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  Chapter one
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Arabian Sea. A few years ago.
The speed and precision of the two combatants surpassed even the human race’s best martial artists and white arms experts. Time escaped Mawro’s notice while he stared up at the flat-panel display above his head, rolling footage from the recent fight on a continuous loop. With a growl he leaned back in his rickety roller chair and tugged at the sides of his goatee with his thumb and forefinger. His stomach gurgled as his mind winnowed down the list of possible explanations for this spectacle. The probable ones no longer seemed so far-fetched. 
He followed his operative’s movements to and fro beneath the port’s artificial daylight. Hana executed one technique after another, monolid eyes trained on her target while her jet-black hair bobbed about. Her fur-covered hands moved so fast their surveillance equipment managed to capture only an orange-and-white blur. Black stripes on her exposed forearms left artifacts behind, resembling speed lines following Hong Kong Phooey from the Saturday morning cartoons of his childhood. With neither misstep nor hesitation, the young woman landed every strike exactly where he expected. Exactly as he had taught her.
But Mawro found the likeness of Hana’s opponent captivating and chilling both at the same time. The other woman’s digital camo uniform pattern confirmed what their Revolutionary Guard contact had barked out over their comm link before Mawro cut the connection. She resembled dozens of U.S. Navy sailors guarding the beachhead marking the start of Coalition supply lines into Afghanistan—violating Irani sovereignty all the while. To that extent he agreed with the smug bastard, handpicked from among the Ayatollah’s staunchest zealots sent straight from Tehran to “advise” them. But no one had been able to account for the silver-gray fur covering the woman head-to-toe and the long white ruffs lining her neck on either side.
An instant after her utility cap flew off, a pair of long, slender ears poked forth from her disheveled rusty blonde mop. Mawro paused the video and chewed on one knuckle, not wanting to believe what he was seeing. The unmistakable black tufts at her eartips, however, dispelled any hopes of reasonable doubt.
The chair creaked under Mawro’s weight while he pushed away from his workstation and got to his feet. He jammed his hands into the pockets of his field uniform trousers and shuffled over to the portraits of a smiling Kim Il-sung and Kim Jong-il bracketing his compartment window. The sun had begun its ascent over the Gulf of Oman’s brilliant blue-green waters beyond where the ship’s ensign whipped in the wind above the stern.
He glanced up behind him at the clock above the cabin door and scratched at the curly hair above his graying temples. Hardly an hour had passed since their operation had begun. He would have never conceived he and Hana might encounter one of his own kind in such a godforsaken place like Chah Bahar. But now he had. An American at that, half a world away from her home.
Biting at his lip, Mawro returned to his console. The interloper’s remarkable physique served as a conduit for raw, unbridled fighting talent. Being her mother’s daughter, he would have expected nothing less. With a flurry of keystrokes, he magnified her cat-like face and gazed into the slits at the center of her eyes. Past the focused resolve there he saw the things he had hoped he would never see.
Anger. Pain. Forlornness.
Mawro reached over to one corner of his desk and picked up the small frame containing a battered and weathered family picture. A father and mother stood toe to toe in the center. He sported a bald pate and an orange goatee, beaming toward the photographer with his hands clasped behind his wife’s waist. She smiled up at her husband, her arms thrown around his neck. Platinum blonde hair spilled down to the middle of her back. The couple’s two teenage children stood next to them, one to a side. On the left, a lean and lanky boy with curly red hair flashed a toothy grin. On the right, a short and wiry wisp of a girl whose red-and-gold hair trailed down each shoulder in a long thick pigtail. The camera captured her glaring upward trying to blow her bangs out of her eyes.
By force of will he gazed up at the frozen image on his console. He puffed out his cheeks as he studied the woman’s hair, the same color as the girl’s from the photo. Forgive me, Pawlina. Who knew we would ever come to this?
The sound of the door opening gave him a start before the characteristic tinkling of Hana’s earrings announced her arrival. “Say Chief Park you meet when I aboard come?”
“Yes, thank you. No witnesses save for…her?”
“Ne, apa!” Hana replied in her native Korean as she closed the cabin door. Mawro cocked an eyebrow, and her fur-covered ears drew back alongside her head. “As you requesting,” she said in Polish, acknowledging his silent reprimand.
