms – would offer resistance.

      People in a crowd behaved differently. The mob gave them courage. That courage had been stamped down brutally by the killings.

      There could be more dead in other parts of the hotel.

      The beast in Zeb came to life. It filled him. It prepared him.

      Unknown number of hostiles. Around four hundred hostages, including guests, staff, and diners.

      Just four men to counterattack.

      It was zero time.
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      ‘They’ve got a jammer. My phone has no signal.’ Bear’s voice was soft, calm, even, as if he was discussing the weather.

      ‘Mine’s dead too,’ Roger checked in.

      ‘So’s mine.’ A growl. Bwana.

      ‘They’re professionals. You heard those rifles? They are silenced. Traffic will drown their sounds.’ Roger’s voice came over a cracking sound. His knuckles.

      Zeb eased to one side and cautiously stretched out his legs. ‘What’s happening out there?’

      

      ‘They’re grabbing our wallets and phones,’ Chloe whispered and stopped broadcasting when one of the gunmen approached their group.

      ‘Women and men are being separated. Teenagers too. Men in one corner, women in another, male teenagers in a third, female teenagers well away,’ Meghan spoke, behind Broker’s back.

      ‘Oh, they brought in the hotel staff. About fifty of them. The manager, waiters, cooks, cleaners, bellhops. All of them are here. They too have been separated and made to join the male and female groups.’

      She followed Clare, Chloe, and Beth, and moved to their corner where they joined a bunch of terrified women.

      Three other gunmen came inside the restaurant and shut the entrance.

      Five gunmen and nearly a hundred hostages in a sealed room.

      

      Broker eyed their weapons. Kalashnikovs and AR-15s. None of them is masked. That’s troubling.

      He knew what that usually implied. He brushed it away. There was no point thinking about it.

      All of them average in looks. You wouldn’t remember them for long.

      He glanced in Clare’s direction and breathed out silently in relief at her imperceptible nod.

      She had managed to send a text message out just before wiping her phone clean.

      A password and a swipe activated a program that erased all data on their phones and filled it with innocuous phone numbers and messages.

      ‘One of them is going through our bags. Two are at the entrance, another is at the kitchen’s entrance. That too is shut. The fifth is walking around.’  Beth took over from Meghan, her lips barely moving.

      ‘None of them has said a word. All of them look alert, competent. And dangerous.’

      Forty minutes had passed since the takeover.

      Forty minutes for courage to return.

      Broker’s heart sank when an elderly man, well dressed, in a suit, stepped forward and approached the three riflemen.

      ‘Hold up, friend,’ Broker spoke softly, urgently.

      The white haired man didn’t listen. He marched to the entrance, a determined air on his face.

      ‘Who are you guys? What do you want? You can’t kill us all, you know.’

      The gunmen watched him silently and when he was ten feet away, one of them raised his AR-15 and fired a single round in the man’s head.

      The man dropped. Screaming followed a split second of stunned silence.

      The shooter pointed at the ceiling and fired a single burst. The shouting ceased. A woman rushed forward toward the body. She was restrained by other hostages.

      She collapsed in their arms, weeping quietly.

      Silence fell, but for the soft sounds of crying, praying, from different parts of the room.

      The shooter pointed at two men. They came forward hesitantly, grabbed the body and dragged it against a wall.

      ‘They killed one more. Not a single word, still, from the gunmen. These guys aren’t your wild-eyed killers.’  Meghan’s voice was clipped.

      

      Bear peered through the crack between the doors of his hide.

      The laundry room was empty.  It had one set of doors that connected it to the rest of the hotel. Those doors had opened and a gunman had surveyed the room when the firing had broken out.

      They were now closed.

      It was a huge room and smelled of detergent and freshly-washed clothes.

      Steam hung from the ceiling and a bank of machines at one end gurgled and murmured as they turned and washed and rinsed and did whatever they were programmed to do to deliver freshly-laundered and ironed clothes to their guests.

      Another end of the room had clothing hanging from several lines. Drying.

      Bear was cramped in a small service area, behind a set of whitewashed doors. Cables ran behind him, switches were mounted on walls.

      He inched his doors open with his left hand. His right hand was curled around his handgun.

      The laundry room remained empty.

      He remained in his hide for a moment.

      There were cameras in the room. They could be monitored. A gunman, or two, could burst through the door to investigate why a service door had opened.

      Long minutes passed.

      The connecting doors stayed closed.

      Yuri. He must have worked his magic. He must be looping the tape.

