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The Kazak Guardians

    Book II: The Unthinkable

    By

    C.R. Daems


    
CHAPTER ONE

    Ninety-five women gathered in a warehouse-like prefab some ten miles west of Las Vegas. The building sat on a bare stretch of desert land located on a dirt road a mile off highway 160. The sand-colored building had no windows. Inside, the walls, ceiling, and the concave beams that supported the twenty-foot ceiling were a dull, steel gray. The large open space inside was bare except for a five-tiered aluminum bleacher, just large enough to hold the assembled women.

    The women looked to be a cross section of America: black, brown, white, yellow, short, tall, thin, plump... They had come in response to a unique opportunity to become a Kazak-legendary bodyguards. The announcement had been posted in Martial Art studios and fitness and sports centers for the past three months. It read:

    NOTICE

    The Kazak Guardians are offering women a special program designed to prepare successful applicants for entrance into the Kazak Guardian school, which produces elite bodyguards who protect America's VIPs. Interested women should call 800-B-A-KAZAK for further details. The work is dangerous but rewarding-Kazaks guard individuals whose lives impact America's national security and interest.

    For the right person, the program constituted a unique opportunity. The normal biannual competition seldom produced more than a few interested women and most left when they found they had to climb the sheer face of a mountain to qualify. The few that successfully made the climb over the years found themselves competing with men who were inherently stronger and more aggressive.

    I stood just inside the front door surveying the group and wondering how many would make it to the Hill-the name the Kazaks used for the school, although it sat on the top of a mountain. I doubted I would have more than twenty candidates to work with after my opening remarks. It was not a life most people would want in spite of the substantial salary and benefits.

    "Everyone, take a seat in the bleachers," I shouted as I approached the group, drawing everyone's attention and an assortment of looks.

    "It's about time someone showed up. We've been waiting here for hours. Who are you?" a short stocky woman shouted.

    "I'm Kazak Lynn. Take your seats," I said and waited until everyone was seated and the talking had stopped.

    "I don't know if any of you ever attended the biannual competition at Hollister Mountain. If so, I'd bet you turned and left. The face of the cliff is intimidating, rising close to a thousand feet. For those who haven't, it is the first of five Challenges. To gain entrance to the school, the candidates must climb to the summit. Roughly fifteen percent succeed most years.

    "I've convinced the powers-that-be that the climb favors men, and if they want women Kazaks, the women need an alternative first Challenge. Before you become fond of those smiles, your first Challenge will be equivalent to a mountain climb. It will be a yearlong ordeal, partly because you will need additional training if you are going to have a reasonable chance to successfully compete with the men. Yes, you will still have to compete directly with the men, and yes, it's a competition. Each subsequent Challenge eliminates candidates. After the fifth Challenge, only the best of the best remain to become Kazaks.

    "When a friend of mine and I decided to try out for the Kazaks, we sought advice from Master Jianyu, a very wise man. His advice-don't go. When we asked why, he told us the Kazaks care little about the candidates or their wants. If we survived the first Challenge, we would spend our time learning how to live on only a few hours sleep, ignore pain, and to give up our lives to watch over people who also didn't care about us. He was right.

    "My friend knew he didn't want the life of a Kazak, but he wanted to experience at least a few years of their training, hoping to learn some of their fighting secrets. He saw only the glory and not the sacrifice. Fortunately, he didn't make the climb. Today he understands the truth of Jianyu's words and is glad he failed to make it to the top.

    "When I finally made it to the summit, the Master Kazak gave us a welcome speech. It went something like this:

    "You aren't here to have fun. If you came for fun, you came to the wrong place. We did not ask you to come here; therefore, you'll stay only as long as it takes us to find a reason to get rid of you.

    "Over the next couple of hours, I'm going to do you a favor and try to convince you that applying was a very bad idea."

    "Why? I thought you wanted women Kazaks," a tall redhead stood and shouted. She glared at me with narrowed eyes.

    "The organization wants to give women an equal opportunity to compete. But at the end of the day, they want Kazaks-not men or women but the best of the best. Those that decide to stay will get one year of training designed to negate the men's natural advantage of strength and aggressiveness. Those that survive the year will be allowed to join the Kazak school along with the men who pass the first Challenge in next year's biannual competition. There you will have to prove you have what it takes to be a Kazak or be sent home. To the Kazak instructor, you will be a candidate-neither male nor female.

    "The Kazak Guardians is one of the most dangerous professions out there. You have better odds of surviving injuries or death in Afghanistan. To make someone a Kazak who wasn't the best of the best would be like sending a blind man into battle. I tell you now, few individuals are suited to the life of a Kazak."

    "Are you a real Kazak? I thought only men were Kazaks. You don't look like you could compete with the men without help," a tall, muscular brunette shouted. She hadn't stood but had raised her arm to be recognized. I couldn't count the number of times I'd heard that from clients. My boss, Mr. Witton, usually withheld the fact he was sending a woman, which meant I had to explain I was the only one and it was me or nothing. He claimed it saved him hours of arguing with the client.

    "Yes, I'm a Kazak. The one and only female Kazak. As for special treatment, those that make it to the Hill will find that not only will the Kazak instructors not help you, but also they won't allow your fellow students to help you. The Hill epitomizes the survival of the fittest concept. Sending you home as soon as they can is the only special treatment you get. It saves you years of unnecessary pain and them from wasting their time trying to make you into something you will never be."

    "Why did you stay if the Hill so horrible, the life dangerous, and the people you guard don't care about you?" a well-dressed blond asked. She looked like she would be stiff competition in a beauty pageant.

    "Because I knew it was the life I wanted more than any other, and I was willing to risk my life to attain it. I mean that literally. When I climbed the mountain, I went outside of the area covered by the net, because I thought that gave me the best chance of success. If I'd fallen, I would've been killed.

    "Kazaks live in a world that few people will ever glimpse. We get to see the real person behind the name or position. Most don't care about us as individuals and some are assholes, but we protect them because in one way or another they serve our nations best interest. In keeping them alive, I make a real difference and that's important to me. I love the life and wouldn't change it for any other position in the world.

    "If you're here for glory or the benefits, which are many, go home. Stay only if the idea of guarding the nations most important people appeals to you and outweighs the potential danger and the long hard years of training." I walked up to the front of the bleachers and removed my weapons, shirt and bra, and slowly turned completely around so that everyone could see the assortment of scares I had received over the years. When the screams, gasps, and various expletives died down, I continued.

    "We'll take a thirty-minute break to give you a chance to consider what I've said. If you're uncertain about the life, training, or have other questions, stay. You'll always be free to leave. Otherwise, I suggest you leave. I don't know if you have to be crazy or special to be a Kazak, but I do know you have to want it more than anything else in life." They needed time to think about what I had said, so I left the building, which would become the workout area for those who stayed. When I had discussed the matter with Witton, I had told him I expected to lose at least three-quarters of the women the first night and for that number to decrease as the months wore on. I felt I would be lucky to bring five women to the Hill by the end of the year. I walked to the right of the building, where a smaller prefab stood. It would serve as the dining facility. When I entered, the lights were on. Behind the serving-line, a stocky overweight man was busily inspecting the equipment, while loudly expressing his opinion.

    "A Vulcan Hart. Eight burners and two ovens, very nice," he commented while opening one of the oven doors and examining the interior. And then looked up at the overhead pots and pans. "...ah Viking, good quality cookware and cutlery."

    As I approached, he stood inspecting one of the knives with his finger. With his bushy white beard and hair, round face, and smile he could easily pass for Kris Kringle. He lacked only the red suit. He finally noticed me and looked up. His eyes scrutinized me like a side of beef.

    "Hmmm, you must be the lady Kazak. I'm Fredric your chef. I was just looking over my kitchen. Good quality equipment-big bucks. I'm glad you're here. I hoped to speak with you before tomorrow about your instructions."

    "It's nice to meet you, Fredric. I'm Lynn." I smiled, "I'll bet they seemed strange."

    "Very strange. You want only two meals a day, good nutrition, high calories, and bland. Is that correct?"

    "Yes. The women who survive me will be going to the Kazak school. There, too, the meals will only be served twice a day and will be close to tasteless. Over time, they must learn to eat only because their body needs fuel. When on assignment, they can't be selective and can't be distracted by the taste."

    "To Fredric, that sounds cruel. I prepare food to excite the taste buds," he exclaimed, holding his fingers to his lips and making a sound like a kiss.

    "Well, we could be nice and start off with reasonable tasting meals and work down to very bland as the months go by." That seemed to appease his concerns somewhat as his frown relaxed.

    "That will be a challenge, but Fredric will do his best. You're the boss lady. What time do you want the meals served?"

    "For now, 8:00 a.m. and 4:00 p.m. That will change over the months. Eventually, breakfast will be at 6:00 a.m. and dinner at 6:00 p.m. The first meal will be breakfast on Thursday, three days from now."

    "It looks like you have over eighty women judging by the cars out front. The equipment is very nice, but it'll be difficult to make a hundred meals at one serving. And I'll need help." Fredric frowned again as he looked around the kitchen.

    "I doubt more than twenty five will be here three days from now, and that number will decrease over the months. As for help, hire whomever you need to help you prepare the meals and clean up. I've set up an account for you at the Nevada State Bank." I handed him a sheet of paper with the information he would need to access the account.

    "You very tough lady." Fredric stood shaking his head as I left. I could understand his confusion. Generally, chefs were expected to create meals that were a treat to the eyes as well as the taste buds. I wandered over to another slightly larger prefab, connected to the dining and workout buildings. It would provide sleeping and bathroom facilities for the women. Again, the lights were on. When I entered five women looked to be almost finished making up the thirty beds I had requested. A tall, gray-haired woman looked up and began walking towards me.

    "Are you the Kazak Lynn?"

    "Yes. I just stopped in to see what the sleeping quarters looked like."

    "I'm, Jessica. I'll be taking care of the... barracks. Do you have any directions for me?"

    "Just change the bedding every other day and keep the floors and toilets clean. I will let you know the hours the barrack will be available for cleaning. For now, you can expect it will be free from 9:00 a.m. until noon and 1:00 until 4:00 p.m. The women will be returning Wednesday, probably starting in the afternoon."

    "You don't have enough beds for all those women," she said, concern written over her wrinkled forehead.

    "Don't worry, Jessica. Most of them won't return. I doubt there will be thirty. I will make sure you know when their schedule changes."

***


    When I returned to the gym, I was pleasantly surprised to find fifty-four women remained. They returned to the bleachers when they saw me. One young woman, who looked like she'd belonged to at least one street gang, remained standing.

    "Were you trying to scare us?" she asked in an "I'm as tough as you" tone of voice.

    "Scare you? You need to face reality. They gave me documentation on each one of you: where you were born, the application you filled out, and other background information. I had it shredded. I don't care where you came from, your reasons for applying, or whether you stay or go. If someone cares, it has to be you. Before the year is out, many of you will leave because it's not the life you imagined; others I will tell to leave because they aren't what the Kazaks are looking for. The life requires many sacrifices. Myself, I don't regret any one of them for a second. And although the benefits are substantial, I'd pay to be a Kazak.

    "For the next year, I'm going to try and give you insights that will hopefully level the playing field for you in your competition with the men. Even so, unless you want to be a Kazak more than you want anything in life, you will fail." My eyes came back to the young woman.

    "This year is to help those of you who want this life to achieve your goal. Enough. It's Monday. You're free until Wednesday night to say goodbye to friends, relatives, lovers, get drunk, laid, or whatever. Because until this year is up, or you are told to leave, you will have no outside contact." The look on most of their faces was priceless-another reality check.

    "Those who are determined to continue will be back here before 9:00 p.m. on Wednesday. Allow yourself plenty of time to get back. Anyone late will be terminated from the program. You will find in the years ahead, that either you obey the rules or you will be told to leave. We don't care whether you like them or think they are fair." As I exited the building, the room erupted into chaos.

***


    I left and headed to Master Jianyu's Martial Arts studio. It didn't look very special on the outside, just an old, rundown looking warehouse building, but inside it was a magical place for me. If it hadn't been for my friend Gabe introducing me to Kung Fu and Master Jianyu's instruction, I wouldn't be a Kazak today. When I entered, two classes were in process and several persons were sitting in chairs in what amounted to a small spectator's area. Gabe was teaching a bunch of pre-teens a tiger form from the five-animal system. Master Jianyu was working with a man and woman on Tai Ji. Judging from their reactions, the audience appeared to be parents or friends of the students. I stood and waited. When the classes were over Jianyu walked over to me. We bowed to each other out of respect. I will never get over Jianyu bowing to me. He will always be my Sifu and deserving of my respect.

    "Master Lynn, please join me for tea in my room. Gabe will see to closing up as there are no more classes today." I followed him back to a good-sized room, which functioned as his home. It contained a kitchenette, small sitting area, and a bedroom and bathroom partitioned only by curtains. Jianyu was a Taoist from the old school and his simple quarters reflected his teaching. Gabe entered while Jianyu was pouring the tea. He grabbed me in a bear hug.

    "I hardly recognized you without bandages or favoring some body part."

    "I know. I feel like I'm retired. It'll give Witton time to get me off some of the government shit-lists. Apparently they find me difficult to work with." I couldn't help a small snort. In reality, they didn't like the fact I wouldn't allow them to order me around and that the powers-that-be felt they needed a Kazak to help guard someone or other. "I'm delighted that Master Jianyu and you are willing to help me train these women. I know the only reason I was able to compete against the men was the training I received here. If they are to have any chance of becoming Kazaks, they will need the same training. I only hope a year sufficient."

