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To

My loving wife, Lori Russo

And 


Our Family & Friends 





In Loving Memory

[image: image]To my cousin, David Pence and his son, Nicholas, through a senseless crime were gunned down by a seventeen-year-old as they sat in their living room.






AND
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To my dear friend of twenty-eight years, Jimmy Sentes, who survived one bout of cancer to surrender to another, whose character—only in name and livelihood—will be forever remembered in my book, Tabula Rasa. To you, I also dedicate this book.





My darkness after midnight...
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Introduction
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Poignantly brutal from the harsh African lands notoriously known for their complete disregard of women’s rights and human dignity. Lives wasted for the profiteering from a few for mineral rights of a country at war with itself. Four million have been displaced, tens of thousands have been murdered and raped, the innocence of children has been stripped from them, and forced into military slavery by civil conflict created by two men who took an oath to protect and uphold the constitution of this adolescent country South Sudan, born July 9, 2011.

Lt. William ‘Billy’ Clark had to make a decision and then live by it as he was sent in to eliminate one of the leaders of the warring factions. An over-compelling fear of being set up made his choice, and then he took to the heartland as he was hunted down as a governmental scapegoat by PAG.

His loner life changed when he met ‘Maysa’, a young woman who had been banished from her village after being raped by an elder, and together they forged through, saving thousands of lives with little consequence to their own.

Unfortunately, the offices of CTA at the Pentagon had other plans—terminate the threat to save their foreign interests. 

Serendipitously, Angela Fournier was thrust into the equation. Would she be able to help in time? And, who else would be at personal risk, and at what costs?

War waits for no man!

It is the innocent that drowns in the misery of greedy, power-struggling men. To escape, one needs an invisible force that believes in the truth. Angela Fournier and her foundation believe that truth needs to be liberated. But can she fight Washington, DC? Can Angela and her team devise a plan in time to save a betrayed soldier?
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Day 1 - Wednesday
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South Sudan - Charlie 1100 Hrs.

––––––––
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He waited in the heat of the rising noon-day sun, entrenched in his own dug grave. A musty stench permeated his nostrils—the ground still devouring the previous water from the end of their wet season. He lay motionless and undetectable to any who might be returning from the growing fields or observed from the sky. He was invisible from satellites. Even drones equipped with metal or thermal imagining cameras could not detect him. One had buzzed him earlier—he did not dare raise his head to see if it was friendly or enemy. As far as he was concerned, they were all enemy. He was alone—he was used to it. His whole life had been spent on the outside looking in—the drifter, stigmatized as a biker with a questionable background. Why? He knew why. He saw things differently. Life wasn’t about money, greed or power. It was simple to him—life was about honor. They didn’t bother him, the establishment with their meaningless stares. He was where he felt most comfortable and where his government felt he was most needed.

The toes of Lieutenant William ‘Billy’ Clark’s Israeli-made boots had gouged an indentation in the granular mud hollow. Obtrusive roots he had cut—still bleeding their sap—dripped into a pool beneath him. A bead of sweat had formed on his lip and his usual tireless sight-eye blinked twice on him. What was so different this time? He had been in plenty of situations like this before. That is why they picked him—the ‘Iceman’.

Lt. Clark’s target dialed in at 1408.8 yards away. Not his longest shot, by no means. But, by the time his mission played out, the news propagated from his actions would have the world organizations dedicated to peaceful solutions in an uproar. The criticism of this type of intervention would be monumental. Perhaps though, hundreds of thousands of lives would be saved! Maybe, just maybe, children would be free to be children, and mothers who feared the abduction of their children and forced to join lethal groups of brainwashed militants would be spared. 

Governments always waited too long before getting involved when they knew damn well genocide was occurring. The Red Cross pleaded for help as did CFAFW (Citizens for a Free World) and UCARV (United Countries Against Radical Violence) who had signed petitions from their members and presented them to the world leaders to relieve the bloodshed and human sacrifices. Words echoed at the UN like: protocol, exaggeration, physical facts, and sanctions always seemed to slow the process. And let’s not forget political agendas.

Rwanda was an embarrassment to the modern world where an estimated one million Tutsi and Hutus opposed to the violence—died. Syria was embroiled in a civil war, which already had led to hundreds of thousands of innocent citizens dead and millions displaced. The Russian-lead split of Crimea from Ukraine almost led to WWIII and still might with Russia’s current made-up war. This time, however, the E.U. and the U.S. were seeing eye to eye, but each felt their involvement could lead into another world crisis. Thousands were paying the price with their lives, while the world leaders debated intervention. How sick!

Lt. Clark knew something was different about this mission. He had been on too many not to have suspicions. Lying there—waiting, time ticking slowly by, he recalled the events from eighteen hours earlier when a blacked-out SUV had driven a quarter mile down his sand road and turned into his property in the panhandle of Florida during his supposed leave. Looking up, holding his sharpened axe, drenched in Florida humidity from trimming a fallen tree, a uniformed man slipped out of the passenger seat and approached. There was little talk—just, “Lieutenant William Clark, we need you now, sir.” His kills had earned him a commission, which he found funny, in a strange way. Any other time he had gotten in trouble as a youth, it had landed him in jail. Now he was getting decorated for it. 

There was little to pack and no one to say goodbye to. He locked the door of his house behind him and left in the SUV.

~
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The lieutenant had been patted down before his flight, another unusual procedure, he thought. Many of his peers with his type of talent sometimes carried lucky charms or other paraphernalia they felt necessary for their survival. No one interfered with their idiosyncrasies. His boots were the only part of his uniform he was allowed to keep. Lt. Clark noticed these camouflage khakis had an Indonesian tag sewn in, his watch was removed and he was re-issued a similar military-style one with a chrome ring and florescent face. He was told not to bring his rifle of choice, a McMillian TAC 50, and was not issued the standard Barrett M82A1 (M107). Instead, Clark was given one mag of 50 caliber cartridges for, and by the look of it, a modified SV-98 Russian-made rifle. A 15-shot Beretta M9 with NATO issue 9mm FMJ replaced his lighter-weight Glock G19, with 15-shot mag and JHP rounds, used by him and some of his teammates for up-close and personal work.