      Bear stepped out, used the cover of a washing line from which hung white blankets, to check the room out.

      It was a hall. A large rectangular room whose sole purpose was to wash, dry and iron.

      An entrance on one side led to another room, the ironing room

      The giant presses were silent, awaiting commands from their operators.

      A single camera shone in the ceiling.

      Bear ignored it and walked the length of the room, to its rear, where he had spotted a door.

      It was secured from the inside. Cool air came in from underneath it. A small window to its right revealed a well-manicured lawn.

      Rear of the hotel. Service facilities.

      He went back to his hide and checked in with Zeb.

      

      Zeb couldn’t reply.

      His restroom was no longer empty.

      A gunman stood on the tiled floor and glanced about. He was dressed, incongruously, in an overcoat that almost reached his ankles.

      There was nothing incongruous about the AR-15 around his shoulder. His left hand gripped its stock loosely, easily.

      He checked each of the stalls, looked at the ceiling, looked around seemingly aimlessly and came back to the center of the room.

      He seemed to be in no hurry. A headset was wrapped around his face. His lips didn’t move.

      He was of average height. Five nine, Zeb guessed. Clean shaven, wearing clear glasses. Short hair.

      Combat trousers and combat boots beneath that overcoat. Are those Vibram? Vibram soles were widely used in the military and special forces. His crew and he owned several pairs.

      The hostile glanced at the ceiling.

      Zeb slowed his breathing, willed his pulse to a near standstill, then commanded his inner self to flatten and compress itself.

      He became one with the ceiling. He was a part of the suspended tiles. His chi merged with that of the hotel and became indistinguishable.

      It came naturally to Zeb, it required no conscious thought.

      He had once lain within touching distance of a bunch of hostiles in Somalia, in their hide in Mogadishu, concealed in a crawlspace above the bathroom.

      He had spent two weeks there, without their ever realizing there was another human in their small quarters.

      The bespectacled man turned when the door opened and another hostile entered.

      They spoke, their voices muted and too low for Zeb to overhear.

      He gave up trying to listen and focused on body language.

      Leader, follower.  Is Glasses the ring leader? He certainly has the air.

      Glasses looked around one last time and then followed the gunman out.

      The door shut behind them, but Zeb didn’t move.

      Fifteen minutes later, the door opened suddenly and Glasses peered in.

      His eyes ran searchingly for a moment and then his head disappeared and the door closed.

      He didn’t return.

      

      ‘Sitrep,’ Zeb asked softly.

      ‘A gun toting dude poked his head in my closet, shined a flashlight. He didn’t see me.’ Bwana grunted.

      Bear and Roger echoed his tale of surveillance.

      Zeb nodded in the dark. The attackers had double checked to make sure the hotel didn’t have hidden guests.

      ‘They took our names, details, like where we worked. Why we were in the hotel. When we arrived, how we arrived.’ Meghan replied.

      Someone will cross check that. Tally the vehicles in the parking lot with the hostage statements.

      ‘They spent more time with the teenagers. The male ones. A few of them broke down crying. We were too far away to hear anything.’

      Zeb thought for a moment. Hostages?  He hadn’t recognized any of the patrons in the restaurant. He knew Clare hadn’t either, and she moved in more rarefied circles than he.

      If they were after hostages, they didn’t have to take-over an entire hotel.

      ‘Anything happening outside?’

      ‘Nope.’ Broker, this time. ‘It’s an hour now, things are still normal, at least from what we can see. No cruisers, no FBI teams. Nothing. Usual D.C traffic, outside.’

      ‘They haven’t made demands?’ Roger interjected.

      ‘Have they declared themselves?’ Bwana asked.

      ‘No and no. What part of not a single word spoken, didn’t you get?’

      Just because they were being held hostage, facing an uncertain future, possibly death, wasn’t reason enough for Meghan to lose her feistiness.

      Zeb couldn’t help smiling in his cramped hide. ‘Bwana, Roger, any hostiles that you can see?’

      ‘Not a danged one,’ Roger replied disgustedly.

      ‘One.’ Bwana’s voice became grim.

      ‘My hide is diagonally opposite a conference room on the ground floor. There was some kind of corporate shindig going on. Two gunmen came in, shut it down. Sealed the room. One shooter remains.’

      He paused.

      Zeb kept quiet, knowing there was more.

      ‘Sometime back he opened the door, called a woman over and manhandled her for a minute.’

      No one said anything.

      They knew Bwana well. If he had his way, the molester wouldn’t be seen again, alive.