She was a mess. Blood stained the orange and white fur on her muzzle and forearms. Hana’s battle dress uniform, similar to his own but darker, was patched with dirt. The hand-to-hand melee, explosion and insertion team’s hasty retreat left her normally neat and tidy bob sticking out every which way like black straw. She appeared to have come straight from the ship’s hold after her crew berthed their go-fast boat. Exactly as he had asked.
Mawro stared at the floor. “How is the captain?”
“Medics on he working. Tough one is. I expect he fine! Brilliant plan, ne?”
“No! If you had both kept to plan the Americans would have never spotted you. Didn’t I say to leave the theater as soon as you released the gas?” Hana’s black-and-white striped tail drooped while Mawro breathed deep. “Look, I know the old man pulled rank after she showed up and you had to improvise. But goading the Iranians into detonating the shape charge was a damn fool thing to do and you know it!”
“But me live to—” 
Mawro pulled her into a bear hug and ran his fingers through the fur on the back of her neck. “The Affliction has already taken our families from us, Hana-ttanim,” he said, staring over her shoulder toward his desktop and the photograph lying face up in its frame. “I couldn’t bear to lose you too.”
Hana laid her head on his shoulder and hugged him back. “We should check on our comrade,” he said after a long moment. “Maybe you should freshen up before we—”
“Dongji!” came a man’s voice the instant before the compartment door burst open. Hana and Mawro turned to where the away team’s boatswain leaned against the jamb, gasping for air. “Blaznikova-sangjwa! Blaznikova-sangjwa!”
Her dark brown eyes went wide an instant before Hana bolted from the cabin. The two men followed, led by her panicked cries reverberating off the passageway walls.

      [image: ]Minutes later.
Mawro pushed his way through the bulkhead door. He brought a hand to his eyes for a moment until they adjusted to the harsh glare from the sodium vapor lamps above. The medics’ equipment had been strewn about the ship’s hold in their frantic bid to stabilize their patient’s condition. 
He snorted. The old fool had really gone and done it this time.
The medics raced about, working on Blaznikov as he lay unconscious on the gurney nearby. Their worrisome stink was thick enough to taste. The man’s lynx-like face was similar to that of the sailor from the video, but the fur hanging down the sides of his neck was far scragglier. His final instructions before the explosion played over and over in Mawro’s mind.
Harm not the Children of Affliction!
Hana stood a respectful distance away near one of the bulkheads, chewing on a chin-length tendril of her hair. She hung her head and sniffled after Mawro walked up and began to rub at her shoulders. Grotesque gurgling sounds emanating from the medics’ charge punctuated the noisy cadence of their instruments.
“Commander!”
He glanced up and caught sight of the ship’s surgeon waving him over. With a pat on Hana’s back, he requested she stay put, for he would be right back. She nodded. “Blunt force trauma severe to internal organs,” he pieced together from the stocky Russian’s broken Polish. “Estimate Captain’s survival below ten percent.”
Mawro stared down at the deckplates beneath his feet. Hana’s gambit had enabled her and Blaznikov to escape capture, but the blast had taken an enormous toll on his body. The crew aboard Pe Gae Bong monitoring their scrubbed offensive reported he had been at the epicenter. Mawro’s mental calculations led him quickly to believe the shock wave would prove more than his kinsman’s aged body could bear, ailuranthrope or not.
The shrill tone from the flatlined ECG snapped Mawro back to the present. Hana grabbed the first medic within her reach and began cursing at him in her mother tongue. Blood trickled down the front of the man’s jumpsuit as she sunk her claws deeper into his shoulders with every word. Her native dialect was difficult to follow when she spoke quickly, though he understood enough. If he and his fellow medics failed to revive their leader, she would add them each and every one to the body count. By most gruesome means.
Mawro exchanged looks with the surgeon and approached her side. “Drop him!”
Hana turned and glared at him a moment before her arms went limp. The frightened medic pulled free from her grasp and scampered off. Tears streamed down the sides of her face, leaving damp trails in her cheek fur resembling another pair of stripes. “But Kindred, apa! How we Kindred find do?”
He took her into his arms. “I…I don’t know,” he whispered into her ear.
The Russian man drew a hand back and forth across his neck, ordering his medics to stand down. They killed power to the ECG unit and packed up their crash cart. An eerie silence permeated the ship’s hold like a damp chill. It was over.
Blaznikov’s eyes stared lifeless up at the overhead until the surgeon drew a sheet over his fur-covered face. He and one of the medics rolled the gurney into the passageway while the weight of the old man’s burden settled upon Mawro’s shoulders. The survival of his clan—of his entire race—was now his responsibility. And his alone. 