    "We will do our best." Jianyu said. "Whether that will be enough will depend on them."

    "Their first challenge will be a lot easier than that climb." Gabe said. For a second his eyes turned slightly downward. I knew he was reliving his own attempt those many years ago. "I'm glad I failed to make the climb. Master Jianyu's advice was right for me. I'm much happier here. I have a beautiful wife and a wonderful son."

    "Kazak life isn't for everyone. I've already lost forty-one women and many of the remaining ones won't return to begin the training. I'll be happy if I can bring five women to the Hill. Most will be unwilling to make the sacrifice and many others aren't suitable."

    "Don't you want as many women as possible to make Kazak?" Gabe asked looking surprised. "Otherwise, why help them with special training?"

    "No. We want Kazaks. This special training will merely give them a fighting chance. On the Hill there are no men or women, just candidates. We look for reasons to send them home. Kazaks are the ones we can't break." Gabe shook his head in disbelief. Jianyu nodded agreement. Before I left, we discussed class times and schedules. I encouraged Gabe to bring his wife, Lauretta, and told him I would pay for a baby sitter for his son, Daro. The Kazaks were providing him a salary for teaching.

***


    The next day, I decided to look up my old roommates. Four had married and had either left the state or lived well out of town. Since I hadn't been a close friend with any of the four, I decided a visit wasn't warranted. My friend, Sally, had been married but divorced a couple of years ago. Ironically, she still worked at the Golden Nugget as a waitress. Since she now worked the day shift, I decided to have lunch there. I recognized her immediately although she had thinned down, giving her a nice shapely figure. I didn't say anything, as I sat waiting to be served. Several minutes later, Sally came over to my table.

    "Can I start you out with something to... LYNN is that you?" Without waiting for an answer, she grabbed me around the shoulders and gave me a big hug. "I can't believe it's you. Gabe told me you're a Kazak now. That's great. I followed your example and pursued my dream. A year of singing lessons and I'm now part of a small band. Gabe managed to get us a gig at the new Cosmopolitan Casino. We perform in one of the small bars, in the early hours of the morning. It's a start." Sally bubbled with excitement. Just like the old Sally I remembered from our days waitressing together on the night shift in this very cafe. "We're playing tonight. Will you come?" She stood holding her breath, looking like a teenager asking for her own cell phone.

    "Tell me when and I'll be there." The cafe was bustling and Sally was too busy to talk, so I finished my Tortilla wrap and left.

***


    I spent the rest of the day back at the complex going over the tentative schedule I had prepared for the next twelve months. I wondered how many of the fifty-four would return, now that they realized this wasn't a college, with its few hours of classes each week and parties every night. Like Gabe, many saw only the prestige of being a Kazak. Unfortunately, if recognition came, it would be after years of hard punishing work. After a short nap, I dressed casually in a flared skirt, loose fitting blouse, and for accessories a Glock and two throwing knives. Although Nevada's gun law was very lax, it wouldn't have mattered. Kazak's have diplomatic immunity and can carry a gun or any weapon anywhere-without restrictions.

    I arrived at the Cosmopolitan Casino just after 1:00 p.m. Sally and her crew had just finished setting up, and she began with Because You Love Me. I was pleasantly surprised. She sounded a lot like Jo Dee Messina. I bought myself a Shirley Temple, after a ten-dollar bribe. Bars frown on serving non-alcoholic drinks. After that, I expected to see the waitress back at my table every ten minutes. I had to admit she was very discrete. I had been listening for about an hour when some semi-drunk and his friend sat down at my table.

    "It's red hot Charlie to rescue you. Can I buy you a drink, sweet thing? You look lonely," he said leaning towards me, which I wish he hadn't. If he brushed his teeth in the last week, it must have been with whiskey mixed in a spittoon. His buddy stood behind his chair with a toothy grin plastered onto his face.

    "No, thank you," I said as nicely as I could. I'm not use to being nice to idiots, but I didn't want to cause a scene, which would detract from Sally's performance.

    "Oh, come on. I won big at the tables and got lots of money to spend." His friend nodded, I think. It was kind of like trying to decide if the bobble-head doll on your dash was agreeing with you or just looking you up and down.

    "No. I'm waiting for someone. Please leave." It took all my will power to be civil. Deep down I knew it wasn't going to work, but for Sally's sake, I had to try.

    "He ain't here but we are. Two real men." As he reached for me, I slid sideways out of my chair and headed for the exit. His attempted grab for my arm missed and knocked over my drink.

    "Damn, Samie, the little lady's playing hard to get. Let go before she disappears." Charlie rose and the two lurched after me. I weaved my way through the casino and out the back door into the parking lot and waited. They came running out a few minutes later. They weren't smiling and didn't look even a little drunk. I wondered how many times that little act worked: pretend to be drunk with lots of money to throw around, lure the sweet thing someplace, and get ugly. Since I wasn't protecting a client, I guessed I couldn't justify killing them. The Committee that is the sole judge of a Kazak's conduct probably wouldn't see it as self-defense. And if I just beat them up, the idiots might come back for more. So...

    "You're lucky sweet thing. Charlie and I are free tonight to show you a real good time," Samie said, while his eyes undressed me. Charlie reached me first and grabbed my arm. When he did, I clamped my hand over his, rotated my wrist so that I grabbed his wrist, and twisted. When I had his arm totally extended, I drove my forearm into his elbow and at the same time executed a sidekick into his knee. His elbow and knee joint dislocated simultaneously. I stepped back, as he collapsed onto the pavement screaming. Samie had reacted to the situation faster than I expected. He advanced slowly waving a six-inch knife back and forth. He wasn't smiling anymore. I stood waiting. He hesitated for a moment, probably because he wasn't getting the response he expected. Then he lunged at my stomach. I twisted ninety degrees, letting my right hand guide the knife by me as my left arm snaked around his neck. As I rotated into him, my arm at his neck forced him to bend backward. I felt his vertebrae snap as he fell onto my bended knee. I doubted he would ever be the same again. I made my way back to the lounge and stayed until Sally finished. Afterward, we went back to the Golden Nugget for an early breakfast and talked until late into the morning. Like me, Sally had found a life she loved. I would have liked to visit longer, but I needed to get back to my training facility, to prepare for the returning women. I lied, telling Sally I was scheduled to leave town. I reached the facility around noon.

***


    Around three p.m. the women began arriving in ones and two. By eight fifty-five, twenty-two had returned. I walked out to the fence that enclosed the three buildings and exactly at nine p.m., closed and locked the gate. No one was in sight. When I returned, the room became silent.

    "You shouldn't have locked the gate, Nora's on her way back," a tall, young girl with long red hair said.

    "She has been eliminated from the competition along with the other thirty-one who failed to return."

    "But...she'll only be ten or fifteen minutes late." The redhead again.

    "Nora has provided you with a valuable lesson. If I or any Kazak on the Hill tells you to do something, you either do it or you will be told to leave. Some of you are thinking that isn't fair. Maybe not, but if you don't like the rules, you are free to leave. If you don't like me... that's all right. There's no rule about liking your instructor." That elicited a few smiles and a snort or two. I led them on a tour of the dining facility and then their sleeping quarters. "Tomorrow, I will ring this bell at 8:00 o'clock. You will have one hour to eat, wash, dress, and get to the main building. There's a stack of clothes over there. Find two sets that fit. Place you current clothes and personal articles-all of them including cell phones-in one of the bags on the beds and write your name on it. They will be returned to you if you choose or are told to leave. There's also a bag of toiletries on each bed. Write your name on it. We'll provide everything you need this year. If you feel we haven't, tell me. As of now, you are no longer women. You are objects for me to test and determine your value or lack thereof. Get a good night's sleep. Tomorrow will be a long day."

***


    I grabbed the bell's cord and banged it back and forth until everyone seemed to be awake. "For your information, a Kazak would have heard me open the door." I turned and walked back to the dining hall.

    "Hi, Fredric. What have we got on the menu today?"

    "Scrambled eggs, bacon, French toast, pancakes, toast, and assorted juices. I can cook you something special." A big smile pushed his chubby cheeks up into two bright twinkling eyes.

    "No, but thanks for the offer. What you prepared today looks delicious. It would be a feast for me. Just throw together something I can eat standing up, like an egg or bacon sandwich and a glass of milk or juice. Make it as bland as you can bring yourself to make it," I said. He frowned and looked hurt. "These women need to understand what it means to be a Kazak. I can only do that by showing them. Telling them won't get their attention." I waited while he made me an egg sandwich and poured a glass of milk. I took it and walked over to one wall where I stood munching on my sandwich as the first of my students filed into the room. I don't think they realized how much you can tell about a person from their time of arrival, appearance, what they eat, and where and with whom they sit. So while they thought I merely watched, I did what a Kazak does while protecting a client-evaluate the people in the area.

***


    Ten minutes before nine, they had all arrived in the main building. Nora had been a good lesson.

    "Good morning. I'll warn you not to eat too much at breakfast, since your first activity will be stretching and light exercise." I spent the next hour going through a series of warm up exercises and stretches designed to improve flexibility. As expected, the women's fitness varied considerably. At ten a.m. on the dot, Gabe entered the gym. I waved him over.

    "Students, this is Gabe, your self-defense instructor. You will address him as Sifu, which means instructor." I smiled at Gabe, who looked a bit intimidated by the horde of women staring at him. "They're warmed up, ready, and yours for the next two hours." That elicited a few smiles.

    "What if we have to use the ladies' room?" the blond beauty, Diana, asked.

    "For now, you'll either have to grin and bear it until the break at noon, or piss in your pants. Eventually, you will learn to control it or tolerate wet pants and the smell." I climbed to the top of the bleachers and sat, as Gabe got them organized and began with simple stances, blocks, and punches. When he finished, he explained the bowing procedure, which began and ended each class. I joined him shortly afterward.

    "Students, you have the next hour free. You will be back here at 1:00 o'clock." I had no sooner finished and there was a mad rush for the door to the barracks. "Well, Gabe, what do you think?"

    "I have to admit, I almost panicked facing so many women at one time. My classes are usually small and mixed. You were a little hard on them, though. I wouldn't mind if one needed to be excused to use the bathroom. When you need to go..."

    "I'd mind. They want to be Kazaks. This is the inglorious part of being one."

    "Touche. Jianyu was right. I saw only the glory of being a Kazak. I'm looking forward to watching the change over the year. Well, I'm off to my day job. See you tomorrow."

    A few minutes to 1:00 p.m., everyone had assembled. "Now that you are all rested, we are going to spend the next hour exercising." Sighs and groans followed. Without further comment, I led them through a series of strength exercises, stopping about ten minutes to the hour.

    At 2:00, Jianyu entered the room and we bowed to each other.

    "Welcome, Master Jianyu. Students!" At that, everyone stood and turned their attention to me. "This is Master Jianyu. You will refer to him as Master Jianyu. If you succeed in becoming a Kazak, it will be because of what this man will teach you." I bowed to Jianyu and returned to the bleachers.

    "Master Lynn is very generous. I will teach you how to protect yourself against stronger and more aggressive opponents. However, if you want to be a Kazak, she is your model. Master Lynn is the embodiment of the old Samurai-honor unto death-an old custom brought to life in the Kazaks." He then began with a few simple Tai Ji moves. When the two hours were up, I came back down to stand beside him.

    "You have two hours to eat and do whatever you want until 6:00, when you will assemble back here. Dismissed." It sounded like a cattle stampede as they rushed towards the door leading to the dining room and barracks. I smiled at Jianyu. "Wait until they find out that today was a light workout."

    "It will be interesting to see the swords take shape from the raw metal these students represent today." Jianyu bowed and left.

***


    They were all in place by 6:00. Jody, the girl I thought had been in gangs judging by her tattoos and mannerisms, raised her hand more to be recognized than requesting permission.

    "Why do you stand and eat. And why do you watch us during meals. Can't you give us a rest?" Several of the others nodded. They obviously had the same thought.

    "The hour right after diner will be a critique session. Your opportunity to get your questions answered and my time to comment on the day or give you advice. So, to answer your question, I am a Kazak. Someday, that will explain everything. Until then..." I paused before continuing. "You are in a sense my clients; therefore, you see a Kazak in action. I stand and eat so I can evaluate my environment. In this case, that includes each of you. I eat only things I can hold in one hand leaving the other one free. If something were to happen, I would be in action before you knew it was happening."

    "How do you survive the tension?" Megan, the redhead, asked, followed immediately by Carla.

    "Don't you care what you eat?"

    "It would be very tense for you to do that today," I admitted. "To me it's the normal state of awareness that I need to protect my client. Assassins and even thugs normally will know you are a Kazak and wait for you to drop your guard. That is why I'm forcing you to control your trips to the ladies' room. And right now, you are feasting on gourmet dinners. I know you don't think so, but Fredric has instructions to make the meals bland over time. Tasty food can distract you on the job. You can eat whatever you like on your time, but it would be best if food weren't important to you. Yes, the life of a Kazak appears hard, even cruel. But I love the life. I have more money than I need or want, free room and board in a luxury environment, fly on private planes, get to watch powerful people in action, help protect people from thugs and assassins, and get to help protect our nations interest. Furthermore, each assignment is different and exciting. There is no one in the world I would trade places with," I said, realizing they needed some encourage for the sacrifice that would be required over the months to follow. Silence followed my little speech. "All right, my advice for today, form no strong relationships with your fellow students here or on the Hill."

    "Why?" Several said simultaneously.