~
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Lt. Clark had been piggy-backed in an F-15 Strike Eagle fighter where strict radio silence was the stated protocol. They even made an in-flight refueling instead of landing at known U.S. bases. There was no question in his mind that this mission was definitely off the books. When they finally did land, it was at a makeshift landing field, and as soon as the lieutenant disembarked the plane, it immediately took off. He was left standing and looking at absolutely nothing. No one—nothing—nada. He had been abandoned. Lt. Clark waited all day in the heat with only a canteen of water. As night fell, so did the temperatures. He wasn’t prepared. 

Clark waited patiently in the desolate-chilled darkness—goose bumps dared beneath his sleeves. He was sitting cross-legged fiddling with his new watch when finally, in the near distance, he saw a cloud of sand coming out of the blackness. Within seconds, they were upon him. Clark was motioned to step into one of the recognizable Chenowth buggy, three in all, and heavily accessorized. They sped through the night air.

No one spoke—again, very abnormal not to have a little chit-chat. Usually, at least, ‘Where were you from? How about those Tigers?’ Or even, ‘Go fuck yourself’. Nothing. He could play their game, and probably better than them.

As they drove in silence, rocking back and forth on the dusty road, Clark thought of the time he was on a mission in Somalia. His team of six had been taken down the Red Sea in a Special Ops high-speed boat and then dropped off just south of the city of Djibouti. From there, they hoofed it over to Ethiopia and then paralleled the Rift Valley for a distance of 250 km. Then they caught the Shebelle River and headed towards Mogadishu, Somalia. It was a grueling mission. They hit every type of weather, from freezing snow over the mountains to flood conditions on the Shebelle River. The stench from the mud-strewn river hampered every move they made. Ten days it took them to trek the 1550 km to reach their coordinates after dodging farmers, children swimming in the river, militia, and snakes. They rarely spoke, only surviving on training and intuition. 

When the six men arrived within the designated kill zone, Clark divided his men up into three teams of two and each team was to dissect the kill zone into a circumference-like spokes of a wheel through a ninety-degree arc. Each shooter had their own wingman to scope for distance, wind speed, and deviation. The mark looked like a pinwheel, spinning, as each sharpshooter landed his shot. One team didn’t make it out. They were quickly beheaded with an accompanying video aired for future terrorists’ intervention by unwanted world powers. The message was well understood by our governmental establishment—each party blaming the other side of the aisle for the indiscretion and loss. 

“We felt the loss, but we knew the possible consequences of the mission. We are soldiers and each of us shares the responsibility of lost lives. It’s not up for discussion like you fat-cat politicians thinking you need to warm the air with your oratory skills to further jockey for favor by the American people. You have no idea of all the situations we are involved in. And it’s better that way. There is less chance of failure without you knowing ahead of a strike. You have loose lips that get our men and women killed,” he remembered saying at a congressional hearing. 

Clark’s thoughts were quickly aborted as the Chenowths slid to a stop outside a low-lit, make-shift Quonset hut. Clark looked over to the goggled driver who indicated with his gloved hand pointing, your exit, buddy. An aide rushed to Clark’s side and ushered him into a back office. He had no idea who his escorts were—personally that is—but no doubt, part of the Seals or Special Ops. No one wore insignias, stripes, or stars. No one saluted. 

A fit, blond-haired man wearing aviator glasses sat at a desk beyond an opened curtain. He looked up as the soldier entered. The blond-haired man shared no smile or handshake, just a nod as Clark approached. 

The room was sparsely furnished as noted by Clark. A map of the area bearing only co-ordinates was pinned to the canvas sides, an SAT phone, a computer, and a small printer. Lying on top of the man’s desk were two small photographs of two different men, neither familiar to Clark. One of the photos showed a man wearing khakis garnished with foreign chest metals; the other photograph showed a more casually dressed man. A hand-drawn map with coordinates and a red circle lay beneath the photographs and an extraction written in military time was set at 2200 hours. The blond-haired man looked at his watch and handed the athletic, six-footer Lieutenant Clark the map.

“You have forty-five minutes, soldier, to gear up and six hours to get to your spot after we drop you off. Your strike will be at 1200 hours. Sorry, but we can only take you the first hundred miles, and then it is up to you. Any questions?” 

“Which one?” asked Clark, wondering who this Russian-accented man was.

“Either one,” he replied.

The aide touched Clark’s arm for them to go. Clark walked backward for a couple of steps keeping his eyes on the instructor and then turned to follow the aide. Clark’s mind was spinning with questions but knew he wouldn’t get any more information than what was in his hand.

The aide brought the lieutenant into another room where just enough equipment was arranged on a desk to satisfy Clark’s immediate needs, and nothing more. He managed to pick up a couple of extra magazines of 9mm rounds for his Beretta, some dried food, and night glasses. A collapsed shovel was secured to a backpack along with a steel survival knife and head gear with a radio. Inside was not his usual stealth camouflage but a poncho similar in design to the uniform that he was wearing. Clark packed his disassembled Russian rifle and the one mag of five rounds into the new pack, looked at the aide, and then said, “Let’s go. I got enough.”

~
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The three same Chenowths dropped the lieutenant off according to their orders. He now had six hours to run deep into the countryside across no-man’s land to his designated site location. Clark had calculated with his normal running speed, weight of equipment, and heart rate, he should have a half hour to spare before sunrise. If he dropped the extra forty-five pounds of gear weight, he could run faster—a speed he could keep up all day, if needed. A fact, the lieutenant just might need.

As Clark ran with his night-vision glasses, he took notice of the surrounding terrain. Thatched roof huts dotted the landscape as he darted unnoticed. Different scenarios ran through his head and were filed in case of future need. Clark travelled quickly on the gritty red-sand road that wound through a mixture of tall grasses and low scrub trees at an altitude of two thousand feet. He wasn’t going to take anything for granted; everything seemed too surreal, too... He couldn’t put a word on it, but nothing like he had ever experienced. Clark had a daunting thought of being set up—a scapegoat for whoever authorized this mission. 

The lieutenant was surprised to hear the blond-haired man even apologize for not being able to take him farther into the strike zone. If the blond-haired man was the actual commander-in-charge, his hands must be tied by someone higher, thought Clark. Usually backup tried their utmost to accommodate a shooter’s mission, whether it was watching their back or keeping communication open. Command had never sent him in cold like this—and alone.