He could research those dimensions of their Affliction the old man would have never allowed. He could step boldly forward onto a world stage, confident any link to his tumultuous past had died with Blaznikov. The old man had spooked generations of their clansmen into isolation, aided and abetted by the reclusive regime bankrolling their entire operation. No longer would Mawro avoid scrutiny’s white hot light like a cockroach scurrying for cover to avoid being crushed underfoot. Nor could he. The Americans would surely seek them out, intent on settling the score.
And Pawly will be with them!
One corner of his mouth slowly turned upward. Now he saw his path ahead, one he could use to at last set his clan’s course right. To set everything right.
He hardened his gaze at the medics and nodded toward the bulkhead door. With ashen faces they made a hasty exit, leaving Mawro and Hana alone in the hold.






  
  Chapter two
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The following December. San Francisco.
Pawly balanced herself atop the fire escape handrail and stared up into the night sky. The Transamerica Pyramid towered over the thick fog bank enveloping the vacant warehouses and run-down tenements stretching out around her in every direction. She glanced out over the harbor after a ship somewhere out in the soup blew its foghorn. Though radar, GPS and dynamic positioning instruments had long made their use unnecessary, she knew first hand ship captains from the Great Lakes to the Gulf of Oman were sticklers for tradition. Likewise among her own family of seafarers, especially at Christmastime. 
She twiddled at the tuft of fur atop one ear and took in the sight of the Crown Jewel shining brilliantly atop the Pyramid, a grim reminder of the half continent separating her and her loved ones. This year’s rapidly approaching holiday marked the first time since her first deployment they would have been able to celebrate together like normal people. Lenny had been anxious to meet her family, staunch Blackhawks fans all, surely to talk up his beloved Bruins. Though grateful having been spared any drama after Boston thrashed Chicago in the Stanley Cup playoffs this past summer, her heart ached at the thought of missing them all this Christmas. And for God-only-knows how many more to come.
An approaching vehicle’s rumbling engine helped squelch her dark thoughts. Pawly looked down to the alleyway beneath her feet to find a black late-model muscle car rolling toward a sharp corner between two buildings. She tugged at the strap of her bracer covering her watch and set her jaw. Right on time. 
The driver stopped short of the turn and killed the lights. Sobs of the girls tied up in the back seat echoed upwards as the driver and his passenger climbed out. One manhandled the girls out of the car while the other yanked a massive cooler free from behind his seat with a grunt. It landed on its side, spilling ice cubes and soda cans all over the pavement at his feet. The man pulled the cooler’s false bottom free and tossed one of the sawed-off shotguns stored inside to his partner. One by one the girls emerged from the back seat, blindfolded, gagged and bound. Their captors forced the three of them to sit down on the car’s rear bumper dressed in only halter tops, hot pants and stiletto heels. Their long black hair had been pulled into fat pigtails draped behind each shoulder. None could have been a day over fifteen, and they were shivering.
Her fangs bit into the fur below her lower lip. Pawly fell forward and thrust out her legs against the railing. With a flick of her wrists, her claws sprouted forth from the tips of her fingers. She dove toward the car and yowled to goad the driver into turning her way. Her claws sank into the skin above the bridge of his nose as she slid across the car’s hood on her butt. With a grunt she yanked her hand free, tearing both of the man’s eyes from their sockets. He screamed and crumpled to the pavement cradling his ruined face, weapon all but forgotten. His partner whirled around, shotgun in one hand, chest wide open. Before reaching the wall Pawly raked the toe claws on both feet across the man’s abdomen. She pushed off with her legs and landed past the front bumper. When she spun around she found the wide-eyed man attempting to stuff his own entrails back inside him with both hands. Pawly responded to the man’s horrified whimper with but a shrug before he collapsed.
She reached into her pocket and pulled forth a rust-colored handkerchief. Pawly darted her eyes from one dying man to the other to ensure their weapons lay well outside of their reach. While wiping their blood from her fingers and claws she cocked her head to listen. Once their death throes subsided, she heard only the soft sobbing of the terrified girls, still seated on the bumper. 