    "The Kazak school has no quotas. It may graduate as many as three or four, or no one. And although it isn't a competition in the sense of an elimination contest, you are being evaluated based on your performance against each other. If you hold back against a close friend, you will both be eliminated-you for not performing at your best and your friend because he or she required your help. There are other factors involved but that is the simple answer." When no questions followed, I continued. "Your next two hours will be spent meditating. You may want to review what you have leaned today, or if this life feels right for you; however, I want you to spend at very least one hour trying to empty your mind of all thoughts. If you can learn to do that, it may be the difference between becoming a Kazak or be eliminated. I'll go into more details over the months to come." With that, I got them settled in a sitting position on the floor, spaced well apart, and turned off the lights. "Absolutely no talking during this period."

***


    The next seven months went by reasonably smooth. I missed having clients, but watching the women's individual progress was interesting, informative and necessary if this program was to be conducted again in the future. I had lost three women. Although I knew I would terminate at least four or five more, the classes' performance had been far better than I expected at the beginning. Even the ones who would be terminated had done well and will have learned a lot about themselves. I was just getting ready to begin our critique session after their dinner break, when I heard the bikes. They were close to the building so they had obviously broken the lock on the gate into the compound.

    "Stay put," I said as I moved away from them and closer to the door. A few minutes later the door burst open and a young man with a goatee, shaved head, and head, neck, and arms full of tattoos entered, closely followed by five other tattooed youths in leather vests, jeans, and boots. They were all smiling like kids entering a candy store. Like kids, they didn't seem to realize the candy wasn't free.

    "Yo crew. I told you da place was full of nooky. Da bitch's mine first," the apparent leader said, pointing to Megan. "Snake, keep an eye on da door. Don't want any of da bitches to miss a turn." He laughed.

    "Hey, Sapphire or is it Ruby? You're mine," I said, remembering my days on the street. Ruby would make him the gang's whore. His face turned red and his mouth twisted in rage. Then his lips turned into an evil smile.

    "I heard dat some bitch here thought she's a gang banger. Wildman, I think they meant she liked being gang banged." He laughed again but his eyes flared with hate. "You first Wildman. Put da bitch in the right mood for the rest of the crew."

    "Sure thing, Spider," he said taking a step towards me, the cruelty of his nature evident in his expression.

    "Yo, Wildman. Is that wannabe your leader? Looks afraid. If it were me, I'd check to see if he had any balls." That elicited the proper response. Spider grabbed Wildman to stop him and pulled out an eight-inch serrated knife. He approached slowly expecting me to run screaming. He intended to make me an example of what happens to people who question his leadership. In preparation for an upcoming confrontation, I had folded a knife back against my forearm and out of sight. My other hand remained free to draw my gun.

    I slowly moved to my left. There would be a gunfight in a minute and I hoped to keep any gang bullets away from the direction of the women. Jody and a few others seemed ready to attack the group. I shook my head no. Spider couldn't help grinning. He had misinterpreted my movements.

    "Look at da bitch, aaaaah-" he gurgled as blood spouted from around the knife in his throat. Wildman stood frozen, confused; however, Snake recovered quickly and his knife came flying towards me. It missed as I collapsed into a sitting snake-stance, drawing my Glock in the process. Two of the gang were now reaching for their guns. I shot the one with his gun visible, twice in the chest. He staggered backward, dropped the gun, and collapsed. I shot the second one in the chest before his gun cleared his pants. He stood there trying to raise his gun without success. I shot him again, driving him backward into the bleachers. Now Wildman had recovered and was charging with a knife. His face ugly and twisted like a gargoyle. The back of his head exploded with my next shot. At the same time, I heard three shots in rapid succession. They appeared to have hit Wildman as his head jerked backward from my bullet and then his body pushed forward like he had been slammed with something in his back. When he had moved towards me, he got between the shooter and me. As he fell towards me, I dove to the side, rolled, shot, rolled, and shot again. There had been only one gang member shooting. The other one was running towards the door. I had shot the shooter twice in the chest. The runner had just reached the door when I shot him three times in the back. I ejected my clip and jammed another one home as I surveyed the room.

    Snake lay in a pool of blood, clearly dead. The back of Wildman's head had a huge hole, and he had three bullet holes in his back. I walked over to the bleachers. One lay sprawled on the floor with two bullets in his chest. The force of the bullets had driven the other gang member into the bleachers. He had lay folded up between two rows of seats. Somehow, the boy at the door had managed to rise onto one knee. I shot him two more times, then walked back to my students.

    "Did anyone get hurt?" Only silence and open-mouth stares greeted me. I took out my Blackberry, hit "1" on the speed dial, and put it on speaker. Two rings later, "Yes?"

    "Hi, Boss. I wonder if you could take care of a small problem for me?"

    "What did you do, shoot one of your students?" I heard gasps from behind me.

    "I did terminate a few, but they were alive when they left. I had six gang bangers apply for admittance, they're not."

    "Give me an hour. By the way, Clare will be there tomorrow. We've given her permission to do a story on the program." The phone went dead.

    "What's going to happen to the program now, Master Lynn?" Carla asked. Several of the women looked concerned. The others appeared in shock. I guess they thought I was headed to jail then prison.

    "If you will all have a seat, we will have our normal critique. The subject is Kazak actions in defensive of their clients, or in this case, students."

    "But you were defending yourself," Lucy said. She was one of the girls I intended to reject eventually.

    "Jody, Megan, were you planning on interfering?"

    "Yes, we thought... but you shook you head no and we didn't know what to do."

    "Did anyone see me moving to my left?"

    "Yes, I thought you were trying to get away."

    "I was moving to get you out of the line of fire; otherwise, those wannabees would have been dead before they got to make their macho speeches. None of that is important. What is important is being aware of what is happening. Meditation is meant to help you calm your mind in cases like this so you can think clearly. We can start our session now while we wait for the police to get this mess cleaned up."

    "But-"

    "Now!" I folded into a meditation posture. Slowly, they followed. About an hour later, I heard the police sirens. Too late guys, the party over. I rose as a police lieutenant entered, followed by ten officers. And there is no coffee and donuts.

    "Are you Kazak Lynn?" he said while surveying the bodies. "That man at the door was repeatedly shot in the back. That's not self-defense. You're under arrest."

    I stepped forward, spun him around, and pulled him to me. My knife lay along his carotid artery. "He dies and anyone else that moves." I hit "1" on my speed dial.

    "What now?"

    "A police lieutenant wants to arrest me. I have a knife to his throat, and I'm in a bad mood."

    "Don't kill him, please. I'll have someone call him within the next five minutes. Lieutenant, what's your name?" Witton asked. I had never heard him nervous before.

    "Pella, Robert."

    "Pella, remain calm. She will kill you and whatever officers you have with you. Have your officers back off. I'll have someone in authority call you with the next few minutes." The phone went dead.

    "Move back. Wait for a negotiator. She's not going anywhere," Pella said feeling confident he would soon have help. As he spoke, one of the officers began shuffling to my left hoping to get a shot at me. Right now Pella was two inches taller and fifty pounds wider. A sniper would be hard pressed to get a shot at any part of me.

    "One more move and I'm going kill you, and that vest isn't going to help. Your big head is showing."

    He hesitated for a moment, but stopped when one of the officers reminded him I knew how to shoot by pointing to the gang bangers. Sometime later, phones starting ringing, including the lieutenant's. I let him get his police phone from his belt.

    "Lieutenant Pella, this is Commissioner Carlson. You are ordered to stand down. I am on my way to the Kazak facility. You will make no attempt to arrest or detain in any way the Kazak Lynn. Is this understood?"

    "Yes... sir." The phone went dead. I released him when I saw all the officers had returned their weapons to their holsters. Carlson's conversation must have been patched into all the police phones. The Commissioner arrived thirty minutes later. No one had moved, except the Lieutenant who had inched well out of my reach.

    "Commissioner, that bitch had a knife to my throat."

    "Pella, I'm informed you're lucky to be alive. You were told she's a Kazak and has diplomatic immunity. You had no authority to arrest her. You are entitled to see her tattoo-badge and get the number, and a statement if she wants to give you one."

    "She shot the man over there in the back several times-"

    "That doesn't change anything. Take some pictures and get this mess cleaned up." Carlson then turned to me. "I'm sorry about the confusion. Can I see your badge and if you don't mind, tell me something of what happened here." I had to admit he was being a gentleman, so I'd try and be nice. I rolled up my sleeve.

    "Kazak Lynn the Fox, number 231. Six gang bangers," I nodded to the bodies, "entered private property and threatened to gang rape my students and attempted to kill me, so I shot them."

    "Do Kazak usually shoot their opponents in the back?" His tone had suddenly turned harsh.

    "Only when they try to get away. This interview is over." I walked toward the bleachers. "Alright, I want an additional hour of meditation. You have a lot to consider; however, I'd recommend you try to wipe your mind clean. You will hear more if your mind is quiet."

    Yes, they would have many questions:

    Student: "Why can't the police question a Kazak?"

    Me: "Because it may compromise the high profile person she's guarding. In addition, they would want statements and may insist she accompany them to the police station for questioning. That would leave her client without protection for hours or even days while the organization found an available Kazak. Plenty of time to kill him. Furthermore, they would then want her to be available to testify in court. The organization doesn't have that many Kazaks that it can afford to have them tied up doing nothing."

    Student: "If the police can't arrest a Kazak, aren't you held accountable for your actions?"

    Me: "Neither the local, state, or FBI can arrest a Kazak nor can they be sued for their actions; however, they are accountable to the Committee who provides us with our immunity. They investigate each incident and decide if the victim is entitled to compensation and whether the Kazak deserves punishment."

    Student: "Won't you be punished for shooting that gang banger in the back?"

    Me: "No, he attacked people in my care. That action alone forfeited all his rights. Shooting him not only precludes him collecting friends and coming back, but also deprives his friends or employer of information as to how he was discovered and killed."

    Etc., etc....

***


    They had just finished their morning stretches, when Gabe and Clare showed up. Clare marched over to me and stood frowning but said nothing. Gabe on the other hand was clearly excited.

    "The rumors are all over town, Lynn. A Kazak killed six gang bangers. And something about a police officer being assaulted and one of the gang bangers being shot in the back," Gabe said in a rush, while Clare conducted her detailed inspection of me.

    "You're not hurt?"

    "No, love. And it's all true, Gabe. If you want, you can be present when Clare interviews me before she returns."

    Clare grabbed me in a bear hug and squeezed, burying her face in my neck. I could feel the tears.

    "Damn you, Lynn, I could just imagine you all shot up. I even called Witton and screamed at him. This assignment was suppose to keep you out of trouble for five years." Her voice got louder with each word. "You attract trouble like... like... Witton is as frustrated as I am. Damn, you're making me old before my time. Oh, I love you although I shouldn't." Clare's face slowly turned red when she realized there were nineteen women watching her.

    "Ladies, this attractive and talented lady is my soul mate and a senior editor for the Denver Post. She's going to be doing an article on this program. Please answer any questions she asks. She will keep confidential anything you tell her that you don't want printed. Gabe, they are all yours." I took Clare up into the bleachers to watch the class. When we sat, I put my arm around her, and she leaned against me. We sat quietly, content to be together again.

***


    Over the next week, Clare interviewed each student, watched every class, and questioned me about its purpose. At night, we talked and talked catching up on each other's life and later basked in the love of each other's arms. Clare stayed two weeks. I agreed to do a video interview under the condition that I would be shielded behind a translucent screen to hide my features and my voice distorted so it would be impossible to identify me or my gender. The last day, the Post sent down a camera crew. The Post had negotiated with the local TV station that agreed to purchase the interview. All the money would be administrated by a committee and distributed to deserving organizations and individuals in the local area. Clare would be the chairperson.

    I allowed the students to watch and to my surprise Gabe, Loretta, and Jianyu attended. We intentionally left out the confrontation with the police. It served no purpose and would create unnecessary antagonism. I already appeared on too many shit-lists. Before Clare left, I promised to take a couple of weeks off to visit her as soon as the women were settled on the Hill.

***


    The final week, I let eight women go. They had worked hard but didn't stand a chance of passing the second Challenge, but I thought they would benefit from the experience and the year would not have been wasted.

    "Students, tomorrow you leave for the Hill. I believe you are as prepared as anyone could be for the challenges to come. Remember, the minute you set foot on the Hill you will be just another candidate. You will be told to leave the minute you disobey or ignore the rules or can't compete with the others. Good luck." I allowed them to invite friends and relatives to the gym for their final night-no sex or alcohol. Fredric prepared a delicious assortment of meals and desserts for the celebration. Two of the women decided to leave the program after talking with their family. Afterward, the nine women I considered eligible to compete were driven to the airport where they would begin their journey to the Hill, and I went to say goodbye to Jianyu.

***


    "I thank you for allowing me to participate in your program, Master Lynn. It has been a rewarding experience to watch those candidates being shaped into would-be Kazaks. Thanks to you, they are better prepared than you were. Your interview with Clare reinforced what I thought about you and the reason I have refused to let Gabe fight with you. Your awareness of a situation, your opponent's weaknesses and your response are close to simultaneous. But the ramifications of those actions take time to register in your mind. For the same reason, you were smart not to participate in Gabe's or my training sessions. I hope you will find time to visit me again." Jianyu bowed. I knew I would every chance I could. Jianyu had become a dear friend over the years.