~
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Coming down the hillside from the mid-plateau, easing through gouged troughs carved out by previous rushing rainwater, the lieutenant stopped and looked at his watch. He was at 1800 feet of elevation. He kept up his pace and ran for another twenty-minutes before he came alongside a river’s edge. It flowed in a surprisingly northward direction with a fairly strong current and was only about a half-mile wide at this particular point. Clark knew if he jumped in here and swam diagonal with the current, he could cross the river with less effort and without the loss of too much ground. Clark swung his pack around to his front and without hesitation, jumped in. He cradled his pack and steered his way using his left arm like a rudder. He safely reached the other side, wet, but according to his map, on target. He started his run again.

The lieutenant treasured his boots. On his first assignment, Clark met a military advisor, GT, a big Black guy with a deep voice who was stationed in Israel overseeing a covert operation. GT, a master sharp-shooter himself, gave him a pair of Israeli-made boots to try out. They became friends, and on one of many of GT’s lectures, he had told the young lieutenant to always watch his back. “Kid, even our own could turn on us to protect their interests. Always give yourself an escape route,” he had said. ‘Kid’, for ‘Billy the Kid’ was what GT called Clark. 

The boots were special—no metal at all. Even the eyelets were carbon fiber, and the best part—secret compartments in each heel. His friend had given him a special shock-resistant compass—a liquid-filled internal needle enclosed in rubber, which eliminated any detection from metal-seeking scanners. GT also told him to ditch the traditional steel blade knives and get ceramic blades, again undetectable. Luckily for Clark, they hadn’t demanded him to remove his boots. They housed his five-inch long ceramic blades, which were sewn into pockets along the pattern of the stays. 

Seven and a half minutes later, the lieutenant ran into another river, but this time, it was more of a stream. Waist deep, he forged through to the other side. Cautiously, he knelt as the radio’s preset with the GPS coordinates started to transmit a series of slow beeps to his earbuds. According to Clark’s new watch, he was right on schedule. Possibly another hour would have him already dug-in and waiting for 1200 hours—then the party would begin. 

The lieutenant’s map was not very detailed. It looked more like something you would cut out of a kid’s cereal box. Why not just tell him, “Go straight for the first 40 miles, cross a river, and then hang a left at a mound of dirt.” He chuckled to himself, It’s all dirt and scrub. Clark thought back to when he first moved to his property in the panhandle of Florida while trying to find the DMV. Even the post office employees, including the mail carrier, couldn’t come up with the DMV’s street name. Rather, they told him to turn left at the old high school and then a quick right. Maybe they drew the map?  

He continued in a northerly direction until the GPS-enabled radio sounded with a continuous low resonating beep, Clark quickly checked to catch the coordinates. It briefly flashed 4.52° N, 31.36° E. It went black. 

Where the fuck am I? Instantly, he remembered the coordinates his team had during a past assignment as they floated down the Shebelle River. I must be in South Sudan, and I bet the light on the horizon is coming from Juba. A political debate? It must be; otherwise, why would these two men show up at this one particular location? It made sense to him. There had been a lot of chatter in his corps about the turmoil that had been taking place in this young country of South Sudan.

Clark quickly dug his hole in the soft sand-embedded soil, which had already borne the growth of tall grass-shrubs and scrub trees brought on by the end of the wet season. His location gave him good cover but as Clark sighted his scope toward the coordinates on his map, his line-of-sight seemed to compromise his position—leaving him exposed. The lieutenant wasn’t going to take any chances. He searched discriminately throughout the tall stalks of bamboo and chose the sturdiest. He dug this hole a little deeper than usual and constructed a bamboo gird with sharpened tips pointing upwards. Clark then tied his steel knife to a tripod of stalks—he was almost ready. He reached for his boot’s heel, twisted it open, and unraveled a fine filament line. Forming a slip knot, he placed it outside his hole, and waited. 

It wasn’t long before Clark heard the rustling of the plains grass and the delicate steps in between moments of quietness. A small-range deer, he thought. His baited trap of Juniper leaves lay within his filament loop. He waited for the unsuspected to enter its grasp. It was getting closer. He heard the munching on the new growth of leaves hidden amongst the taller grass. The animal was almost in his grasp, and then—he pulled tight and fast, lassoing the hoofs of the young deer. He burst from his branch-covered hole and grabbed the frenzied animal and applied pressure to its neck. The animal fell unconscious into the lieutenant’s arms. Clark untied its hooves and placed his new heat-signature gently curled into a ball into his hole alongside the bamboo trap and the GPS radio. Would all this be necessary? He hoped not.

Cautiously, Clark who was hunched over and moving closely to the ground was watchful of his decoy’s sightline to a distance where he felt comfortable—closer to the river. His new position suited his needs for a clear shot, and observance of his dictated coordinates as relayed on his GPS radio. In the distance, he saw an outside light flicker as daylight was almost upon him. It appeared to be a hangar. The airport. Of course! He dug in at his new location, a mere thirty feet to the river. Do I dare a fifteen hundred-yard run of open terrain or a quick slip into the river? It was a no-brainer. Clark planned his eventual escape as GT’s words echoed in his mind, “Watch your back.” The lieutenant tossed his steel shovel into the river, assembled his rifle, attached the scope, and snapped in the .50 caliber magazine. The seasoned sniper cast his filament line once again. He was ready.

~
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The lieutenant had a couple of takers slip through his filament line but he resisted as it was too soon to secure his new diversion. Clark needed his prey as fresh as possible. He didn’t want to attract bigger game by its blood-scent too early.

Clark’s sight-eye was focused but his mind drifted to his hometown, to the first time he visited after his first tour of duty. He had recovered from a poacher’s bullet, who had mistaken Clark for a game warden in the wild lands of the Kenya Reserve. Animals were being slaughtered in inconceivable numbers just for rich collectors. Rhino horns, elephant tusks, lion heads, and zebra skins were only a few he saw with the carnage left to rot—as he was. After he received the green light from the medical staff to return to his home country for a furlough, the lieutenant made a quick three-day reconnaissance of the Reserve. He found a group of poachers one night who were sitting around a fire drinking home-made moonshine. By morning light, the five men were sprawled in their own blood. Although there were words circulating around the Canadian compound, no one confronted Lieutenant William ‘Billy’ Clark with his whereabouts or the found note showing the location of those dead men and their trophies. He flew home.