      Conference room could hold another hundred. So five hundred hostages in all.

      Five gunmen in the restaurant. Two that Bwana’s seen. Two in the men’s restroom. Nine. Zeb counted silently.

      There will be more on the higher floors.

      ‘Chloe, did your five leave the restaurant at any time?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘When did the three others join?’

      ‘Twenty minutes after the first burst.’

      ‘One of those could be from the two gunmen I saw.’ Bwana’s voice was dubious.

      It’s possible, but more likely that they have separate teams. That’s how we would take-over a hotel.

      ‘Bwana, can you take that guy and interrogate him?’

      ‘It’ll be a pleasure.’

      ‘Broker, Beth, you need to visit the restrooms and get a feel for how they are deployed.’

      ‘What about Rog and me?’ Bear’s voice was almost plaintive.

      ‘Wait up, till Broker and Beth return.’

      If it was us, our command post would be in the center, which would be the reception.

      He made his plans while waiting for Broker and Beth to make their move.

      They could shoot first, but I’m betting they won’t. Broker can talk a mountain lion down. These gunmen shouldn’t pose a problem.

      I hope.

      

      Broker looked across the room at Beth. ‘I’ll go first.’

      She blinked in acknowledgement.

      He raised his hand casually, removed his earbud, pocketed it and took a step forward.

      The three gunmen at the door turned in his direction.

      Another step. The patrolling shooter watched him.

      A third step brought him to the center of the room. Behind him was the hostile, still going through various bags, briefcases, and purses.

      To his right was one shooter.

      Ahead were the three men guarding the entrance.

      Broker raised his hands. ‘I need to visit the restroom. I can’t hold back any longer.’

      A gun barrel rose and pointed at him.

      ‘Sure you can shoot me. What’ll that achieve? I’ll just soil my trousers and create a stink. You could kill me. That’ll get everyone restive.’

      He was close enough now to look into the green eyes of the gunman who had shot. The eyes were flat, impenetrable.

      They surveyed Broker.

      The gunman held a hand up. Broker halted.

      He spoke in his headset, his eyes never leaving Broker’s face. His finger was curled around the trigger.

      A knock sounded on the door. Three raps, a pause, two more.

      The door opened and another gunman entered.

      He was different.

      He wore glasses and the five gunmen in the room seemed to lean toward him.

      Glasses conferred briefly with Green Eyes and approached Broker.

      He circled Broker once and came close.

      ‘You are not scared. Why aren’t you? Who are you, friend?’

      American accent. No particular geographical influence. Native English speaker.

      ‘Why should I be scared? You’re not here to kill us.’

      Glasses was amused. ‘What makes you think that?’ He gestured behind his back. ‘We have already killed.’

      ‘You killed for effect. If you wanted to kill us all, you could have done that quite a while ago.’

      ‘We could still kill you.’

      Broker didn’t answer.

      ‘Who are you?’ Glasses asked him finally.

      ‘I run an oil intelligence business in New York. I look at oil markets, analyze trends, prices, political developments and send briefings to my clients.’

      Glasses made a hand signal. One of his men came forward with a card.

      Broker’s business card.  It was one of the covers he used.

      Yuri would have taken down their consulting business website the moment Broker had messaged him. In its place, he would have inserted a bland business page.

      Standard operating procedure.

      Glasses studied the card briefly and raised his head.

      Broker returned his gaze. ‘We are probably more valuable to you as hostages for whatever you plan to do. You’ll get more cooperative hostages if you allow comfort breaks.’

      ‘You realize we’ll watch you closely, now.’

      Broker nodded.

      Glasses signaled to another man, whispered instructions and left the room.

      Two gunmen approached. One headed to the male hostages and shepherded a bunch of them to the restroom. The other kept watch.

      Broker joined the men, who walked slowly, darting nervous glances at the shooters.

      The cloakrooms were set back from a hallway that led from the restaurant, passed the reception area and disappeared down a corridor.

      The corridor led to guest rooms and the conference room facility.

      The reception area had five men.

      Glasses was in front of the desk, with a clear sightline down the corridor.  Two other men ranged near the entrance, the fourth was at the far end. A fifth was pacing in front of the reception area.

      That hallway will eventually lead to the kitchen, the laundry rooms, other service facilities. That’s where Bear is.

      Funny, all five are wearing those overcoats. Are they concealing something beneath?

      Broker didn’t have any more time to observe. A hand behind his back propelled him inside the restroom where he joined the waiting line.