    
CHAPTER TWO

    "Welcome to the Hill, Master Lynn," the head instructor on the Hill, Master Johar, said as I exited the helicopter. "I'm interested in seeing your candidates compete. Until you graced us with your presence, no one would have believed a woman could or would want to make Kazak. I suspect most consider you an anomaly and would wager the women you claim have passed an equivalent first Challenge will be eliminated by the third Challenge. However, knowing you trained them, I wouldn't take that bet." A small smile crossed his lips. "Come, I think we should welcome this year's candidates before they get too comfortable. The other Kazak instructors had assembled everyone-eighteen men and nine women. Johar walked to the front of the candidates and looked each in the eye.

    "You aren't here to have fun. If you came for fun, you came to the wrong place. We did not ask you to come here; therefore, you'll stay only as long as it takes us to find a reason to get rid of you," Johar said. I doubted any other school welcomed their freshmen class with such a message. He then turned to me. "Master Lynn, would you like to add anything?"

    "Thank you, Master Johar. I see by the smiles on a few faces that some of our candidates were not listening to you. While we allow you to stay, you will be celibate. If sex is more important than being a Kazak, I suggest you save us the trouble and leave now." Not only did the smiles disappear but frowns replaced them. I don't image the idea of no sex had crossed anyone's mind until now.

    That evening, all of the Kazaks on the Hill met in the building we referred to as the Temple, although it was only a marble building with no furniture or altar. It was used primarily for meditation and an occasional meeting of the Kazaks, since it was isolated and quiet. There were twelve of us. Except for me, they were retired either because of injuries or age or in rare cases, burnout.

    "Rumor has it you were out of control again and killed six innocent boys who wandered into your compound by mistake," Kazak Herbert the Tiger said trying his best to look serious, although the twitching of his lips spoiled it. The Hill received regular updates to the Lynn Board, which was meant to evaluate my Lynn's Rules for guarding clients. It contained all the complaints I received imposing them on my clients as well as any letters of appreciation, which was running three or four to one against.

    "Witton will tell you how out of control I can get when I'm bored. Christ, I hadn't shot anyone in years. Well maybe one but that's a long time." That elicited several smiles. They had all been there-months of doing nothing waiting for that life and death encounter that lasted only minutes. "Here's the version I'm sticking with," I said and proceeded to give them a detailed account of my encounter with the gang bangers.

    "What about the women candidates you've brought to the Hill?" Kazak Fred the Panther asked when I finished. It was a question I knew they all had on their mind. "Are they as devious as you were Fox?"

    "As far as I'm concerned, they are nine candidates competing to be Kazaks, who have passed the first Challenge. The Kazak school is excellent but it was designed to evaluate men not women. The special first Challenge was only intended to level the playing field. Now, they deserve no special treatment. If they can't be as tenacious as Kazak Herbert or as stealth as Kazak Fred or as devious as me, they will be eliminated. For your information, the program consisted of..."

    "I think you have equalized the men's inherent advantage. I'm looking forward to watching how this class will progress. Are you going to start another group next year?"

    "No! Well, maybe if Witton will provide a new group of gang bangers every month or so." I tried to look like I was considering it. "No. Witton wants me to monitor this group for a long as he and my soul mate, Clare, can keep me here and sane. They think four years. I think two, so we'll probably compromise at three.

***


    The next several months went by slowly. The first two years on the Hill was primarily academic, an accelerated college education in core course: languages, English, economics, psychology, math, and technology. Courses considered necessary to function in our elite clients' environments. The women and the men seemed to be having equal difficulties. During break one day, Jody approached me, bowed, but stood silent. After several minutes, she whispered, "Master Lynn, I know I'm not suppose to ask for help, but..."

    "Jody, we've told you we understand you don't all have the same educational background and we will help. We just won't do the work for you. So?"

    "I can't seem to learn a language. I'm managing with my other subjects, but I can't seem to learn the language I picked." Her eyes were misty, a rare sign of weakness. It must had cost her unbelievable agony to admit it.

    "Jody, what does that cluck gots her hood pierced, mean?" I asked. Jody responded without thinking.

    "The girl got her clit pierced."

    "No one else up here knows what that means, because it's another language-street language. So you already know two languages. Consider any other language as just another street gang's language. That's all it really is. You need that slang to fit into the street gang." I waited as she digested that. Slowly she nodded agreement. "Let me make a suggestion. Listen to each of the core languages you have to pick from and select the one you like the sound of. Disregard the one you have. It will take you a lot of extra work to succeed. When I arrived here, like you I hadn't had much in the way of school learning. I did it and you can too if this is really what you want to do with your life. Start by allowing yourself a half-hour less sleep every couple of weeks. You will find you can exist on four or five hours of sleep and still be functional the next day. That will give you a couple of hours more to study."

    "Thank you, Master Lynn." Her face was a picture of determination when I left. By the end of the first year she seemed to be doing at least average in every subject and better than average with her language-French. The first year slid into the second seamlessly. I had managed to visit Clare twice and she had visited the Hill twice. It made my confinement to the Hill tolerable. Normally, I could only visit Clare between assignments or when I was injured. That sometimes resulted in long intervals between visits and a large dose of anxiety for Clare.

    I'd only been back a few days when I noticed that Diana's face was bruised and she was favoring her left side. I pulled Herbert aside.

    "How did Diana get hurt?" I asked out of curiosity. Witton or the Committee would eventually want me to write a paper on the program I developed and the subsequent results it produced. Diana had proved reasonable at self-defense.

    "Not in class. Probably some out of class argument, which she lost," he shrugged. Fights outside of class occasionally happened and the Kazaks usually ignored them. Candidates had to learn to look after themselves. However, I wondered if the mingling of the sexes might not have introduced another element. I know I had some problems resulting directly from being female. That night I picked a shaded spot over-looking a secluded area about a hundred yards from the barracks and sat. At dawn, I rose and spent the day monitoring the students. I made no distinction between the men or women. The self-defense component had been introduced as the second year started and it was interesting to see the effect of Gabe and Jianyu's training. It appeared to have had the desired effect and the women were doing quite well. For the next week, I slept in the area I had selected. On the sixth night, I came fully awake when I heard the struggle in the distance.

    "Diana wouldn't cooperate, and you saw what happened to her. You heard the Kazaks, no one helps anyone, and so no one's going to help you." The men laughed as the woman struggled to get free. She managed to break free about halfway to my position. She swept through one's legs causing him to fall. He didn't let go until she kicked him in the ribs. The other one pulled her towards him and punched her in the face. She staggered backward. When he grabbed her and pulled her towards him, she let him and drove her head into his face. Jianyu would be pleased with her performance. However, she should have continued the attack until they were disabled-or dead. Instead, she backed away.

    "You'll pay for this." He wiped blood from his nose, while his buddy rose holding his ribs. "When I'm through, you're going to be our ho, and I'm going to rent you out. They spread out each with a knife in his hand. I took aim. Bang. Bang. The two men fell. Megan looked around wildly. When she eventually found me, she walked over and bowed.

    "That was well done," I said. "Master Jianyu would have been pleased. However, you should have finished them after you had gained the advantage. Consider that the next time you meditate."

    Seconds later three Kazak appeared, guns drawn. I could see students looking out the doors and windows. Fred looked in my direction.

    "Master Lynn." He nodded to me. "You seem to have everyone's attention."

    "I guess you might as well get them all out here." I rose and walked down to the two dead bodies. I had hit both in the head. Jessie would have approved. He had always said I was a lousy shot. Compared to him I was. He could hit a humming bird at a hundred yards. I couldn't scare one at that distance. With effort, I had improved over the years but usually tended to shoot chest, head, chest for safety, unless they are close. I missed Jessie. He had died defending a client against a Ghost Assassin. Master Johar appeared as the students were accumulating.

    "You appeared to have found two of our candidates flawed-"

    "She shot them from cover. Diana invited them to-" A tall, lanky young shouted as he approached us out of the growing group of spectators. The two dead men were probably his friends. His rant was cut short as Herbert swept his feet from under him and caught him with a back fist on the way down.

    "As Kazak Herbert has so eloquently demonstrated," Johar said quietly into the silence, "students don't interrupt or criticize a Kazak. We owe you no explanations for our conduct. As the senior Kazak on the Hill I could inquire as to the reason for the shooting, except from Master Lynn. She is my equal. But in the end, a Kazak is only responsible to the Committee. They are the sole judges of our actions."

    "There is a lesson here. These two men raped Diane a week ago. She conducted herself well and did not complain. The other students conducted themselves well in not helping her." Several of the women were frowning as I spoke. "That will sound harsh, but it is not for you to decide when the rules apply and when they do not. In addition, you must resolve your own problems. However, it is the Kazaks' responsibility to ensure the rules are used to produce Kazaks not monsters. On the ground are two students who used the rules to abuse others students. They violated two rules: your not here to have fun and no sex. But their real mistake was thinking they could make their own rules. You." I pointed to the boy Herbert had upended. He had just managed to rise. "Will drag those bodies to the helicopter pad and wait for it to arrive. You are leaving with them. You did not violate any of our rules; however, you showed poor judgment in defending their actions and lying. I would suggest everyone return to the barracks. Tomorrow is not a rest day."

    "You have an interesting way of dismissing students, Lynn." Johar smiled before walking off.

***


    Towards the end of the third year, Clare came for a working visit. She had gotten the Committee's approval to follow up with the women candidates. They had finished their academic work, had been practicing self-defense for over a year, and had completed their first year with modern weapons: guns, knives, and batons. The second challenge results would be announced while Clare was here. Only the three men I had eliminated had gone, but I knew one man and one woman would be eliminated in the second Challenge, bringing the total to ten men and eight women. I believed everyone would be surprised by the results. My first Challenge for the women had been more successful than I had anticipated.

***


    I met Clare as she exited the helicopter. "Welcome my love." I gave her a long tight hug and a kiss. I had to admit seeing Clare often and without injuries had been wonderful. If for no other reason than she had been relaxed because didn't have to constantly worry about me being injured or killed while protecting a client.

    "I understand the women are doing well. And Jody?" Clare asked. She knew Jody had been having trouble with the school courses and languages.

    "She reminds me a lot of me. Somehow, my analogy of a language to street slang turned her around. She is fluent in French and doing well with Russian. Psychology was easy for her. I wonder if it has something to do with growing up in bad neighborhoods. Anyway, her other subjects were average. She's better than average at self-defense and guns, but marginal at batons. She's passed the second Challenge, and will pass the third easily. But don't tell her that. She needs to continue to fight with everything she has if she's to have a chance to pass the forth and fifth Challenges." As we reached the Kazak living area, Johar met us.

    "Welcome to the Hill, Clare. I understand this is a working visit and you are going to interview the women candidates. We are all impressed with them. Your soul-mate did a good job."

    "I'm impressed any of them survived a year with her, and more that some of them impressed her. I love Lynn, but her idea of good is everyone else's idea of perfection." She turned and squeezed my arm and kissed me on the cheek.

***


    The transition from the third year to the fourth, called the second Challenge, wasn't very impressive. Master Johar assembled the students to announce the results.

    "Charlie Fidel and Mary Lo Tilla, you have failed the second Challenge and will leave on the helicopter tonight. The rest of you will be allowed to continue."

    And so began the student's fourth year. That night after a quiet dinner, I sat on the couch with Clare leaning against me. I cherished these moments with her, feeling loved and having someone who cared about your life, your feelings, and your happiness.

    "That was very exciting," Clare quipped. No medals, no certificates, and no long-winded speeches. Yet, I'll bet each of those people felt like they had been given the medal of honor."

    "You're right. They are fighting for a dream and each Challenge is one step closer." I could remember my nerves at the end of each Challenge and the euphoria after I knew I had passed.

    "I've talked with all the women. They all recognize without that year with you, they would have failed long before now. They understand now that the rules they thought excessive were necessary. I'm not an expert on what it takes to be a Kazak, but I see you in a few of them."

    "Yes," I pulled Clare closer to me and kissed her, "at least one will make Kazak." My money was on Jody, Megan, and Carla, but telling Clare may distort the outcome, since she would be re-interviewing the women who were staying and something may slip.

    "Clare..."

    "Yes, my love. I know. Witton and I have become good friends over the past few years. Now that I'm not screaming at him over you being injured, I've come to realize you're more to blame than him. You and your damn rules. They make you the perfect bodyguard and the perfect target. You...want to return to the field." A tear leaked from one eye and hung on her cheek. It stared at me, making my heart feel like it had been slammed with a hammer. "I hate it, but I understand. I love you and you're a Kazak. I don't want to change you but I don't know what I'd... Witton says you have a tendency to shoot first and then ask questions. I told him I want you to learn to shoot first faster. He didn't say no." The nights that followed were especially passionate, not knowing when we would see each other again and under what circumstances.

***


    I stood in front of the women candidates, feeling some pride at their success.

    "I will be leaving in a few days. I miss the action although most assignments are 99.9% boredom and 0.1% fighting for your client and your life. But it's the reason I fought to become a Kazak. It's an exciting and rewarding profession. You have done well, to pass two Challenges. You all know Gabe. He wanted to make it to the Hill and spend a few years here. It was good he failed, since he would have been disappointed. He wanted to learn the Kazak secret fighting methods, but as you know, the first few years are academic, basic self-defense, and work with guns and knives. He already had a year of college and knew more than basic self-defense and didn't want the life of a Kazak. Each of you has the potential to make Kazak. But the reality is that at very most only four of the twenty-one remaining candidates will succeed-maybe less. To succeed, you will have to want one of those positions more than life. I know. But even those who don't make it will learn a lot about themselves and will have learned skills that are in demand. Good hunting." I spent the next several hours with them reminiscing about our time in Las Vegas. It was an emotional moment. In a sense, I had given birth to them.