~
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Clark was a ghost in his own town. No one recognized the once long-haired biker who now sported a military-style haircut and decorated uniform. He even got a nod of respect as he walked past one of the cops who had arrested him on charges of distributing cocaine. A plant, Billy had voiced in court, but to no avail. The authorities took him away. But, in the courthouse that day, a man dressed in civvies watched as the proceedings barely held water. Billy’s past reputation of reckless behavior convicted him of a crime he hadn’t committed. The mystery man wielded his influence with the courts and had Billy transferred to a secretive military training site.  

Billy held no malice for the cop, Willard Owens, as it was probably the best thing that happened to him. Billy had been taught to channel his aggression with precise and deadly consequences, for which he now had a chest full of medals for his accomplishments.  

As Billy walked along the crowded street, commonwealth flags flew freely in the light breeze. The elite parade of who’s who, decorated floats, and the queen of the parade sitting on the back deck of the Cadillac dealership’s newest convertible model, all brought cheers. In the crowd, Billy couldn’t help but notice the bulging figure of an old flame, Mary Catherine. She was standing beside, he assumed, her nerd husband who was wearing a sleeveless Argyle cardigan. Billy chuckled to himself, Stylish? He must teach at the college. No one else would dare wear that in his town of Aylmer, Ontario.

Mary Catherine used to tempt Billy as he sat on his Harley outside of the BP gas station where he worked part-time. MC, as Billy used to address her, was prim and proper from a well-bred and notable family, but she had a devilish streak that poked at him like a sharp stick. At every opportunity, MC would prod him to take her for a ride. One day Billy obliged and that was the first time Owens pulled him over. The officer wrenched MC off Billy’s bike and made her sit in the back seat of the patrol car while he berated Billy for his obvious misjudgment. A warning, Owens had said, shaking his finger at Billy. But, to much of Billy’s delight, he shrugged Owen off and continued on his way back to his dad’s farm. There was talk at the high school of MC’s daring motorcycle dalliance with that guy—Billy Clark.

~
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Clark checked his watch that he had hung over a root and faced toward him. It read: 1130 hours. He adjusted his weight, and watched a bug crawl over his fingers and then burrowed its way adjacent to a cut-off root. He again slipped into his past. 

The second time Billy returned home, he had switched uniforms and countries. His talents had been observed, qualified and obtained while visiting one of the USAMU shooting competitions held by the U.S. Army. There were delegates from all branches of the military participating in this world competition of marksmen. Clark’s mind was sharp and his mild and controlled manner intimidated some of the U.S. marksmen to the point of them missing a shot or two. Clark had capitalized on their overzealousness to be the best. They had succumbed to his patient and precise skill. 

One of the competitors had questioned his austere manner. He remembered replying simply, “My grandfather.” They were not satisfied with Billy’s two-word answer so Billy had to relay his story. He told them that his grandfather had trained commandoes during WWII out of bases in Campbell River and Vernon, British Columbia. He had told Billy: “Just relax and think. It’s not personal.” Clark’s Canadian training and discipline had served him well as he was welcomed into their ranks along with his nickname, ‘Iceman’, from where else but Canada. 

On that trip, Billy had dropped by his dad’s farm and rolled out his old Harley. He spent a full day just cleaning it, priming it, and tuning it to its deep, earthy, unmistakable sound only a Harley can make. He threw on his old colors and went to visit his sister. She used to have the most brilliant deep brown eyes, which shone with life itself. Even though she was married and had a couple of kids, her luster had been taken from her by the drunken jocks headed by Owen’s younger brother, Shawn. “An unfortunate mistake,” as the judge remarked about the attempted rape and the ultimate beating of Shawn by Billy. Shawn, after he recovered and was released from the hospital, was shipped out to an uncle in Alberta while Billy sat in a jail cell for a year. His sister was never the same but she was still his shining light.

~
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Clark re-focused on the activity at the decorated stage as local dignitaries filed in and took their seats. Thank you, he thought. Building that stage gave me another four feet of elevation. His scope indicated the top of the stage was 1516 feet, and he lay at 1505 feet of elevation. If he was at a higher elevation like his original co-ordinates, the situation would be completely different—but as a man stood, that little bit of difference would save his life. Through his scope, Clark saw that there were two podiums set only a few feet apart, which the security teams were now hovering around. He thought, whoever these two men were, they must have arrived. Everyone’s eyes turned to their right. Clark waited. 

A man dressed in traditional tunic and kufi with shifty eyes walked to one of the podiums and started to address the crowd. He bowed out of respect as one of the statesmen wearing a western-style dark suit, a black cowboy hat and dark-rimmed glasses stepped to one podium and another dressed in military attire sporting a lit cigar, approached the other. They were the two men in the photos given to him by the blond-haired commander. “Either one,” he had said. Clark studied their movement and mannerisms as they spoke; he alternated back and forth. The rimmed-glassed man seemed frustrated with the wild gestures from the cigar-smoking man who pointed indignantly towards the other. 

Clark studied the reactions of each local dignitary who was sitting on stage as each statesman spoke—their faces as stoic as a gambler’s. One statesman would re-unite the country while the other would be self-serving. Which one? Would the military man do it by force and then maintain that fear for allegiance or would the rimmed-glassed man bring the opposition together with debate and constitutional reform? Who would the US government trust? Who would they side with as an ally? 

Clark had seen the supposed meeker turn tyrant and the stronger be overthrown by yet another faction. How can they put this choice on me? Millions of people waited for Clark’s decision. Do they return home or do they keep on running for fear of a genocide cleansing?

Clark counted backward. Five, four, three, two... He gently pulled back on the trigger and fired. This time he counted one one-thousand, two one-thousand, three one-thousand, four one... Through his scope, Clark saw his mark’s face go blank as his head snapped backward and spurts of blood sprayed onto the faces of the local dignitaries. Chairs scattered as the red-speckled crowd raced around in a frenzy. Lost in the chaos, they tripped over each other as they scampered off the stage. Bodyguards ran to the side of the opponents with guns drawn as they scanned the perimeter and prepared for another violation. The minds of the security were on securing safe passage as they hovered over their prone statesmen. 