Pawly stuffed the handkerchief back into her pocket and stepped over to the girl nearest her. She drew one claw across the rope binding the first girl’s wrists together, tearing it neatly in two. Likewise, she cut through the cloth holding the gag in the girl’s mouth. With the tattered fabric, she grabbed the trembling teen’s wrist and gently guided her toward the alley entrance. “No, no. Not yet,” she said in Korean as the girl reached up toward the blindfold tied behind her head. “If I’m to help more girls like you, I can’t risk anyone seeing what I look like.”
The girl nodded and said nothing while Pawly removed her companion’s bindings and gags. “Now, the three of you, take one another’s hands and follow me,” she continued, her tone firm as she lined the girls up shoulder-to-shoulder next to the alley wall, careful not to let any part of her fur brush against their bare skin. “When I tell you, pull off your blindfolds and run as fast as you can away from the car toward the street. Turn right and go two blocks until you see a big neon cross on the left above a shelter for runaways and battered women. Someone who speaks your language will get you a shower, a hot meal and a place to sleep. You’ll be safe there until the staffers can get you back to your—”
“What the fuck? We had a deal!”
“Yeah, bring back those girls!”
Pawly whirled around and saw another pair of thugs running toward them from up the alley through the fog, each toting a shotgun. She glanced down at her watch and swore. Rival gang’s mooks arriving for their pickup just had to be early, didn’t they?
The men raised their shotguns and took aim at Pawly. She glimpsed her reflection in the car’s rear window and turned back toward the deserted street beyond the alley. Though the fog had grown thicker as the night drew on, it didn’t camouflage the gray-and-white fur covering her face and hands nearly as much as she would have liked. But there was no time left.
“Now! Run! And don’t look back!”
Pawly turned and broke into a sprint. She leapt for the fire escape an instant before the first shotgun blast. Two more followed, eliciting screams from the teens as they ran. But each pinged harmlessly off metal and brick behind the spot Pawly had occupied an instant before. In three bounds she was on top of them. She dove for the pavement with arm outstretched to catch one of the thugs in his neck. Gritting her teeth, she rolled through her rough landing and jumped back up to find the man thrashing about on the now-slippery concrete all around him. He grabbed at his neck with both hands to staunch a torrent of blood gushing from where his Adam’s apple had been. 
The second man let go of his shotgun and raised his trembling hands in front of him. Pawly closed the distance between them in a heartbeat’s time and kicked the weapon beneath a nearby dumpster. She pursed her lips and fixed him with a searing glare while he dropped to his knees, begging for his life in both Korean and English. “I don’t play around,” she whispered in kind. “Especially not with rats like you.”
Pawly slashed upwards and flipped the man head over heels into the trash cans behind him. With a pained shriek, he clutched his now useless arm to his chest. Blood from gashes cut clean to the bone quickly stained his white shirt red. She stepped calmly over to him and hauled him up by the knot in his tie, bringing his nose to within an inch of her muzzle. A smile spread across her face after glancing down at a dark area growing around the groin of the man’s light-colored khakis.
She snarled and bore her fangs. “You chose to pimp little girls,” she said in even tones brandishing the claws on her free hand beside his face, where she knew he could see them. “Now I will choose which part of you to slice off and cram down your—”
Fssst!
Her ears pricked up as she glanced around, trying to pinpoint from where the familiar sound had come. Thirty yards away…no, twenty five. Shit, he’s within range already!
Her brain barely registered the shrill hiss approaching before instinct took over. Pawly dropped to all fours and pulled the man’s body over hers an instant before she heard the fleshy thwack. The man moaned and clutched at the blaze orange fletchings of a tranquilizer dart sticking out of his back, unable to reach them. 
The muscles in her neck tensed. She knew the company he kept would have used bullets if he had been their intended target. Someone wanted her. Alive. 
She tossed him into the side of a dumpster and ran. After nearly a year, hostiles from Chah Bahar had at last tracked her down. Pawly had dreaded this very moment since stepping aboard the train at Union Station. Would she ever be able to return to Chicago and her family without fearing for their safety? And would she—could she—ever tell Lenny the truth about them? The truth about her?
Catch me if you can, motherfuckers.
She sprang atop a trash compactor after another brightly colored dart whizzed past her ear. It struck the utility pole behind her as she landed in a wide stance.
That’s two.
The tip of her short tail swished back and forth while she scanned the rooftops. Pawly lunged to her right and glimpsed another dart fly over her shoulder.
Three!
She executed a tuck and roll and coiled into a crouch. With a grunt, she jumped for the rungs of the fire escape ladder stowed overhead. It couldn’t end like this. Not before she saw Lenny again. Not before he knew.