      The restroom gave the illusion of privacy. It bolstered the courage of a couple of men.

      They whirled around on the single gunman watching over them.

      They didn’t complete their turn.

      He didn’t shoot.

      He stepped forward and rammed his barrel in the first man’s midriff.

      The man collapsed forward in a grunt.

      The gunman stepped back smoothly, turned his gun around and hit the second man in the head as if it were a baseball.

      The second man crumpled without a sound.

      There was a stunned silence in the restroom, the rest of the men looking at the bodies on the floor and back at the gunman.

      He returned their looks impassively and when he gestured with his barrel, the hostages turned to the stalls.

      

      The male hostages returned to the restaurant, half-dragging the two men.

      Another gunman stepped forward, corralled the women and led them away.

      Broker looked around casually. No one was paying attention to him.

      He described the men in the central lobby and what had gone down in the restroom.

      Beth, back from her visit, described what she had seen. She hadn’t noticed anything different.

      ‘Your Glasses and one of those dudes, is who I saw in the restroom,’ Zeb spoke when he had finished.

      ‘The lanky one, I think, he was in the corridor,’ Bwana chimed in.

      Ten men. Zeb thought furiously. ‘Broker, where’s the office?’

      ‘Behind the reception. There’s a curve in the wall which conceals a door.’

      ‘They’ll have one or two men there. They’ll have taken over the cameras, the phone system, everything.’

      ‘A couple of things happened when Broker was away,’ Meghan’s voice was barely audible. ‘They took our phones, bags and wallets. One man questioned the teenagers again. He wrote their names – I’m guessing – on a sheet of paper.’

      ‘They’re scared. Many of them are crying.  Heck, several adults are crying. But all of them are cowed. They won’t go against the gunmen.’

      Clare broke her silence for the first time. ‘Zeb, these guys aren’t checking in regularly with Glasses or anyone else. I have been observing them. They speak in their headsets only if spoken to, or to ask something.’

      ‘Feels like a tightly knit team. Total trust, that kinda stuff,’ Bear rumbled.

      ‘That has a downside though, doesn’t it, Zeb?’ Bwana asked hopefully.

      Yes, it has. Zeb weighed his options. If they’re aren’t checking in, and the men are isolated--.

      ‘It’s a go.’
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      Bwana peered through the crack. The solitary gunman was pacing in the hallway.

      He disappeared for five minutes to Bwana’s right. Returned, stopped in front of the conference room, opened it. Peered in for a few seconds and then disappeared to his left.

      He was alert. He never spoke in his headset. Not when in Bwana’s sight.

      He’s got his AR-15, handgun, and a thigh-holstered knife. Spare mags in those trousers pockets, I’ll bet.

      All I have is my Glock and a spare handgun.

      It’s enough.

      The hostile would be most distracted when he had his head inside the conference room.

      If I take him then, there’s no knowing how the hostages will react.

      Better when he’s turning around.

      He timed the gunman’s moves.

      Return from the left. Pause in front of the conference room. Listen.  Move down the hallway.

      He should’ve been less predictable.

      Bwana waited for one circuit to be completed.

      The shooter had disappeared to his right, on his next circuit, when a thought struck him.

      That hallway leads to the central lobby. Anyone standing there has a clear sightline.

      He let another circuit complete and for the man to disappear from his sight, to his right.

      Bwana dropped to the floor and cracked open the door, wider.

      The hallway was empty but for the lone gunman.

      In the far distance, the central lobby was unoccupied.

      He rose silently, shut the door, and waited.

      The gunman returned.

      He opened the conference room door.

      Peered in.

      Shut it.

      Turned.

      Bwana struck.

      He was a blur of motion. Ebony-colored speed and silent fury that hurled from the now wide-open closet.

      One hand went around the gunman’s head and jammed his mouth shut.

      Another hand grabbed his throat and squeezed.

      One moment the gunman was on his vigil.

      The next, he was slumped on the floor in a cramped closet, a large, black man, looming over him.

      His eyes grew wide. His mouth opened.

      Bwana stuffed a wad of cloth down his throat and thrust a knee on his chest.

      The man gagged. Bwana eased.

      ‘You shout, you die.’

      ‘You talk, you live. Maybe.’

      

      Bear watched through a window for a long while.

      No gunmen came his way.

      Why should they? They have camera control. The cameras show nothing out of the ordinary.

      The hallway from the laundry room wended through the unseen parts of the hotel, linking to several utility rooms, offices, branching out to the kitchen, a staff room, generator room, and several others.