Clark pulled tight on his filament line and stabbed at the surprised, wild dog, as it had approached too close with curiosity. He rolled out of his shallow hole and looked over to his predestined location. Clark watched as a jeep with three military soldiers, of which two hopped out and ran to the thermal index of his coordinates with guns drawn. If everything that Clark had gone through with the silent treatment wasn’t enough of a sign of betrayal, this certainly put the icing on the cake. Come on, he said under his breath. A little closer together... Now move to your left. 

He fired—he counted—the bullet travelled through the neck of one soldier and into the other. They collapsed together into the hole impaling upon the supported survival knife. The young deer jumped from the warmth of its confinement, darted—scared, and zigzagged past the amazement of the jeep’s driver. The driver hurriedly turned around on the rutted, dirt road and headed back to the town of Juba, past the commotion of the airport.

Secured in the thought after watching the comical display of the Jeep driver that it would be a while before anyone returned, Clark disassembled the rifle, wiped it down, and buried it beneath him, minus its scope. It was made out of a carbon fiber composite. He deactivated his watch and left it hanging on the protruding root as a message to whoever might find it. The only metal on him now, was his 9mm and he wasn’t about to give that up. 

Clark placed his sacrifice on top of his grassy, stick-supported hide-out and tied it down to prevent any vultures from stealing his diversion. He slipped underneath his spoils, face up with a ceramic knife in hand and his 9mm resting on his chest. He waited for night fall. 

Clark assumed if Command ran thermal imaging, they would pick up the two dead soldiers and a possible beeping transmitter. And fifteen hundred yards away from this known location, they would find one dead dog. If they sent in drones with metallic calibration, they would again find the dead soldiers—and with any luck, the dead dog’s warm fluid would block any transmission from his location. 

Clark had plenty of time to sort out this fucked predicament while he waited. Later, he would worry about who set him up. He imagined he was probably flown into a friendly location in northern Kenya and then the Chenowths brought him farther into South Sudan, to as far as they dared without being seen. Not a good idea to head back that way, he thought. If I head south along the White Nile, I will have more cover along the shoreline than open grass lands and scrub trees. 

He knew of a Canadian base on the west side of Kenya on Lake Victoria. If it remained, that meant going right through the center of Uganda. Some crazy motherfuckers there, he rambled in his mind. At least I understand their craziness, which is a point in my favor. They won’t be looking for me there, too dangerous for an escape route with no predetermined extraction.  

Clark lay still and listened—tall grass mixed with river reeds was rustling and then a branch cracked. Someone or something was approaching. He grabbed the Beretta off his chest and held it at his side pointing upward. Whatever it was, was taking their time. It had to be an animal; humans weren’t as patient. He tried to concentrate on the numbers of the intruders and their direction. He had splayed the animal open to hopefully hide Clark’s scent. An easy supper for the hungry, he thought. At least three, he sensed, and then the river reeds of his make-shift hut started to tense under their weight. Their chosen steps indicated no fear of what lay beneath their salivating jowls. They approached, heads down, sniffing and then—the tearing of flesh. The smell was rancid from their filthy fur drenched in sun-dried blood from previous killings. They ripped Clark’s diversion apart. 

The unmistakable groan from a predator drone only momentarily recoiled the savages from digesting. Obviously, the distraction had been picked to the bone when a second pass from the drone sent the scavengers scattering in different directions. And then—silence. Time will tell if the drone picked anything up, he had no choice but to remain until the cover of the night. Clark eased his weapon to his chest and relaxed. He slipped back into his memory.

~
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After leaving his sister’s place, the second time he returned home, Billy took a ride through town just for curiosity’s sake. Walking down the street with her three-year-old daughter, MC’s swagger was a delight to see. He pulled over, shut off his bike, and stepped up to her. Her startled expression from seeing a ghost from the past was also shared by her once, pigtailed, braces-wearing sister, Janie, who now stood tall, shapely, with long flowing golden hair, and a perfect smile. Billy remarked on seeing MC pregnant on his first return to town. How time had flashed by. Janie was still unencumbered by anyone’s grasp and was poised to take over old Doc. Elliot’s veterinarian practice. Before Billy returned to his bike, Janie placed her hand on his arm and said, “Take care of yourself, Billy. Some of us have always believed in you. Come back soon when you can stay longer. Promise me?” 

He had looked into her eyes and said, “I doubt there is anything here for me.” 

“I’m here,” she had said.

Billy smiled and cranked over the bike. Janie watched him leave and as he looked into the handlebar mirror, he muttered to himself, “Maybe one day, Jane. Maybe one day.”

Lt. Billy Clark smiled at the thought as he lay buried beneath his sacrificial lamb. 
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The Pentagon - Arlington, Virginia         

Romeo 0900 Hrs.
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The deep overtones of fashionable wood panels steep in tradition, housed ornate-framed classics of past generals sitting on their steed, black-framed photographs of recent presidents filled with propaganda handshakes, and colorful lift-offs of Apollo missions. Bookcases, floor-to-ceiling, stacked with unread hard-covered books occupied the other two walls, and a row of windows brightened the interior from behind the heavily carved wood desk. The office of Director Jack Tomlinson of CTA (Counter Terrorist Agency) was in an uproar.

“Where is he!?” shouted Director Jack Tomlinson as he sat dressed in his blue suit and red tie—loosely knotted, pounding his fists on his desk. Even his closely trimmed hair seemed to shiver in his outrage.

“We don’t know, sir. He made the shot and then disappeared,” replied Petty Officer Derrick Smyth.

“What do you mean disappeared? How could he? We have drones, we have satellite, we have thermal imaging, and we have ‘PAG’ and everything else. God damn it! Explain?”

“He was dug in at the precise coordinates. And by all reports, he should still be there..., except one of the extractors said two of his men were taken down and then a fawn vaulted from this location and ran right in front of him. When he gathered enough men to go back, all that remained were two dead team members, our man’s rifle, his watch with the tracking device crippled, and his communication set still beeping.”

“Did they scout the area?” the director questioned, intensely.

“It was getting dark. They’ll go back at first light,” informed the petty officer.

“First light? They’ve had six fucking hours!” scoffed the intense man. “Who the fuck is handling the coordination over there?”

“Colonel Dimitri and his team were to handle the extraction, sir. But locals were to handle the detention.”