    
CHAPTER THREE

    "Hi, Boss. I bored."

    "Is this Lynn, the trouble maker? The one who is on every government shit-list?"

    "The very one."

    "Since you've been away, my workload has been cut in half. I get almost no complaints, and I don't have to spend hours explaining you're a woman and a reasonably good Kazak."

    "When do you explain? You always leave it to me to explain when I show up and they're expecting a man."

    "You could dress like a man." He laughed. "Welcome back, Lynn. The Committee is very pleased with the results of your new first Challenge for women. And it is fortunate that you are eager to return to the field at this time, because they have an assignment for you." I could almost see Witton smile.

    "You mean I didn't have to beg. And you told Clare!"

    "Actually, you owe me for sharing that information with Clare, so she was prepared for leaving a year early. I imagine you were surprised when she took it so calmly."

    "I guess I do. So, what's the assignment? An easy one I hope."

    "That's all I ever assign you. I hope you can keep from getting all shot up this time. Right now Clare and I are on good terms."

    "That's scary. So what's this assignment?"

    "There is a General Sorinson, who has access to troop deployment in Afghanistan. Someone contacted him several months ago and has been trying to bribe him ever since. He reported it to the Secretary of Defense, and they decided he should accept the bribe and agree to provide troop information in the hope of discovering those involved. The CIA believes it's an Al Qaeda cell. Sorinson has been providing them top-secret troop deployments for the past month; however, his contact has discovered that the information hasn't been timely or accurate. They've threatened his family if he doesn't provide them with accurate up-to-date information. He has sent his wife to the Air Force base on Oahu, but his daughter, Karin, refuses to go. She's beginning her third year at Dartmouth's Tuck School of Business. She doesn't want to interrupt her education for what she considers a minor risk. Her semester begins in two weeks."

    "I'm going to be...?" I asked. Bodyguard didn't seem to fit in on a college campus.

    "Sorinson has talked to his daughter and insisted she have some kind of protection. They've been fighting for a week. He has some leverage-tuition and men in black suits following her from class to class and on dates. After talking with the Committee, he and his daughter have agreed on a one person bodyguard-neither old nor in a suit of any kind."

    "I assume she's expecting a man, who she can keep at arms length or further. You want me undercover and attached to her hip. You had better inform the Committee that it's by my rules or nothing," I said, knowing Witton already understood and approved.

    "They are aware of your rules. I believe it's one of several reasons they selected you. Like me, I believe they continue to evaluate your rules. Karin will meet you three days from today, at the Trumbull House for breakfast. She has been staying there while waiting for the start of the school year. Unknown to her, she has been assigned a two person room and no other roommate."

    "Well, I'm off to spend your money." When he didn't respond, I continued. "Yes, Boss. I know what my undercover role will be and need to go shopping. The Committee needs to ensure I'm assigned for audit to whatever classes Karin will be taking."

***


    I spent the next two days shopping for my new identity. I was getting fond of pretending to be someone else. I purchased five pairs of jeans, multiple scarves, multi-strand Jersey stripe headbands, and ten oversized embroidered tunics. To avoid questions about style, I purchased them from popular name brands like Lucky, Lands End, Guess, and Silhouettes.

***


    I stood in front of the white three-story building called the Trumbull House, preparing to assume my new identity. The grounds were well maintained and the property expansive judging from its location, acreage, and isolation. I walked up the stairs, into the foyer, and followed my nose to the dining room. Couples occupied three of the tables. At another table, a young woman sat alone reading a newspaper. She had shoulder-length blond hair, straight nose, narrow chin, and slightly pale skin. She was so focused on the paper that she didn't notice me walk over to the table. That probably made her a good student but a very poor bodyguard.

    "Sabah el kheer...good morning, Karin. I'm, Lana, the person you were expecting to join you for breakfast." I smiled not only to be nice but also at her expression of resignation. I had dressed in a brown oversized embroidered tunic, scarf headband, and jeans. I wanted an American look for a Muslim woman: loose fitting clothing to hide the figure and a headband to substitute for a hijab. She nodded and I sat.

    "Well, Lana, you're certainly not what I was expecting. Nevertheless, I want it clear that you are not to interfere with me or my activities-"

    "Yes, let's get the rules straight. I'm going to be joined to you at the hip. Everywhere you go, I go. No exceptions. If that isn't acceptable, I will change into a dark suit, with an appropriate bulge to ensure everyone knows I'm carrying a gun, and follow two-steps behind you. I will go out of my way to make your college-experience a nightmare. Or," I said with a smile, "we can pretend I'm the daughter of your father's influential friend in Afghanistan, who is an important warlord on the side of the Americans. He asked your father if you, Karin, would allow his daughter to follow you around so she could get a taste of college life in America. He's thinking of sending her-me-here next year. You are doing it for your father's sake and his relationships in Afghan. Take your choice."

    "You can't do that!" She shouted. Several of the people stopped talking and turned to look in our direction.

    "Are you still a young girl stamping her foot because she can't get her way or are you a young woman preparing to enter the real world. There is an Al Qaeda cell out there that wants to kill Americans-citizens as well as soldiers. Your father is working to help find the cell before they succeed. If you were to be kidnapped, what do you think your father would do? Would he just say: 'I don't care. It'll save me the money she costs to attend college', or will he give them real secrets to save your life. Those real secrets will eventually get him caught and court marshaled. As a consequence, he will spend the rest of his life in prison and hundreds of U.S. soldiers will die. Regardless of what you think of the war, they don't deserve to die. And what would happen if they kill you? Your mother would blame your father. Both would suffer for the rest of their lives, because you don't want to be inconvenienced." I felt like an elder counseling a youth. Karin sat there for a long time in silence, alternating between glaring at me and her half empty plate.

    "I hate you. I like being a young girl finally away from home and rules, and free to do what I want. And you want me to grow up. I'm not ready to be an adult. I want to remain in transition between girl and woman. Free."

    "Nothing is free nor is life fair. As a child, girl, or woman, you are free to make decisions, but they have consequences. As a child or young girl, you don't always realize the possible consequence. But as a woman you must understand they exist, although you can't always predict them."

    Karin nodded. "I don't promise to like the situation, to go along without a fight, or to like you, but I'll try to remember the consequences. I won't be able to avoid thinking like a young girl in transition, because I am." She made a half-hearted effort to smile.

    "I can accept that. Here are my rules..."

    "You're going to be my roommate!"

    "Tied to the hip." I spent the next hour detailing her story about me, that I was a Muslim, why I dressed the way I did, her promise to her father, etc. We went over the story several times, until I felt confident she had it straight.

***


    Karin was surprised when I had no trouble registering along with her. In fact, we were both already registered and assigned a room. She changed one course without any trouble, although it was already full.

    "I can't believe this. Registration should have taken hours, and I probably would have had to change class times and maybe lose a course or two I wanted. Father is an important man, but the college wouldn't have acquiesced like that for him. I'll bet you could get the Tuck School of Business and Dartmouth to refuse to register me," she said almost absent-mindedly. I nodded.

***


    The first day of school proved the most stressful for Karin. I was everywhere she stood, sat, or walked. In the student cafeteria, I insisted we sit off to the side where I had a good view of everything and my back to the wall.

    "Why? My friends, old and new, are going to think I'm weird," Karin wined.

    "So I can see the entire room. You can tell your friends I'm paranoid, having grown up with a warlord as a father. In fact, you can use that as an explanation for most of the things you and they consider weird. Karin, I know you think this is all unnecessary, and I hope it turns out that way. Until then, I'll spend every minute of every day surveying every area you're in. I'll risk my life to keep you safe, so humor me."

    "I know it's weird, but I almost would like to be attacked to see how you'd react."

    "Careful what you wish for."

    "Karin's first class was Capital Markets, introducing the things that determined the pricing of stocks, bonds, and other financial instruments. I found it interesting, although I had my mind split between observing everyone and everything, and the lecture. We had just finished the class when a good-looking young man approached.

    "Hi, Karin, who's your friend?"

    "Lana, this is Carl, if you want to know the location of tonight's party ask him or follow him. Tuck only accepted him because his father gave Dartmouth a ten million dollar grant.

    "Carl, this is Lana. She's the daughter of an Afghan warlord, who's my father's ally and friend." Karin said tentatively. For her first performance, it was respectable.

    "Hello, Lana. I'm pleased to meet you." He smiled and put out his hand.

    "Motasharfon bemarefatclh...sorry, nice to meet you, Carl. I'm still not used to speaking English in my responses." I gave a slight nod but didn't take his hand.

    "You have a beautiful voice in either language."

    We met several other friends of Karin's and slowly my cover story was solidified. We attended three more classes that day. At dinner, I insisted on eating at a table in the corner. Rather than me looking strange to her friends, they thought me interesting. By the end of the day, Karin was mentally exhausted from explaining my presence and trying to say the right things.

    "You did well today, Karin. It may be easier than I thought. Your friends and others see me as a novelty and find my supposed idiosyncrasies interesting. You can play on that."

    "This would be fun, if it wasn't so much work. You seem to take to it naturally."

    "Think of it as a game you're playing with your friends, teachers, and new people you meet. Enjoy it. No one is being hurt by it. Actually, everyone is enjoying me and my strange ways," I said trying to ease her tension. It looked to be a long semester. The first two or three weeks would be the toughest.

***


    The first week went well. People not only accepted my presence, but also went out of their way to meet and talk with Karin. Boys were particularly interesting in hitting on me. I managed to hold them off with my Muslim ethics. Unfortunately, that just seemed to encourage them to be creative. Karin's first party proved a real challenge.

    When we arrived, it was chaos with men and women dancing, drinking, popping drugs, and running up the stairs to bedrooms. It would be impossible for me to follow Karin, so I parked myself on the stairway about halfway up. At least, I could scan the room and keep an eye on her-most of the time. My cover would unravel if I tried to follow her as close as I would like or dragged her back to our room. So, I kept an eye on her as best I could, while continuously scanning the crowd for anything out of place. It seemed ridiculous. The college kids were easy to identify; hence, anyone else would stand out. I had been sitting there for only a few minutes when this tall, freckled-face red-haired young man sat down next to me. He wasn't drunk but high on something.

    "You're that girl from Afghan whose father is a warlord. Welcome to America."

    "Thank you," I said without turning in his direction. Normally, I would mix in a little Arabic, but thought that would just encourage him.

    "You should join in. This is America not Afghanistan. No one is going to punish you if you have some fun," he said and put his hand on my leg. I gently removed it, regretting I hadn't broken it.

    "Oh, loosen up." He put his arm around my shoulders and pulled me towards him. I let him, driving my elbow into his ribs. His breath exploded out of him as he bounced backward against the wall. His ribs weren't broken, but they would be bruised and painful for the next few days. As I turned towards him, he stared wide-eyed while gasping for breath. I noticed several men had been watching the exchange.

    "Ya Allah, that isn't proper conduct. Please leave."

    "Harry, I don't think you impressed her." Their laughs were good-natured, enjoying Harry's failed attempt. I had several more attempts at seducing me, but they were careful and didn't press too hard. I think they had a pool going. Karin seemed to be enjoying herself. She danced with several men, did some drinking, and allowed a bit of rubbing and kissing. I was relieved she didn't let anyone take her upstairs. I wasn't sure if it was good sense or my presence.

    About midnight, she began staggering and a boy put his arm around her and began heading for the stairs. At the stairs, he looked up at me.

    "She wants to go upstairs." He winked.

    "She doesn't look well. I'll take her home." I hoped he would admit defeat and let me take her home.

    "She's a big girl and can do what she wants. Why don't you go home? She knows the way." He gave me a nasty stare and began walking up the stairs. I let him pass me, and then swept my arm across his ankles. He hit the stairs face first and slid several steps down before stopping. I stood up and caught Karin before she fell. He staggered to his feet. His nose was bleeding nicely.

    "You bitch," he shook his fist and took a step towards me.

    "My father would be very unhappy if I were hurt. In Afghanistan, he would behead the person. Here I guess the police would be involved at very least."

    A few of the men were snickering, some unsure what to think, and a few gave me ugly looks.

    "Karin definitely looks unwell. I will take her home. Massaa el kheer...good evening," I said and helped her out the door and back to our dorm room. She appeared awake but unable to move or respond verbally. I suspect someone put a date-rape drug in her drink. If not, she was really going to be mad at me in the morning.

    I called Witton after I put her to bed.

    "Mr. Witton, how is my father doing. I miss him."

    "I'll bet you're miserable, since no one has shot at you over the past couple of weeks. I know how cranky you get when you're bored."

    "Tell father I'm still a good Muslim woman, although it's difficult with college kids."

    "You can't talk, can you? Sorinson is having trouble with the cell. He's been attempting to stall while the CIA tries to locate them. His handlers are losing patience. Be careful."

***


    The week went by quickly. I enjoyed her classes even though I didn't understand everything. Her friends and interested classmates were fun, and Karin gave me little trouble except for the bathroom. I insisted being there when she was. She tried to stop me mostly because her friends began to wonder why. I explained that since it was a co-ed dorm, it would be inappropriate for me to be alone. That seemed to satisfy everyone except Karin. That weekend, she and a few of her friends decided to go into town and eat out. I wished she didn't have friends along. My responsibility began and ended with Karin. They had put themselves at risk without knowing it, because Karin didn't believe there was any risk.