One hand over the other, she made her way along, eyes focused on the roofline opposite her. In a sense, her pursuers had done her a favor by tracking her down. She had run to protect her family, had run to protect that idiot Lenny from himself. Forcing herself to satiate her bloodlust month in and month out had done little to make her longing for him every moment in between any less unbearable. But now she would fight, would fight them head-on. She wouldn’t have to run anymore.
Fssst!
Pawly grinned. With the shooter’s second adjustment of his weapon’s firing pressure, she could now confirm both bearing and range. Only twenty yards away…
There! 
Through the murky darkness, she made out a trace of movement. Though the fog would have surely obscured the shooter’s ducking behind the parapet high above the alley opposite her from a normal human, it was all she needed. By muscle memory, developed after years of her mother’s punishing instruction, she swung up onto the landing and launched herself toward the next flight. On the other side of the alley.
Pawly shot out her legs as she drew near the fire escape and pushed off. She flew back in the direction she had jumped from, now two stories higher. Over her shoulder she glimpsed a hooded man stand and take aim. She slapped the bottom of the platform with her hands to thrust herself downward, landing on all fours on the grating below. A dart lodged itself into the wooden window casing above her. 
Four down. She sniffed at the air, recognizing a familiar stink. Worry. One to go, I’ll bet!
With an indulgent chuckle, she hopped atop the third story railing and leapt across the alley. Body tight to the building beneath the shooter’s position, her wannabe captor would have to lean over the edge to sight her in. That would take time, more than she planned to give him. This would end. Now.
Pawly took hold of the railing and twirled her body upward to close the gap between them. The weathered metal creaked in response to her acrobatics before it failed spectacularly with a tinny ping. She cursed and catapulted herself away from the wall with her legs. Forty feet above ground and she was losing altitude fast. Along with her confidence. 
“Everyone around you will die, Pawlina,” boomed Blaznikov’s mocking voice in her mind. It had done so every day since her and Lenny’s detachment was torn to shreds. “Just like when you—”
A sharp pain accompanied the explosion from her memory while the sniper’s dart bored into the base of her neck. Pawly bit her lip to stifle a squeal and reached out toward a downspout an instant too late. She slammed headlong into the brick wall and tumbled like a rag doll to the concrete below. Cats fled in all directions from the stand of trash cans she upended, screeching in anger having had their late night snack so rudely interrupted.
With a long groan, she propped herself up to one knee. The damned streetlight at the end of the alley taunted her, spinning no matter how much she squinted. 
No! Gotta keep moving! Mom, Tommy…Lenny…
Her arms hung from her torso as if made of lead. Gravity soon won out and Pawly collapsed into a pile of refuse face first. She turned her head and smirked toward the hissing cat closest to her. “Thorry ta crath yer party, cuth,” she said before passing out.






  
  Chapter three
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Minutes later.
Top clicked off his sidearm’s safety and plucked a pebble from the chest pocket of his fatigues. He tossed it toward where the dark-haired man lay slumped up against the alleyway wall, chin to his chest. The pebble skittered across the pavement and bounced off the man’s thigh. No response. Nothing. 
He slid his night-vision goggles onto his forehead and crouched. Careful to step toe first, Top approached, inspecting for movement as he drew close—any movement at all. Observing none, he slid his forearm up underneath the man’s chin and jabbed a finger toward the man’s neck to check his pulse. His hand plunged into the flesh beneath the man’s jaw with a sickening schlorp.
Top started. His elbow drew up beneath the man’s chin and lifted his head, allowing him to glimpse the guy’s face. Or, rather, what was left of it. He glanced down around the crook of his arm toward the man’s chest. Skin and muscle sliced clean off the bone dangled from his pectoral tendons. 
With a gulp he stood and trotted over to their car. He holstered his weapon and drew out a trash bag from a pouch on his web belt. After shaking the bag open, Top thrust his left hand inside and carefully worked off his blood-soaked fingerless glove through the plastic with his right. Once finished, he unzipped another pouch and pulled out a packet of antiseptic wipes. He opened the car door and knelt down to rest his elbows on the seat. Then, he tore open the wipes and began to dab at the blood on his fingers. Several times he held his hand up to the car’s dome light until his brown skin no longer showed any trace of the man’s blood. Once satisfied he was no longer in imminent danger from bloodborne pathogens, he dropped the wipes into the bag and stuffed it back into his pouch.