“That doesn’t sound like Dimitri’s work to use locals. Dig, Smyth, dig. I want answers, and I want them now! Set up a meeting. You know who needs to be there. We need a counter plan, ASAP.”

“Yes, sir. I’m on it.”

“By the way, who did he take out?”

“That confirmation hasn’t been relayed as of yet, sir.”

“What a fucking screw-up. Could it have been any simpler?”

“No, sir.”

“Yeah, right. Obviously, it was above the intelligence level we had on the ground. You still here, Smyth?”

“No, sir.”

Petty Officer Smyth left the angry man’s office at CTA and headed down the long white corridor past framed pictures of glorified wars. His dark skin was perspiring under his white uniform as he rushed to a solid door with a key-pad entry. His hands were shaking as he pressed a sequential set of numbers. Smyth’s request for entry was affirmed. The door clicked open and he quickly stepped in. The room was small, possibly holding four men at the most. The P.O. set his chin on a scanner and stared straight ahead. An inner door clicked open and he stepped through. 

The room was bustling as Derrick entered. A few chosen programmers diligently hammered away at computer terminals. The huge wall-mounted monitors displayed graphs with colored imagining, some streaked with sound waves, while others displayed close-up satellite images of grasslands dissected with roads and rivers. Each sector was meticulously scanned for human sound, thermal imagining, and visual characteristics. Villagers stepped in and out of frame, and huts were dissected for possibly harboring a man of ‘Particular Aura Generation’. Nothing had come up.

PAG’s abilities had been tested in a kidnapping case earlier that year in Los Angeles, but this was the first time for a military application. It functioned somewhat like DNA or fingerprints, except it was done without physical limitations. In governmental—or in its first case, a specialized personal locating firm who were aware of PAG’s project had their employees scanned as part of their security implementation program and sent these values to SAS as part of PAG’s original instrumentation. These scans identified each employee’s aura and then these values were stored within PAG’s AI. As per the kidnapping case, a Special Ops team made a successful extraction of a scared young woman.

Petty Officer Smyth walked over to the 40-ish director of SAS who was wearing a white lab coat, stylish make-up and long black hair rolled into a bun. Lieutenant Colonel Samantha Jones turned to the P.O. as he whispered, “He is not very happy.”

“I told them 1200 hours was the wrong time. We had predicted the sun flare but they wouldn’t listen.”

“I’m just telling you as a concerned friend, ma’am. Jack wants heads and he wants to find that soldier, come hell or high water,” informed the petty officer.

“We are doing our best. We need more time. There’s lots of land to cover.” 

“He wants a meeting ASAP with you and other interested parties of his cadre. What time should I set up?”

“Christ’s sake!” she angrily blurted. “Tell him...” she looked at her watch and started to calculate, “...there’s eight hours difference, so it will be 1800 hours there. So tell him 1400 hours. That’s the best we can do. If we get something, I will let you know. Oh, thanks, Derrick for the heads up.”

“Don’t mention it, Sam. Literally, don’t mention it,” smiled the petty officer.

Petty Officer Smyth took leave of Lieutenant Colonel Samantha Jones, U.S. Army, the Director of SAS (Strategies and Statistics). Exiting the secured laboratory, he headed down the hall through a door, down two flights of stairs, and to his office, located off what they called ‘The Flight Path’. If no one was running down the Flight Path due to a military emergency, then the world was standing still, in which case, neither a good thing. He swiped his ID card and pushed several buttons. The security was not as heightened in his area as low-level messengers and assistants resided here at their meager computer stations—a perfect spot to conceal his advanced security status. No one expected this group to have knowledge of much more than the dietary needs of the senior personnel. Once in a while, one of them might be asked to pose for propaganda pictures, but mostly, they handled insignificant details for tourists or visiting school bands.

Smyth headed to his private cubicle at the end of the row. An old storage cabinet once used for ink and perforated printer paper sat next to him, unencumbered. There was no reason for anyone to come his way, or without him noticing. He sat down at his terminal and logged in. Smyth typed a barrage of numbers and cross hatches and then opened a tag left arrow with <8768253> and ended the tag with a right arrow. He hit enter. He quickly got out of his secured screen and brought up a log calendar to set up the meeting that Jack Tomlinson requested.
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South Sudan, Juba - Charlie 1930 Hrs.
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Lt. Clark felt the heat of the day had passed and there had been no return of the drone. He moved aside a couple of the entwined reeds and saw the reddish glare of the sun was disappearing fast. Nighttime had a different personality than the daylight hours. The nocturnal animals came alive and their sound travelled farther in the cooler, thinner air. He removed several of the stick-reed supports and started to slip out of his cocoon. 

Lying on top was the remains of his cleverly designed distraction. Strangely, no one had been back to gather or even investigate the two dead soldiers. Obviously, they did not want to connect the two incidents together—at least not now, without a scapegoat to hand over. No, they had to come up with another plan if they were going to take Lt. William Clark out, and they had better come hard and fast.

~
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As Lt. Clark remembered, a Canadian base resided on the west banks of Lake Victoria, Kenya. In his mind, he was going to take the treacherous trail south.

The waterways formed many of the commercial routes, which Clark knew. He had to stay relentlessly alert to disguise his movements along the way, whichever one he chose. Anyone—man, woman, or child could give him up to authorities even if they intended no malice. Just the sight of a white man in a camo uniform was enough to raise interest and talk.

Clark reached for the heel of his boot and pulled out his compass. He slipped on his night-vision glasses, gathered his filament line and headed south by southeast to find his escape route.
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South Sudan, Mang – Battered and Alone
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She had been beaten, stabbed, stoned, and was lucky to be alive. Even her influential, teary-eyed father had cast stones at her. The elder who stripped her of her innocence was politely asked to move to a different village but he put up such a dogmatic defense as to blame the young girl with her ‘tempting his will’ with liberal talking and pro-European desires. He was allowed to stay but she had to go. She left, leaving her family in shame.  

Nine months later, she bore a beautiful little girl in the ruins of a bombed-out school. She had no means of support and she frequently was passed from shopkeeper to shopkeeper in exchange for food for her child. When insurgents raided the small northern border village of Mang, they tossed her around like a child’s soccer ball and then left her in the red dirt—deflated. 