    They wandered in and out of shops trying on clothes and now and then buying some. Karin and I were slightly behind her friends, because she had stopped to say hello to someone she knew from her Management Communications class. We had just started walking when I noticed two men approaching us and another coming from behind. All three had their eyes glued to Karin. I drew my gun a second before they did. I swept Karin off her feet and fired twice, once into each man's chest. As she hit the sidewalk, I spun down into a snake stance, close to a sitting position. We fired simultaneously. He missed, I didn't. I fired again at his head. As I spun back and up, I felt a stabbing pain in my leg. A man across the street, that I hadn't seen, fired twice as I was uncoiling. He only missed my head or chest because he shot a second too late. I fired twice, driving him into a plate glass window, which shattered as he slammed into it. I turned and fell on Karin, who lay stunned from the impact of hitting the pavement. I lay there my face near her ear.

    "You heard shots and felt me push you down and fall on you. You don't remember what happened after that." I repeated it three times, until she mumbled something I took for an agreement. Several minutes later, the street came alive and her friends came rushing over to us. The girls were firing questions so fast I made no attempt to answer them.

    "Let's get out of here. It doesn't appear safe," I said as I helped Karin to her feet. "I think we should take Karin to the school's first aid. She might have a mild concussion."

    "You're bleeding," Karin's friend Dorothy screamed. I nodded and we made our way to the campus first aid building. My wound had distracted the questions. When we arrived, I used the bathroom to redistribute my weapons. The doctor concluded my injury was only a flesh wound but that I should go to the hospital to be safe. I declined. At my insistence, he cleaned, sutured, and bandaged it. He examined Karin and concluded she didn't have a concussion, just a good size lump on her head. When we finally exited the examining room, everyone rushed us.

    "Are you going to tell us what happened, Lana, or do we have to beat it out of you?" Dorothy demanded. The other girls nodded. Karin was or pretended to be dizzy, so I gave my version.

    "You had just entered Sally Brown's shop when the shooting started. I pushed Karin to the ground and fell on top of her."

    "That was brave of you, Lana," Dorothy replied, looking at me wide eyed.

    "I followed my natural instincts. My father's a warlord. In Afghanistan, you learn quickly it's best to hit the ground when you hear gunfire. I guess I didn't hit the ground fast enough." We talked a bit while returning to the dorm. Karin said little. I made the excuse that we needed rest and would see them tomorrow. As soon as we entered the room, I called Witton on his private line.

    "Boss, there was a shootout a few hours ago. I need for it to be considered an argument or a race issue. Two men attacked two others. I don't think anyone saw me shooting, but I don't want Karin or me to be involved." I outlined the specific details. Immediately afterward, he hung up. A man of few words would be an exaggeration.

    "How can you quiet the Newspapers and a police investigation?"

    "Self Interest 101. The newspaper is a business, which caters to the interests of the people in their area, so that they can make a profit. Fair and balanced doesn't enter into it. They will want to get the story in print before anyone else and put their spin on it. They will have to rely on the police report and witnesses, which will be very unreliable when bullets are flying. The police work for the government, whether it be City, State, or Federal, and can be directed what or what not to report and which details to withhold."

    "The professors never mentioned that course." She came over and put her arms around me. "Thank you. I hated you following me around, joined at the hip as you say. I managed to tolerate you when you seemed to fit in so easily. But I never believed I was in danger. I thought my father was being over protective of his little girl. And I didn't believe you when you said you were willing to risk your life for me. You were right to tell me I was acting like a young girl, whining because she couldn't get her way. I guess I got what I wished for-to see you in action-and I missed it."

    "Wasn't much to see. Four amateurs with guns, wanting to kill an innocent unarmed girl for a religion they don't understand. A standard Muslim greeting: Assalamu alaikum wa rahmatullah, means Peace be upon you and God's blessings. Where was the peace and God's blessings? Enough. It's time for you to study. It seems to me one of your classes gave you a reading assignment."

    "I can't study after what happened. Are you crazy?"

    "Of course, I'm crazy. Who else would do what I do for a living. Pick up the book and read me your assigned chapters." I pointed to her books. She gave me a dazed look, opened the book, and began reading. I asked questions as she read. Apparently, some of them were funny, since she laughed. After about an hour, we bought some snacks and drinks from the vending machine and were having a pajama party like two young girls. Around four in the morning Karin called it quits and crawled into bed. She was asleep before her head hit the pillow. I pulled the covers over her shoulders and kissed her on the forehead. A silly gesture for a Kazak.

***


    For the next few weeks, Karin and I became the most popular women on the campus, and I achieved hero status. If they only knew the truth. Two weeks later, Witton called.

    "They identified the Al Qaeda cell and arrested all its members-except the ones you shot." He gave a small snort. "There's no reason for you to stay; however, I think it would generate less questions if you did, at least, until the end of the semester." I stayed.

    When the semester ended, I told everyone that I had to go back to Afghanistan with my father, but hoped to start Dartmouth next fall. Karin and I said our goodbyes. She promised to stay in touch. I thought I would like that.


    
CHAPTER FOUR

    I sat in Witton's office drinking coffee. Ann Marie had either changed brands or was adding something to the old one. I made a note to ask her.

    "Well Boss, what's my next assignment?"

    "I would have expected you to ask for time off to visit Clare."

    "I thought I had to be shot up to ask," I said, holding back a smile. If you run out of places to send me, I'm willing to go off and sulk."

    "General Sorinson is very pleased with you. Not only because you saved his daughter's life but for mentoring her. He said she seems to have transitioned from a young girl into an adult. He's making a 6B Prowler Jayhawk available to you to go anywhere you want. He said they would make it a training mission and simultaneously reward a few deserving pilots, since they would be allowed to wait for you. So I guess I have to give you time off or disappoint an important client and maybe the Committee." He took a sip of his coffee, and then nodded. "The Committee continues to take a special interest in you. Because you're a woman, you're a better match for certain clients, like Karin Sorinson, and your client-restrictions have produced excellent results. They are hoping your project will product at least one woman Kazak. So far the feedback from the Hill has been positive.

    "So while we wait for the Committee to pick your next assignment, you can take Sorinson up on his ride. I'll let you know when they've decided.

***


    "Hi, Clare. Before you say anything, I'm in good condition and have another story you can't print. I'd like to go to Vegas to see Gabe and Jianyu. If you can and want to, I'd like you to come along. And maybe we can go someplace else afterward if Witton doesn't call me back too soon,"

    "Of course, you are due for mental evaluation. You need a full time shrink, but I guess you'll have to settle for a part-time one. Where do you want me to meet you? Since you have no injuries, I suspect you've no private plane."

    "Well, my last client's father has arranged for one. He feels he owes me, although he doesn't. But it won't be the kind of comfort we're use to. Meet me at Nellis Air Base, tomorrow around two o'clock. They will be expecting you at the gate and will direct you to the airfield. See you there." I hung up before she could ask any questions. Cruel, but the surprise would be worth it.

***


    When I arrived at the main gate to Andrews Air Force Base, they had obviously been expecting me.

    "Ma'am, I'm Chief Master Sergeant Noland. If you'll park your car over there, I'll take you to your ride." Noland proceeded to give me a guided tour of the base, before driving onto the flight line and parking close to several military fighters.

    "Ma'am, Lieutenant Simns has been notified of your arrival and should be here shortly. In fact, that is Lieutenant Simns approaching now." He nodded towards a good-looking man in a sage green flight suit walking towards us. He had curly brown hair, round face, athletic build, and a nice smile.

    "Welcome aboard, ma'am. General Sorinson and Admiral Clemens send their regards. You know some high-ranking military men. I'm Lieutenant George Simns, your driver. Your ride is over there. It's a 6B Prowler. It's a tight fit, but I think you will enjoy the ride. I understand you're a Kazak. Pardon me for saying so, but I didn't know there were any women Kazaks." He showed no sign of embarrassment, a typical young hotshot pilot full of self-confidence.

    "I'm the only one. So, I get my first ride in a navy jet, and you get to transport your first female Kazak." I pulled up my sleeve to show my Kazak ID. It still gave me goose bumps when I looked at the tattoo-a gray police-looking shield with the head of a fox in the middle, and two scrolls with Kazak, Lynn, above it, and two with Guardian, and 231 my unique identification number below it.

    "I guess that means I have to keep my hands to myself, or I'll wind up in the hospital. Not to mention the admiral will have me cleaning latrines for the rest of my career." He grinned. "The Prowler has limited range, so we'll have to stop at Scott Air Base to refuel. I look forward to talking to you and to our stay in Vegas. If you would like some suggestions on were to go after that, I'd be happy to provide some."

    I met his ECMO, a Lieutenant Phil James. Simns and James sat in the two front seats and I had a position in the back, which also had two seats. I loved it. Simns did some acrobatics, either to impress me or see if he could get me sick. If the latter, he failed.

    At Scott Air Base, I met some Air Force pilots and received lots of attention. Like Simns, they had never seen a Kazak and had lots of questions. It took Simns an extra half-hour to liberate me. Two hours later, we landed at Nellis Air Base where Clare stood waiting, surrounded by a bunch of pilots and sergeants. Simns had provided me with a Navy flight suit and an extra one for Clare.

    "Hi, Clare. Your ride is waiting. We've got about an hour while they refuel the Prowler." I handed my wide-eyed, speechless friend the extra flight suit.

    "Ma'am, your friend tells me you're a Kazak. The only woman Kazak," a colonel said. Seven other pilots and a few sergeants stood waiting the answer.

    "That I am. I have an hour, what would you like to know?" I settled in for the barrage of questions to follow. Most consisted of training and the life. Again, Simns had to drag Clare and me away. I had warned Gabe I was coming. He and his wife met us at the landing field. As we exited the Prowler, Simns motioned to me.

    "Ma'am, we've orders to wait for you and to take you any place you want to go, so long as there is a landing field. I know you wouldn't care, but James and I do." He gave me his award-winning smile. "We'll be at the Winn Hotel when you're ready to leave, but we'll need at least twelve hours notice. We need to file a flight plan and be sure to have our eight hours of mandatory sleep." This time he grinned.

    "Enjoy yourselves. I'll give you plenty of time to properly say goodbye to the girls and whatever you need to do." I left them with smiles on their faces. Gabe and his wife were surrounded by another bunch of pilots and mechanics.

    "Hi, Gabe, Lauretta. It's wonderful to see you two again. I hope we aren't intruding on your plans." I knew Clare didn't mind and probably Gabe, but I wasn't sure about Lauretta.

    "No, Lynn. I look forward to seeing you and Clare." Lauretta gave me a hug. "You're welcome any time."

    "Give me time to talk to these curious, gallant men and women." I turned to the group "Yes, I'm a real Kazak. I'll give you one hour for any questions you may have." It was a fun hour, and I had to promise to arrive a bit early before I left. Clare and I also got several offers to take us to dinner, shows, and anywhere else we wanted to go. We declined as gracefully as we could.

***


    We stayed five days. I treated everyone to dinners and shows. I had nowhere to spend my money but on friends. It felt good. We also spent several hours visiting with Jianyu. I found that Lauretta had begun taking Tai Ji lessons with Jianyu after watching my Kazak candidates train.

    "You look at peace, Master Lynn. Although many try, few every reach that state of mind. Most seek peace through meditation. You've found it by filling a need in your life. My masters would find that interesting and unbelievable. We have been taught that meditation is the only path."

    "I am at peace. I love my life, have good friends, and found my soul mate."

    I reached over and squeezed Clare's hand. When she looked up, her eyes were misty. I pulled her close and whispered in her ear. "Honest feelings are never anything to be ashamed or embarrassed about. I love you."

    Now tears trickled down her face. She smiled and made no attempt to wipe them away. Jianyu changed the topic and asked poignant questions about my reactions, feeling under a variety of conditions, and interaction with clients. My answers amazed me. They provided an insight I never had before. I was content to be who and what I was but had never stopped to look at why. Gabe and Lauretta looked shocked. Clare on the other hand sat quietly listening like she had heard the story before. She hadn't but somehow she knew.

    Gabe and Lauretta both worked. They had managed to get five days off but now had to get back to work.

    The next morning, I called for room service. After a breakfast of Swedish crepes, a fruit cocktail, and juice, we sat back relaxed.

    "Where to Clare. We have a Prowler ready to take us anywhere we want. The lieutenant did say that he had to have a landing field."

    "Knowing you, I'll bet you wouldn't care," Clare snorted. "How about Phoenix? The pilots will have a big city to explore, and we can travel to Sedona. I hear it's beautiful and not too many people."

    "Phoenix it is. I'll notify the pilots. We should be able to depart tomorrow."

***


    We spent a wonderful week in Sedona. I had thought I knew everything there was to know about Clare, but each time we were together, I discovered more. Reluctantly, she decided she had to get back to work. We left the next day. The pilots seemed to have enjoyed themselves in Phoenix. We flew back to Denver, where I stayed a few more days. Since Witton hadn't called, I called him.

    "Well Boss, have I been retired or fired?"

    "No. I was just about to call you. The Committee has given you an assignment. I'll expect you back the day after tomorrow." The phone went dead. I wondered what the assignment was for about a minute. I didn't really care. Any assignment would do.


    
CHAPTER FIVE

    I sat in Witton's office drinking a cup of coffee. Ann Marie had given me a new blend. I sipped it slowly trying to determine if I like it better than the last one. The last one had a stronger roast taste with a hint of chocolate. This one tasted milder with a hint of cinnamon. I decided I preferred the chocolate.