Top finished his inspection by giving the car a quick walk-around. On the pavement between the alley wall and the right front tire, he found the man’s partner, lying face down in a puddle of his own blood. With the toe of his boot, he tapped at what appeared to be a freshly-made salami, hung up behind a deli counter and tied up in string. Only then did he realize the slick steaming mass lying beside the man’s body was his colon.
He shook his head and sighed, his breath forming a cloud in the chilly air. No amount of SEAL training could have prepared anyone for carnage like this. But the gruesome sights he and his fellow sailors had seen charging ashore at Chah Bahar had done just that. Like everyone who had survived that horrible night, those were memories he would just as soon as forget.
Dear God, Pawly. What the hell have you become? Or was this your true nature all along?
Top trotted up the alley, certain Pawly had neutralized the remaining punks in similar fashion. From his rooftop perch, he had heard their panicked screams crescendo and die out, one after the other. Stepping over the body of the man whose throat had been torn out confirmed his suspicions. Had Pawly been raging as he tried to draw a bead on her? Would he have shared this guy’s fate if his last remaining dart had missed its mark?
A smile came to his face as he approached where the final man lay with his back on the pavement. No blood, nothing torn open or missing. Pawly’s family would certainly want to know more about what she’d been doing in the months since she ran off. If this punk lived, he might be easily swayed into furnishing details. But his face fell as he turned the man over on his stomach. Hopes of a successful interrogation evaporated seeing the tranquilizer dart sticking out of the man’s shoulder. Jabbing his finger into the skin above the man’s carotid artery confirmed what Top already knew.
Able to do no more for the man, he pulled the dart from his back. He glanced up and found another one sticking out of a utility pole about fifteen feet away. Both darts he tucked into the small tin canister full of tissue paper clipped to his web belt. Making his way toward the street he came upon another dart lying half underneath an overfilled dumpster. 
Beyond lay Pawly, face down atop a trash heap. After tugging the dart from the base of her neck and stowing it, Top wrapped a handful of her uniform around his fist. With a grunt, he pulled her free and gently laid her down on the concrete. He knelt beside her to search for a pulse within the thick white fur along either side of her neck. In a moment he found one, rapid and weak. 
Top reached around behind for a pouch on the back of his web belt and fished out a little glass bottle filled with clear liquid. After giving it a good shake, he reached into his pouch for a syringe and held the needle cover with his teeth. He stuck its rubber bung and drew the plunger about three-quarters back, emptying the bottle just under halfway. With Pawly’s sleeve rolled almost up to her shoulder, he felt along her light gray pelt to the middle of her bicep. He injected her in the center of a dark spot there and stuck the needle back into its cap. Then he poked the needle back in his pouch, peeked at the chronometer on his wrist and checked her pulse once more. 
A smile spread across his face as he smoothed her rusty blonde bangs away from her eyes, much longer than he remembered them. Pawly’s heart rate was slowing and gaining in strength. She would be fine. At least until his teammates got their hands on her.
“Cat Box, Big Top,” he said quietly into the boom mic sprouting downward from his earpiece. “Copy?”
“Big Top, Cat Box, go ahead,” came a man’s voice in reply.
“Found our lost kitten. Between the two of us, we ate up all the mice, though.”
Silence. 
“Cat Box, do you copy?”
“Er, a-firm, Big Top. Retrieve as many darts as possible, especially those coming into contact with secondary subjects. Brain trust believes coroner’ll rule cause of death from heroin overdose given the formulation of tranquilizer we used.”
Top supposed Chinatown had been spooked enough by the spate of ‘Slashing Tiger’ incidents in the weeks prior. He scanned the alley above his head and spied the orange fletchings on the last dart sticking out of a wooden window casing. Leaving it behind was risky, but so was dwelling here too long. Besides, had he not known better he would have concluded it was just another old survey marker. A left over from yet another stalled attempt to repurpose the run-down warehouses all around them. 
Their boss would be grateful, nevertheless. No ‘dead civilian’ issues would hang around their necks. Not this time, at least. “Done. Head toward Pier 9 and turn right on Powell as soon as you exit the Broadway Tunnel. Go south a block or so and you’ll see us.”
“Be advised, Big Top, our rig can negotiate alleyways.”