      Bear checked each one out.

      They were all empty.

      Beth said all staff have been taken to the restaurant.

      The last room he checked was the kitchen.

      It was enormous. It gleamed of white tile and stainless steel. Food lay on counters, in various stages of preparation. Gas burners flamed, heating empty air.

      Bear looked around, spotted a hallway and followed it.

      It led to an enormous store and freezer.

      The store smelled of raw vegetables. The freezer smelled of meat.

      The freezer didn’t have meat alone.

      

      Five bodies were hidden under strips and chunks of raw meat.

      Each body had a single hole in the head.  The bodies were aproned, in the universal uniform of chefs.

      Bear snapped their pictures with his phone and notified the others.

      ‘Five dead. Possibly cooks.’

      Zeb finally responded. ‘Search the rest of the kitchen.’

      Bear searched. There was nothing to be found. Nothing that wasn’t out of place.

      ‘I’m going up.’

      ‘I’m joining you,’ Roger replied.

      Up was the rest of hotel, where they figured there would be more men.

      Zeb came on. ‘Go down first. Secure the basement and the gym.’

      Bear paused. An elevator ran down to the basement parking lot and the gym.

      Elevators were out of the question.

      Roger read his silence. ‘There should be a flight of stairs. The same stairs that go up, should go down.’

      Broker spoke heavily. ‘They don’t. There is a flight of stairs, but they are behind the office. Access is impossible. The gunmen are thick on the ground around there.’

      Bwana broke the silence.

      ‘My guy spilled. Glasses is indeed the ringleader. He is a merc. There are eighteen of them, spread out across the hotel.’

      ‘There’s one in the basement, one on the roof. A couple on the seventh, and two more on the lower floors. He doesn’t know how they are spread out in the lobby and the restaurant.’

      ‘They are all mercenaries and killers. Glasses is tight with a bunch of four other men. The five are like a core team.’

      ‘The five with the overcoats,’ Beth muffled her words in a cough.

      ‘That’s right. We have a problem though.’

      They waited for him to continue.

      ‘My guy doesn’t know anything about the plan. He doesn’t know why they are here. He has no idea of how they’ll exit. All that info is with the core team. His job is just to follow orders.’

      ‘All he knows is that exit is in the next forty-five minutes.’

      ‘Once Glasses orders EVAC, he is to bring out all the hostages from the conference room to the central lobby.’

      ‘To be executed?’ Zeb queried.

      ‘He doesn’t know.’

      ‘He confirmed there is no check-in routine. No special code for the guys to communicate with. They wait for orders from Glasses and act accordingly.’

      ‘That’s it? That’s all this dude knows?’ Meghan couldn’t hide her incredulity.

      ‘Yeah. He’s worked with Glasses before. Glasses has always been good to him. That’s why he signed up.’

      ‘He has a name? Who Glasses is? Where he’s from?’ Broker, this time.

      ‘The guys are a mixed bunch. Glasses is American. My dude is Colombian. Ramon Borra. He was in their army, previously.’

      ‘What’s the ringleader’s name?’

      ‘Borra is no longer talking, unfortunately.’ Bwana didn’t sound remorseful.

      ‘Change of plan.’ Zeb was expecting something like that. Bwana didn’t take kindly to women molesters.

      ‘Bear, Roger, the two of you go up, take out whoever is up there. Let’s forget the basement for the moment.’

      ‘Bwana, you stay put. Wear that headset and warn us if you hear anything. I’ll come closer to the central lobby. ’

      ‘Broker, any change at your end?’

      ‘Only three gunmen in the restaurant now. The other two left a while back. Maybe they’re in the central lobby.’

      ‘They’ve pulled down the drapes, here,’ Chloe added.  ‘We can’t see the street now. However, there doesn’t seem to be any change outside.’

      They all knew that wouldn’t last much longer. Ninety minutes had elapsed since the first shots.

      Friends, relatives, co-workers, business partners, would have called the hostages’ phones. They would keep trying. Someone would raise an alarm.

      Once that happened, only Glasses and his core team knew what would happen.

      ‘We have forty-five minutes. Let’s make the most of it.’ Zeb signed off, grimly.

      

      The access to the flight of stairs was concealed behind a pair of swinging doors that were painted to blend with the rest of the wall.

      The doors were in a passage that also had another pair of swinging doors that went to the kitchen.

      The passage was not in the central lobby’s line of sight. It didn’t have a guard. It probably had one when the attackers opened fire.

      The hotel was in
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