    "The Committee wants you to protect a Iraq veteran." He paused watching me. I shrugged. Clients were clients to me-rich, poor, good, evil, hero, or coward was for others to decide. My job was to protect them not to judge them. The only reason I cared why was to determine the potential level of the threat and the working environment. When I said nothing, he continued. "He's a Medal of Honor recipient and currently homeless. He received a medical discharge due to his injuries and has been forgotten like so many before him. That would have been the end of story except he wound up in a San Diego hospital. He had been beaten by unknown parties. The police believe its gangs of youths. It has become the latest fad to terrorize the homeless. The Committee has decided a Medal of Honor holder deserves the same protection he gave his country."

    "Where's he now?"

    "As soon as the police discovered he was a disabled veteran, they transported him to Camp Pendleton's naval hospital. He will be discharged in two days and taken to the Bread of Life Rescue Mission. You'll meet him there."

    "I guess I need to go shopping," I said, now that I knew the client and his environment.

    "Where are you going shopping and why?"

    "Salvation army. If I'm going to be his homeless friend... You want the people who are attacking the homeless, don't you?"

    "So you plan to live on the street?"

    "Unless you want me to put him up in my condo. Based on what you said, it doesn't appear to be personal. More like being in the right place at the wrong time. Of course, someone might be after him specifically and attacking homeless people to cover up the real target. The only way to find out is to make him accessible."

    "I can't be sure, but I doubt the Committee is concerned about the homeless, just Technical Sergeant James Hearn."

    "Surely, there are other veterans out there decorated and homeless."

    "It's a tragedy that so many of our veterans are homeless after serving their country. We tell them we are a grateful nation but it doesn't seem to be little more than cliche." Witton didn't seem to be talking to me since he was gazing out his window. I try not to judge people. I find staying with a person night and day reveals things not apparent from their day-to-day facade. What they say and what they think are often not necessarily the same.

    "If you find out what the Committee wants, call me." I waved as I left. I was probably a good choice for this assignment. I had lived in some pretty run-down neighborhoods and had been homeless for a while. And I enjoyed playacting.

    I spent the next day shopping for used-pre-owned-clothing. Rather than search for the best, I collected the most worn and out of date clothing. Watching the people in the shops, it reminded me again how fortunate I was. The next day, I left for San Diego. Ann Marie had booked me in first class, which got me plenty of stares although I wore the best of my pre-owned clothes. Not too surprisingly, I had the overhead luggage rack to myself. My fellow passengers seemed reluctant to put their designer luggage next to my raggedy backpack, and the guy next to me tried so hard to distance himself he must have had welts from the seat's armrests. The flight attendant and me were the only ones that enjoyed the flight. She and I found the situation amusing.

***


    I arrived just after noon, knowing the hospital wouldn't release him before then. After about an hour sitting on the sidewalk towards the end of the building, an elderly woman came out and approached. She stood there inspecting me before speaking.

    "You needn't sit outside...young lady. Meals won't be served for a while but you could wait in the chapel. It's better than sitting out in the street. Besides, it doesn't look good."

    "I'm waiting for a friend." I wouldn't mind the chapel. I liked the quiet of churches. They were good places to meditate. My temple on the Hill had always been a place of renewal.

    "You can wait inside just as well. If you tell me who your friend is, I'll let her know you're here." She sighed. Just then a black SUV with US Army printed on the side pulled up to the curb. I rose and walked over to the vehicle as a lieutenant stepped out of the back followed by a short, thin man. He didn't look like what I would've thought a Medal of Honor holder should look like. Of course, I didn't look like what people thought a Kazak should look like. His sneakers, army pants, gray long-sleeved shirt, and army jacket appeared two-sizes too big and had seen much better days. But he and they looked clean. His dark-brown hair looked like it had been recently cut and his long angular face clean-shaven. The lieutenant looked around and settled on the woman and me.

    "Are you Hearn's...friend?" He had obviously been briefed that someone would be waiting at the mission, but judging by his wide-eyed, open mouth expression, not who.

    "Yep. That's me." I rose and walked over to the car. "Hi, Jimmy."

    Jimmy stared at me for a long while. He too had been told to expect someone, just not me. Typical Witton, leave it to me to explain all those annoying details.

    "You're my... Lynn?" He and the Lieutenant stood shaking their heads.

    "But-" The lieutenant began. I cut him off with my hand.

    "Jimmy and I will be fine. You can tell your superior, that his friend will take good care of him." I hooked my arm inside his and pulled him along, leaving the lieutenant and woman speechless, and avoiding more questions.

    "Well Jimmy, where to?" I planned on getting him back to his old routine, since that was where the trouble began.

    "You're my bodyguard? You don't look like a bodyguard." He was a head taller than me and was frowning down at me.

    "You don't look like a Medal of Honor holder."

    "I guess not. I don't think any of us intend to be heroes. It just happens. You're pinned down, your buddies are getting killed and wounded, and you just react without thinking. If you thought, you probably wouldn't do it."

    "I can relate to that. What exactly did you do?"

    "I kind of distracted the Ali Babas by running around shooting and throwing hand-grenades while my buddies withdrew back to the main unit. We were a recon unit."

    "How did you survive?"

    "They left me for dead. They were in a rush to chase after the others. They found me the next morning when the main unit advanced."

    "Did you do something to annoy the gang that put you in the hospital?"

    "Nothing. Wrong place at the wrong time. They were looking for someone to amuse themselves with and found me."

    "Did you hurt any of them?" I asked. He was ex-army and a hero even if he didn't think so.

    "Nah, I didn't try to fight back. There were three of them and one had a bat. I knew I couldn't win and figured it would just be worse if I fought back. I thought they would loose interest faster if I didn't. They would have, but they found my ATM card and dragged me to one of the machines. There is a limit on how much you can take at one time but they didn't understand. So they beat me more thinking I would tell them how to get the rest. I woke up in the hospital. By now there will be no money in the account."

    "Have you canceled the card?"

    "No. I hadn't thought about it until now." He said in a normal almost disinterested voice. I wondered if he had just given up on life and no longer cared what happened to him. I fished out my iphone. Ann Marie answered.

    "Ann Marie, it's Lynn. The gang that attacked Jimmy took his ATM card and knows his password. Can you get his card deactivated and a new one sent to his bank nearest the Bread of Life Rescue Mission in Oceanside."

    "Can do. I hear you're living on the streets now," she snorted. "That's some come down from a visiting dignitary from the Arab world, who traveled first class and had a private plane at her disposal."

    "I'm reduced to the streets because Witton doesn't pay me enough to rent a decent apartment and eat more than one meal a day." I smiled, remembering the grand tour of the United States' major attractions while pretending to be an Arab woman rights activist as a diversion to protecting a major mob informer who pretended to be part of my security detail. In reality, on my salary I could have afforded to pay for the meals and accommodations.

    "I'll tell Mr. Witton. I'm sure he could raise you to minimum pay per hour. Oh, don't let the bedbugs bite." She hung up before I could answer. I wish she hadn't mentioned bedbugs. The very idea made me itch.

    "I hadn't thought about canceling my card. My disability check goes into that account."

    "What do you spend your money on?"

    "Odds and ends. Coffee, snacks, clothes, occasionally a room," he said looking down in deep thought. "My next check doesn't come in until... What's the date today?"

    "April 27."

    His head jerked up and his eyes misted. That generated the most emotion I'd seen from him.

    "My next check isn't until the middle of the month-the third Wednesday. I need a new backpack and to replace the things they stole."

    "Don't worry, Jimmy. Your friend has money. What do you need?"

    "Blanket until I can afford a sleeping bag. It's still cold at night. A bottle for water, some containers for food, extra clothes, soap, flashlight. My God. I don't have anything except what they gave me at the hospital."

    "I'm going to need the same things, so lead on. Where do we get them?"

    We spent the rest of the day visiting dollar stores, Salvation Army, and an army surplus store. I had to admire him, we walked miles and I never heard one complaint. As evening approached, we magically wound up back at the Rescue Mission for the nightly meal. I was seriously considering buying two bicycles.

    An older man with thinning gray hair met us at the door. He stood about my height, round chubby body and face, and a pleasant smile. It seemed a bit strained as his eyes settled on me. "Hello, Jimmy. I hear you were attacked by a gang of youths and had to be hospitalized." Without waiting to hear Jimmy, his eyes turned back to me. "Who's your...friend?"

    "She's...Lynn. She's visiting me for a few days," he said. The idea of some woman coming to visit a homeless man seemed ludicrous, until I realized men weren't the only homeless people. Not only women but also whole families were homeless.

    "Have you known her long?"

    "Seems like forever." He smiled at me. I smiled back. Jimmy had a sense of humor under that blanket of resignation. I decided to help.

    "Yes, Jimmy and I go way back." All the way to noon. "What's for dinner?"

    "Meatloaf, mashed potatoes, mixed vegetables, and green salad. I hope you and Jimmy will join us for services." I caught Jimmy's slight nod.

    "Wouldn't miss it, reverend." I grabbed Jimmy's arm and headed for the serving line. After filling our plates, I steered him to the end of a long table in the rear so I could see the entire room. I didn't think anyone in this place wanted to kill him, but I'm naturally paranoid, which I thought Clare would approve.

    "Why back here?"

    "So I can keep an eye on everyone."

    "No one here would hurt me. Maybe a few might try and steal something."

    "Someone almost succeeded in beating you to death. Until I know who, I'll watch everyone. It maybe a gang of youths like everyone seems to think. But someone may hold a grudge against you and is using the youths as a cover," I said and waited to see what kind of response I would get.

    "I don't have any enemies. In a war, you have enough enemies without fighting with your comrades. In peacetime, maybe. I wouldn't know. The Army is only life I've known for the past eight years, until I was discharged. A homeless person may be willing to kill you for any number of reasons, but they couldn't afford to pay someone to do it." He laughed quietly. Obviously an amusing thought.

    "I don't suppose you have any rich relatives that might leave you money or property?" The most likely culprits were the youth gangs either out for fun, bored, or paid by someone to harass or move the homeless out of the area. But I had to explore the possibility someone was targeting Jimmy specifically.

    "My parents died in a car accident while I was in Iraq. After everything was settled, they left my sister and me around fifteen thousand. I told her to keep my share. She has two small kids and her husband's an auto mechanic, so they can use the money. I was in the military and had everything I needed: good salary and free medical."

    "Does your sister know your homeless?"

    "No. She has her hands full without me. Besides, her husband and I never hit it off. It would just cause trouble between him and my sister. He likes to fix things; I like to read about things."

    I was fast learning that Technical Sergeant James Hearn was a very complex individual. He cared for his sister's well being above his own and was willing to die for his comrades in arms yet, he didn't seem to care or willing to fight for himself. I could relate to that. After running away from my foster home, I felt my life had no meaning, and I merely existed. The difference was that I had a job, lived in an apartment with other women, and a led a relatively normal life-if not exciting. We had both been abandoned-me by my parents and him by the military.

    "Well, Jimmy. Where are we going to sleep tonight," I asked. The Rescue Mission only provided a place to sleep in the winter months.

    "You're going to sleep with me on the streets?" He stopped and looked at me with wide eyes. Then his eyes narrowed. "How do you think you're going to protect me? There were three of them and they had weapons. One had a club and another a knife. Anyway, we aren't likely to see them again."

    "I'd say you were very likely to see them again now that your ATM has been canceled, and they realize you have money deposited in the account regularly." That would be the magnet that would draw them back to Jimmy. His eyes were again wide and his face had lost color. His mundane existence had suddenly changed for the worse. Jimmy had been right. He had done a heroic thing, but he was neither the hero type nor wanted to be. He had crawled into a hole and just wanted to be left alone.

***


    After we attended the evening services, I followed him through a break in a fence onto the Center City Golf Course just off Interstate 5. He found a cluster of trees and shrubs and we set up camp. I didn't see anyone else, but I suspected Jimmy wasn't the only one to use the golf course. I sat with my back against a rough-barked tree of some kind and slept Kazak style-lightly.

    I heard Jimmy stirring just as the gray light of day appeared.

    "Hurry, Lynn. We have to be gone before the ground crews begin work. They don't like us sleeping here. Can't really blame them. Some of the homeless leave a mess." He collected his cloths, blanket, and neatly packed them in his knapsack. A last minute check and we headed for the break in the fence. I followed him across Division Street to Ortega Park where we used the facilities to relieve ourselves and wash up. He frowned when I insisted on checking the room before he entered but said nothing. There was no one around and I suspected the gangs operated at night when it was difficult to recognize faces, so I used the other room. Not surprisingly, it stunk. It made me wonder how Jimmy and I would smell after a few weeks of this. Normally I guarded people of power who washed and changed clothes at least once a day. Even on the Hill, cleanliness was not optional. When Jimmy came out, his hair was wet, face clean-shaven, and clothes brushed off. I was impressed.

    "Where to now?" I asked. He shrugged.

    "I don't have any money. I guess we can make a sign and beg on one of the corners. If we're lucky, we can make enough for breakfast from one of the convenience stores."

    I didn't like that idea-a bit too much exposure for me.

    "I've got money. Let's skip the begging caper and go straight to the store."

    "There's a Circle K over on Mission Ave. You sure you got enough for both of us?"

    "Jimmy, you're the cheapest date I'm ever likely to have. We can probably get your ATM card later today if you want. I think you need to have your check go into a saving account. They hardly pay any interest, but if you lost your card again, the thief could only get what you had in your checking account. Better yet, maybe you need a debit card. That way if it is stolen, the police can track the transactions."