She was one of the few girls from her home village who actually attended school; however, her education had not prepared her for such abuse. Nonetheless, she was quickly gaining the essence of survival. Her intimidations were lessening as she grew in strength, experience, and handling a knife. She had watched an insurgent, while they had her lashed in humiliation to a post in Mang’s small square, wielded his knife against the throats of several elders of the village. His action was smooth and deliberate as he spilled their blood for others to see and fear.

She was prepared to pay with her body for gratitude for food, but any violence detrimental to her put the violator into the same gasping of air as she had been forced to witness. She moved often. 

With her slight of step, the young woman was learning to steal fruit and milk stray goats rather than giving her body for payment. She had little to no communication with any of the thousands of IDPs who were fleeing the atrocities of warring sympathetic tribes. The fear of association had everyone weary of forming connections or knowing ones name. The young woman made her way south with the determination of a lioness protecting her cub.

. . .

He was a survivalist and a trained assassin. Clark wasn’t bothered with what he had to do to survive. No, what ate at him was the betrayal. As he cautiously left a footpath and approached the welcoming sound of the river, he overheard the chatter of men escaping from the tall reeds along the riverbank. Clark knew he would find what he needed, and he did. A small punt lay in the river’s reeds just down from a gathering of fishermen who were circling a fire, frying their fish. He slipped quietly away, paddling up the river’s edge in the shadows of the night.
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Kenyan Border - Charlie 2000 Hrs.
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The Special Ops compound was quiet. A few men were chit-chatting amongst themselves while cleaning their weapons; some were resting—all waiting for their next mission. The radio operator removed his ‘ears’, left his station, and ran over to his superior’s Quonset hut.

“Sir!,” said the aide, his chest heaving as he approached the blond-haired man, Colonel Dimitri, who had his head buried in his hands, deep in thought—planning his next move. He looked up. “Yes, soldier.”

“They are asking... I should say, demanding answers, sir,” relayed the aide.

“What was your reply?”

“I sent a generic response that we couldn’t confirm the hit because of mass hysteria.”

“Well done. How long do you think we have?” asked Colonel Dimitri.

“Possibly, until daybreak,” answered the aide.

“Send Reynolds in. Oh..., and Jake as well, please,” instructed the Colonel.

“Yes, sir.”

The Colonel stood and with a slight limp, walked over to his displayed map of the area. He was studying it as the two men were escorted into his office by his aide, Jacobs.

“Colonel,” acknowledged the men.

“Gentlemen. Step over here. You as well, Jacobs. We are one unit here. Our Lt. Clark is very clever. Where do you think he is headed, and tell me why you think that?” 

The men stood next to the Colonel and scanned the most likely escape channels. Jake spoke first.

“I met him during a training course at Fort Benning. That is why I chose not to be around when he was escorted in. He is very calm and calculating. His pain threshold is extremely high and his focus is unchallenging; therefore, in my opinion, we may never find him if he doesn’t want us to.”

“Not quite what I wanted to hear, Jake.”

“I understand, sir, but I thought we needed to lay it on the line. Our choice of understating his mission and security breach played well with his instincts. He survived,” Jake stated, matter-of-factly.

“I hated to see him go out like that, as well, sir,” remarked Reynolds.

“They are demanding answers, gentlemen. We can’t stall them much longer. If they fear we compromised the mission, they will send others.”

“Why would they think that, Colonel? We stayed true to their orders. There is no possible way they could conceive how we implemented them. If Lt. Clark wasn’t as perceptive as he is, the outcome could have been different. He might be on T.V. as a renegade conspirator right now,” shared Reynolds.

“I agree,” acknowledged Jake.

“Jacobs, is your contact trustworthy?” asked the Colonel.

“I would put my life on it, sir.”

“Good and his benefactor?”

“That remains to be seen, sir.”

“Well, some information is better than being blind. Now, more importantly, where should we look, gentlemen?”

Corporal Jacobs spoke up. “Sir, he was stationed at a Canadian Exercise Command hub in Kenya, which, according to the Canadian Operational Support Command (CANOSCOM), it doesn’t exist.”

“Like us,” laughed Jake.

They all raised a brow and smirked at Jake’s comment, which slightly eased the tension in the room.

“That would be a dangerous move, sir, and he would know that. If he went through Ethiopia to the Red Sea, he would have more of a chance to contact friendly sympathizers,” stated Reynolds.

“Sorry, Rey, I don’t believe he is looking for the easiest route. He doesn’t trust anyone at the moment. Lt. Clark has probably figured out we dropped him off within running distance of Juba, so he won’t chance coming our way in fear of us tracking him down in the Chenowths. With his talents, I would attempt crossing Uganda to Lake Victoria and then to the imaginary Canadian base in Kenya,” related Jake.

Colonel Dimitri listened quietly to his comrades as they debated Lt. Clark’s options.

“Gentlemen, I appreciate your input. First, we will need to satisfy command with our search and progress. At daybreak, we will strike camp and move to Lake Turkana...” he pointed to the map, “...along the northern border of Kenya, the Rift Valley, and Ethiopia. SAS will be able to track our movement. And Jacobs, you will send a message to confirm our intent. Jake, I want you to follow your instincts and take two men with you. That is all we can spare, sorry,” instructed the Colonel.

“Thank you, sir.” 

“Don’t thank me yet, Jake. Besides, side-stepping the Boko Harem, LRA, the Al-Shabaab, and the Ugandans, the toughest part will be to convince Lt. Clark that you have his best interests. Our initial contact with him wasn’t so friendly. He might not take too kindly to your intervention. So, be very careful,” elaborated the Colonel.

“Sir?”

“Yes, Jacobs.”

“Who should we say he took out?”
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Pentagon – Boardroom - Romeo 1400 Hrs.
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They—Jack and his loyalists plus one other—all had gathered in the plush boardroom and sat around the impressive, highly polished Rosewood table. Microphones were turned off but a center piece resembling a spaceship with a dial pad blinked green indicating Jack Tomlinson’s foreign partners were present. He controlled the meeting.