“Negative, Cat Box, no need. Back in theater I carried men twice as heavy four times as far. And I want us on the other side of the Central Valley by the time SFPD gets Forensics over here. Can’t shovel the chum overboard for the sharks like before, so we’ll just lie low and wait for you at the curb. Big Top out.” 
Top scooped up Pawly’s limp form into his arms and got to his feet in one smooth motion. “C’mon, sailor. Let’s find you some fair winds and following seas for a change.”

      [image: ]Early morning. Arlington, Virginia.
The doors of the subway car hissed shut after Dory exited the train. The string of silver cars glided away to reveal the sun inching upwards into a blood red sky. From a pocket inside his trench coat, he drew forth his sunglasses and placed them on the bridge of his nose. Clouds had greeted him as he peered through the curtains of his hotel room window three hours ago, his first hint of a pre-Christmas snow bearing down on Washington. Now he walked along the deserted platform toward the turnstiles enjoying the beautiful mid-winter sunrise. 
Through the leafless trees Dory caught sight of the American flag flying at half-staff over the Robert E. Lee Memorial. A sudden chill made him shudder though he knew air temperature had little to do with it. He poked at the black wireless headset situated in his right ear, fully aware he would be in no shape to tend to business following his visit. 
“Call Top.” 
The simulated female voice repeated his command and the phone began to ring. “Yes sir?” the man answered in a gravelly baritone.
“I can speak freely as no one is around.” 
“Sorry, sir, can’t say the same,” Top said over voices in the background. “We stopped to fuel up and get us an early breakfast.”
Dory grunted and scratched at the closely-cropped hair above his ear. “You were scheduled to leave the Bay Area over four hours ago. Have you made it to the state line yet?”
“Just now east of Reno. Fog was pretty heavy through the Valley, so we had to take it slow.”
He swallowed his lips. “How is she?”
“Sleeping like a kitten, sir, no pun intended. I’m told she’ll be, uhm…comfortable until we make Des Moines at least.”
A hurried glance at his wristwatch confirmed she had been under for nearly five hours already. According to their mission itinerary—which he had insisted every of his team members memorize—she would remain so for another twenty-four at least. “Have there been any complications?” 
“Excuse me a moment.” The sound of boots clopping across the floor punctuated the muffle of voices until a bell dinged. “Sorry, sir, wanted to put in my food order before I stepped outside,” Top said above the low rumble of diesel engines. “Wanted to take all due precaution discussing Agency business, you know. And no, sir, nothing outside of parameters that we’re aware of. But we’ll keep watching her close even after her ‘medication’ wears off.”
Dory couldn’t help but chuckle. His longtime friend-cum-subordinate could always be counted on to follow protocol. “No worries, Commander, though this is a personal call. I have utmost confidence in you and your team but I—”
“But you wanted to know she was safe, just the same. Right?”
He blew out his breath and pulled at the skin below his chin with his thumb and forefinger, still tender from his morning shave. “You know me too well. Though maybe I do worry too much.”
“I suppose that’s your job, sir. But I’m surprised you aren’t worried more about that former Agency guy at Homeland Security sniffing around our brain trust. Interservice rivalry is the last thing we need right now.”
“El Toro is smart, dedicated, and as bull-headed as his call sign suggests. Which makes him delightfully predictable, I might add,” Dory said and hefted the strap of his travel bag higher on his shoulder. “All traits that ought to prove useful soon enough.” 
“I know, I know—‘keep friends close and enemies closer.’ Still sounds to me like you’re letting the camel get his nose in under the tent, sir.”
“A calculated risk. We will draw attention to ourselves trying to avoid him. Though I did make some calls after reading today’s morning brief from DHS.” Dory’s face spread into a wicked grin. “Imminent staffing changes in Chicago are about to make things a lot more, shall we say, interesting.”
“Sir, I really hate it when you say things like that.”
Dory laughed. “Now who’s worrying too much? Go grab your grub, sailor. Greasy eggs and bacon taste best when they’re hot.”
“Aye, Cap’n, that they do. So when shall we rendezvous?”
“I have to meet the Director and brief the Joint Chiefs before I fly out. Red sky this morning, so plans might change if the snow blows in before then. I’ll text you when I touch down at O’Hare so we can…”
Dory raised his voice to be heard over the jet engines screaming overhead to no avail. He followed the plane with his eyes until it disappeared behind the craggy brown treeline beyond the rows of tombstones. 
“Sir, are you at Arlington?”
“Yeah. I…I wanted Barry to hear from me first that his little girl is coming home. He would…he would want to—” 
“I know, sir, I’d do the same. Please, pay my respects. Will await your text.” With that, the line went dead. 
Dory removed his earpiece and tucked it into the pocket of his trench coat. After squaring his shoulders, he strode through the Memorial Gate. As he walked, he couldn’t help but notice how quiet the park was. Being early morning on a weekday during winter probably had much to do with it. Suited him quite fine that, gatekeeper aside, he had seen no one else since stepping off the train. 
The sights and sounds of birds twittering among the barren trees along the path did little to ward off the sad and bitter memories. He steeled his mind for the coming battle versus his own emotions, one he was destined to lose. 
Just like every other time he came here.






  
  Chapter four
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A truck stop in western Nevada.
One advantage to working at night was getting a jump on the rest of the world. Top enjoyed his beer thirty rolling around before most people even woke up. He had passed the morning shift opening up the travel plaza’s small deli on his way to the diner, and after breakfast dropped in to re-stock their A-rations. Limiting their stops to fuel only would help make up some time. 
He stacked the dozen freshly made hoagies two high on a shelf inside the rig’s small refrigerator. Whistling to himself, Top pulled plastic containers full of antipasto pasta and couscous salad from a cardboard box jammed between their small dinette table and the back of one of its vinyl-covered bench seats. Taking a hoagie and a Coke back out after stowing the rest gave him just enough room to close the door. 
Top stepped over to where Tommy sat behind his console and plunked the sandwich and soda down next to him. “Oh, thanks skipper!” the younger man said as he adjusted his rimless glasses.
The big RV lumbered forward out of the parking lot while Top crossed his arms and leaned atop a server cabinet. “You’re not foolin’ anyone with this workaholic routine, you know. Don’t think because we’re on a tight schedule you can’t take time to roll in and out of the places we stop,” he replied, eyeing the back of Tommy’s wheelchair.
“It’s okay, really.” Tommy popped open his soda and tore into the sandwich. “Stuie asked me to get some footage of the eclipse for her science class,” he said between bites. 
“Don’t play coy, shipmate. Stepped out onto the ramp beside the restaurant to take a call from Dory shortly after I headed inside. Sure looked like you had Pawly’s vitals up on your screens to me.”
Tommy looked down at the floor between his feet and rubbed at his wavy auburn hair with his free hand. “I…I just wanted to make sure she’s—”
“Look, spacing out while I was extracting her was bad enough. I need you to stay frosty until we reach Chicago in case one of Blaznikov’s people tries to tail us. Keep your mind on your job and let the rest of us do ours. Deal?” 
Tommy set down the sandwich on his console and scratched at his chest through his muscle shirt. 
“Stow it with the handwringing. Your sister’ll be just fine,” Top said after an uneasy silence. “So, did you get any good pictures of the eclipse?”
“Didn’t want to take my eyes off the road in the fog. But after it cleared up east of the Valley, I managed to snap a few with our roof-cam,” Tommy said with a shrug. “Image quality kinda sucked, though. Got some better ones while we were parked.” 
Top followed Tommy’s finger toward a time-lapse montage of brilliant lunar images rolling across his screens. Richer and darker hues replaced pale blue gray until the entire face of the moon was as red as blood. He stood transfixed at the sight, remembering that moment nearly a decade ago, when so much in their lives had changed.

      [image: ]Green Bay, Wisconsin. Years before.
“So then, Dad—what does this slimeball here go and do?” Barry nodded in Top’s direction and squinted up at Dory. “He foists a basket case like me off on his fiancée!”
Top felt heat rise up to his ears as his two friends doubled over with laughter. “Now wait a minute, sir.” He waved his open palms in front of him and glared down to where Barry sat in his wheelchair hugging his knees. “Your son isn’t telling the whole story.” 
“Sorry I missed the punch line!” their server said and reached in between them. The buxom young woman made too quick her work of exchanging their empty beer bottles for full ones, careful not to let the flowy silk scarves attached to her arm and bicep touch the tabletop. “Be right back with the ladies’ drinks. Little more oomph for your next round of wings?”
All of them had travelled to Green Bay to watch Barry’s kids Pawly and Tommy play in the Ambassador’s Invitational high school ice hockey tournament. Barry having been released from Bethesda the day before they left, Top had planned to go easy on the post-game festivities. But the rash of shit Barry dished out now and all afternoon at
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