“Gentlemen and ladies, I will skip with the formalities and get right down to business.” He paused so his words could be translated. “We underestimated our device. He is being sought out, as we speak, by a team of professionals.” He paused once more. “We are concentrating our efforts on the most logical and the preferred direction of the team leader.” Pausing... “With all of our resources, we will jointly ascertain and extract the device. We are assuming our cigar man has been snuffed out by our device and a more casual approach will lead to constitutional reform to sanction our interests in developing resources and of course, our protected trade route. We will keep you informed as we learn the situation. Thank you for your time.”

The green flashing light turned red. The attendees, who sat at the table with Jack Tomlinson, stood with pretentious medals dangling on starched suits and surly faces avoiding eye contact, started to leave—all except...

“Director Jones, may I speak with you?” asked Tomlinson.

“Yes, sir.”  

“I will not have to recant my words, will I?” he said in a low direct voice.

“We are doing our best, sir,” reassured the Lt. Colonel. “Our system only allows for a level of intense magnification of a square mile at a time for a preliminary bleep, and then we have to zoom closer for direct identification. It all takes time, sir.”

Tomlinson flashed a phony smile as he nodded to the departing attendees. He then hung onto Samantha’s arm tightly. Jack turned into her.

“I don’t want to hear how you fucked this up and let him vanish into thin air. You promised your equipment could pinpoint anyone. Now do it!”

“You’re hurting my arm. Let go!” she demanded glaring back at him.

He relaxed his grasp, “Thanks for dropping in, Director.”

Another attendee, Nigel Redman, a strong man with piercing blue eyes, handlebar moustache, and a heavy Scottish brogue, was about to disappear through the door. 

“Nigel... May I have a word?” Jack said, cordially. 

The director rubbed her arm as she left the two men in the boardroom. Steaming, she rushed through the maze of hallways.

“How dare he blame me!” she said, sounding off under her breath, pissed off. “I told him it was not a suitable time.”

As she stood at SAS’ solid exterior door ready to punch in a code, a familiar voice called to her.

“Samantha! Samantha, wait!” 

She turned to see an old admirer, Admiral Chauncey Stone. He was a distinguished man, six feet tall with dark to greying hair. He smiled as he slipped next to her.

“I saw you come out from his war room. You didn’t look too happy. Is everything okay?” 

She smiled and looked up into his concerned eyes, “He is an arrogant son-of-a-bitch, but it was his lobbying that helped to obtain some of the financing for my project.”

“Which, I still don’t know what you do, exactly,” smiled the Admiral.

Samantha looked in each direction before she put her hand on Stone’s chest, “You know I can’t say...”

Interrupting her, he said jokingly, “Yes. Otherwise you would have to kill me.”

“Don’t say that too loud around here. Strange things are going down.” She then added, “How is Barbara?”

“You know Barbara. More concerned about her social status than what she has pushed away at home.”

“Chauncey, I can’t do it this way, you know that.”

“I’m not asking, Sam. I... I just miss you and want you to know that if you need anything, I am here for you.”

“Thank you, Chauncey. I truly appreciate your concern. I’m sorry but I have to get back to work.” She placed her hand on his arm and said, “Thank you.”

“Anytime, Samantha... Anytime.”

The lieutenant colonel looked at her watch and punched in a new code as every two hours the code changed sequentially. She stepped inside the outer room. The exterior door clicked shut behind her. Samantha paused and cleared a tear from her eye before resting her chin on the retinal scanner’s pad.   

Admiral Stone returned down the hallway from the direction he came. He passed the war room where Jack Tomlinson and Nigel Redman entered the same hallway.

“Lost, Admiral?” said Tomlinson sarcastically.

“Haven’t changed have you, Jack? Still the same asshole.” 

“Admiral, just wanted to offer assistance to an old friend,” remarked Tomlinson.

“It will be a cold day in hell before I call you a friend.” 

“I had nothing to do with those pictures reaching the Admiralty. By the way, how is Barbara?”

The Admiral turned to Jack—face to face.

“What, Chauncey? Want to duke it out right here?” 

Nigel interfered, placing his hand between the two. “Not the place gentlemen, and not the time.”

“Watch your step, Jack. The world does not revolve around you.”

“Jesus, Admiral, I thought it did.”

The three men parted ways. Jack and Nigel turned into Jack’s office as Admiral Stone made his way through the labyrinth of hallways.  

“Jack, you really shouldn’t threaten an Admiral. Did you have something to do with his de-commission?”

“Ah, he is a pompous motherfucker. Not my fault he couldn’t control his pecker. Now where were we?”
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Upon entering the offices of SAS, Lt. Colonel Jones was greeted with concern by her friend and colleague.

“Director, are you all right?” questioned Marsha Jean Atworth, Navy Lieutenant JG, a thirty-three-year-old senior researcher, and PAG’s co-author. 

“Yes, Marsha, thank you,” replied the director as she rubbed her arm. “Anything yet?”

“We have been following the recovery team and as their communication stated, they believe the hostage was taken into the mountains of Ethiopia,” informed Atworth.

Gently guiding Marsha to the side, the director quietly explained, “Marsha, we have worked on many projects together in the past and we have enjoyed a professionally mutual degree of success. What we thought we were designing PAG’s abilities for...” The director paused to find the right words. “...appears to be quite the opposite. They are using our system to hunt a man, not to save him.”

“What!?” 

“Shh, this is between you and me. Let me know when the recovery team makes their base camp. Oh, and Marsha, do you think any of the others here believe as we do?”

Marsha looked around with a different interest and stopped at each researcher. She tried scanning her own memory banks of each résumé she had read and believed she had the good sense to have picked the best.

“Samantha, let me review my notes. I will get back to you tomorrow. I can’t tell you how disappointed I am in hearing this. I really thought we would be up for a Pulitzer for humane survival, not arrested for human liquidation.”

Samantha squeezed her friend’s hand, “I know. We can’t let our feelings show to the others until we know for certain who is on our side.”

“I agree. You know I have your back, right?”

“Marsha, you are the last person I would ever suspect of this madness.”

“Thank you, Samantha.”

Marsha Jean, a pretty woman, with green-blue eyes who always wore her long brown hair in a bun, lived alone. Her friend Samantha, who held a higher rank than her, always treated her with respect. On several of their combined papers, Marsha was afforded the same accolades as Lt. Colonel Jones. But, living with the “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy, she had repressed any affection that would compromise her friend. She would do anything her friend would ask of her.
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