    "I never had to worry about my account in the service. I have a lot to learn." He sounded resigned to his new life.

    "You plan to do this for the rest of your life?"

    "Why not? What else can I do? I have a high school education and the Army only taught me how to kill people. This is an easy life and no responsibilities."

    Sounded like a damn difficult life to me-wandering the streets all day, sleeping wherever, having to avoid our less tolerant citizens, begging for money to eat... Getting shot at by thugs and Assassins seemed easier.

    "Jimmy, I'm sure with your experience any security firm would hire you. Worse case, there are plenty of unskilled jobs for someone with no police record and willing to work." I felt like Mother Lynn. He probably got plenty of this at the Bread of Life, or maybe they were only interested in saving his soul. I chided myself on being so cynical.

    "Didn't have much luck when I got discharged. No one at the Veterans Administration seemed interested in helping. I guess there are too many of us."

    It wasn't my job to help either, but I had nothing else to do. We stopped at the Circle K and picked up some bananas, sweet rolls, and a burrito. He picked a carton of milk and I had a large coffee. We found a small area off to the side and sat there eating our breakfast. As usual, I watched everyone and everything. Most people looked away like we didn't exist. Others gave us a screwed up face like we hadn't washed for weeks, and a few were openly hostile.

    "Why don't you get a job you lazy bastards? We should round you all up and deport you," a man in his thirties, dressed in slacks, a white shirt, and tie snarled as he walked by. He drove away in a BMW with a Support the troops bumper sticker. I'd bet that was the total extent of his support. I don't know if it hurt Jimmy or not. He didn't react to the taunt. I could care less what the jerk thought of me. We spent the rest of the day wandering. It was a poor neighbor and we passed a lot of other homeless people. Every once and a while, Jimmy would stop and talk with someone or join a small group. I drew a lot of attention, which Jimmy took in stride.

    "Who's your girl friend?" was usually the first question.

    "She's Lynn. A friend," his automatic response. After they got past the when you get tired of Jimmy remarks, the talk turned to what was happening on the street. Mostly about where they had gotten grief or where there was a good place to panhandle or news about someone they all knew. Late in the day, we visited the Rescue Mission for the evening meal. Jimmy again attended the after-dinner service and afterward he and about half of those attending stayed for the after-service informal talk with the minister. I'm not into to organized religions; however, judging by the talk, it seemed to have helped a lot of those there. Besides, my job didn't fit well with a structured religion. I stood off to the side and was pretty well ignored until after the group discussion, when the minister followed Jimmy back to me.

    "Good evening, Miss?" He was a distinguished looking man, well dressed but causal. His almost white hair and trimmed beard gave him a friendly and trusting demeanor. He stood several inches taller than me with a round face and nice smile.

    "Lynn," I said while evaluating him. I can't help it.

    "It's nice to meet you, Lynn. I'm Jason. Although it's not required, you are welcome to join our discussion. I understand from Martha, the women who talked to you yesterday, that you were here when the army vehicle dropped Jimmy off." He made it sound like a causal statement, but it was clearly a question: Why?

    "A friend in a time of need," I said-an honest answer without all the messy details. He looked hard at me. I'm sure he was evaluating me and that he had plenty of experience in his calling.

    "Yes," he said clearly having reached some decision. "You are welcome at the mission anytime." With that he nodded goodbye and walked off.

    "Jason's a good man, Lynn," Jimmy said watching him walk away. "The park is closed at night but a lot of us use it. I'm reluctant after those youths attacked me there. Especially after what you said about them probably looking for me."

    "Sounds like where we need to go."

    "Why? God only knows what they would do to you if they did find me." His wide-eyed and higher pitched response full of concern. He was more concerned about me than him. Jimmy definitely was of the material my kind of hero was made.

    "Jimmy, the powers-that-be didn't send a girl-scout. And I don't want any heroics if they do come. That's my job. Think of me as an army ranger with years of experience."

    "Are you?"

    "No. I'm more dangerous." Jimmy shrugged after staring at me for several minutes and began walking. By the time we arrived, it was late and I could see the park provided housing for many of the local homeless. I saw several police cars but they weren't bothering anyone, although sleeping in the parks clearly constituted a violation of the city ordnances. However, the number of homeless made it almost impossible to enforce without calling out half the police force. Jimmy said the police were active in the morning making sure the vagrants cleared the area. That sounded like a reasonable solution. Apparently, most of the residents had there own areas within the park, which for the most part the homeless respected. Of course, there's always a bully in every environment. His name was Mack the truck.

    "Hey, Jimmy. Who's ya squeeze." Mack was well over six-feet and built like a NFL tackle and a face to match. "I'm gonna borrow her for tonight. It's cold and she gonna be my heating pad." He laughed. I smiled. Mack was big but the human body had many weak spots and I knew them all. Jimmy immediately began to stand. Unconsciously the hero he didn't think he was. He knew Mack would trash him as bad as the youths had, but it didn't matter. I caught his arm and pulled him back down, using the momentum to rise. Mack smiled and grabbed my arm and pulled me towards him.

    "Willing- aaaaah," His breath exploded as I slammed into him, my knee into his balls. He stood too tall for the head to the face, so I raked my raised foot down his leg into his instep. Those bones are very fragile and shattered from the impact. When he lowered his head as he lifted the injured leg, I drove my head into his face, hooked foot behind the leg he was standing on, and pushed. He stumbled backward trying to regain his balance but failed. The ground shook as he landed on his back. Shock, disbelief, hate, and finally a smile flashed over his face as he wiped the blood streaming from his nose and mouth.

    "From now on you're gonna be Mack's squeeze. But firs' you needs a lesson," he said as he rose with a knife in his hand. Jimmy tried to rise again but I pointed a finger at him and shook my head. Mack froze when a knife appeared in each of my hands.

    "Well, Mack. From the way you're clutching that knife, it's clear you don't know how to use it. Good for scaring old ladies." I folded the one in my right hand back along my forearm and moved the left arm away from my body.

    "We'll see. I'm going to cut Mack into your face so everyone goanna know you're mine," he snarled but I could see he wasn't as confident as he was trying to sound. He got what he wanted through intimidation and old habits died hard. I could just shoot him but I had a problem. I didn't want the police swarming around rousting the homeless and searching everyone for a gun. I had to keep things normal or the youths wouldn't show. I'd try a bit of intimidation myself.

    "Let's get the rules straight, Mack. The winner is the one who is alive when we finish. That's the way the Bloods taught me." I smiled as I slowly advanced on him. He backed away.

    "You're a crazy bitch. Jimmy's welcome to you. Probably cut his throat in the night." He turned and limped away.

    "My God. You scared him."

    "Yep. He made a good decision."

    Jimmy didn't say much after that and eventually went to sleep. The next several days were pretty much the same. Jason kept sneaking looks and me but said little other than casual conversation. A week later Jimmy insisted we go get his ATM card. He thought I was spending too much of my money on him. Actually, I've spent more on a meal with Clare than he would cost me in two months. But you don't embarrass a hero, so off we went to the bank. After ten minutes with 'well-meaning' clerks, we were directed to a 'well-meaning' manager.

    "Without identification, we can't give you a ATM card for Mr. Hearn," the tall, hawk-face women said in an authoritative voice. Jimmy started to leave, when I flipped open my iphone.

    "Boss, I have some bank manager..." I checked her nametag, "Ms. Voxs, here at the bank who insists Jimmy show some kind of ID. He can't since it was stolen. Can you fix this?"

    Silence. Two minutes later the phone on her desk rang. I wish I knew how Witton did it. He must have a direct line to God or someone who sat at His feet. Voxs answered the phone and after a lot of "yes, sirs" pulled a card from her desk and handed it to Jimmy. Now that she had become extremely helpful, I had her transfer his disability check to a savings account, put a hundred dollars into his bank account, and issue him a debit card. I doubted she would ever forget his face so he wouldn't have any trouble transferring money from saving to checking.

    "How did you do that?" he asked as we left the bank.

    "Magic," I quipped. Maybe it was.

***


    Another week went by without anything happening. I missed Mack. He had been a pleasant diversion from the boredom. Not that this job varied a lot from other jobs. Whether rich or poor, the job was ninety-nine percent boredom and one percent life shattering chaos. I was stuck in the ninety-nine part and tempted to take out an ad in the local paper:

    Homeless man has his ATM card again. Account full of money. Sleeps in park.

***


    Two nights later, we were at the park getting ready for bed, when I heard laughing and people in pain. I wasn't bored anymore. At long last, the youths had returned. Jimmy rose looking pale as two youths came into view. One had a shabby backpack he was searching. The other had a liquor bottle in one hand and a bat in the other.

    "Are these the ones?" I asked, as they approached.

    "No." His voice shook and was all but a whisper. It was ironic. He would have challenged Mack for me, but couldn't bring himself to fight for himself. Heroes were funny people.

    "Look what we have here. More bums trespassing in the park after dark. Guess they need to be taught a lesson, George." The short youth with the bat said. He had broad shoulders and arms that looked like he lifted weights.

    "Ya, Bart." George was taller but thinner, and a follower but not a leader.

    "Jimmy, look what we have here. Two cowards pretending to be men." I turned my head slightly towards him. "There's the difference, Jimmy. Given your situation in Iraq, they would have deserted you and your unit as fast as they could."

    "George, look. It's a homeless whore. This is going to be more fun than I thought," Bart said turning the bat in circles as he approached, grinning like a monkey. As he got close, he stopped the circles and patted it against his palm. I could see the excitement in his eyes.

    "Lay down and strip, whore. Or I'll-"

    I dropped low executing a 360-degree sweep. He went horizontal and the bat flew loose. I grabbed it out of the air and smashed George's knee as he stood watching Bart hit the ground. He screamed and collapsed. Bart had managed to sit up when I backhanded the bat into his clavicle. The bat won. The clavicle shattered. I hit "1" on the speed dial.

    "Boss. I have two youth laying here feeling sorry for themselves. I can't kill them or send them away without losing the opportunity to find the three who robbed and beat Jimmy. Can you make them go away for a while? Maybe a slow boat to Asia without a passport or ID. It would be an exciting adventure for them and they would be out of my hair."

    "You're supposed to be there to protect, Jimmy, not solve the attacks on the homeless."

    "I did. He doesn't have a scratch on him. And are you sure about what I'm supposed to do here. The Committee is awful sneaky."

    "I'll tell them what you said. I'll have someone to relieve you of your baggage within the hour." The phone went dead.

    "What going to happen to them?"

    "They are going to get a lesson in responsibility." A little over an hour later, three men collected George and Bart. Jimmy sat off to the side in silence.

***


    Two years went by, actual two weeks by society's clock. I just hoped the missing youths didn't scare off any more attacks. I wanted the attacks stopped so I could get another assignment, but I wanted the three who attacked Jimmy first. We were on the golf course that night, when I heard them. Shortly afterward, I saw a young girl being chased by a weasel of a man. He caught her only a stone's throw from us and began beating her. My hero was up and running. I followed in his wake.

    "Let her go!" Jimmy shouted in a low voice probably not to attract unwanted attention.

    "Fuck off, man. This isn't your business." He stood up still holding the girls arm and reached into his waistband. I leaped into the air as his hand grasped the gun and my foot slammed into his head as the gun cleared his pants. The force of the blow spun him around, the gun went flying, and the girl jerked forward as she was ripped from his grip on her arm. The force threw her towards Jimmy, and she landed in his arms. I hit "1" on my iphone.

    "Boss."

    "How many?"

    "Only one." The phone went dead. I guessed I wasn't going to get a raise this year. Maybe Witton was going to add a complaint to the Lynn Board. He had posted my rules for protecting clients to a board because he knew they would be generating complaints and as a means for the other Kazaks to evaluate my rules. He had been right. Complaints were running three-to-one against me, mostly from government agencies. I think they have people whose sole job is to write complaints.

    "Well, Jimmy, what's her story?"

    "Lynn, she's only fourteen and he's," he nodded towards the guy on the ground, "had, Susan, for sale since she was twelve. He had a group gang-bang for her tonight, some good clients of his. She managed to get out a bathroom window and ran. He's been chasing her ever since. She's pretty beat up. I think from the party." Jimmy was in tears. The girl was black and blue and her clothes ripped in places. She didn't look to have panties or a bra-not that she needed one. "What will happen to him...and her?"

    "He's going on an unscheduled vacation. Probably won't return. Her? A foster home most likely unless she decides to stay on the streets." I could feel for her. I had plenty of experience with foster homes, but Jimmy was my responsibility not Susan.

    "She'll stay with me until she can decide what she wants to do. I can afford some clothes and food." He gave me a questioning look. I could feel his dilemma. He was determined to protect her, but knew he couldn't win if I said no. I shrugged. Heroes were a pain.

***


    Over the next several days, we bought Susan some new clothes, backpack, and other sundry items she would need to live the homeless life. Jason seemed to think it was somehow my fault. He spent hours talking with Jimmy and Susan. But Jimmy was adamant he would look after her until she knew what she wanted to do, and she was equally adamant she didn't know what she wanted to do and would stay with Jimmy until she did.

    We roamed the streets by day and slept in parks, golf courses, and sometimes vacant-lots or alleys. Jimmy and Susan seemed content. I was bored and cranky. I insisted we spend most our nights in the park, as that was where Jimmy had been attacked. Following some rich guy around was usually boring, but wandering the streets proved mind numbing. Jimmy and Susan enjoyed it.

    It was well after midnight when I heard them. They weren't like the last lot. This group was looking for someone. They were working their way around the park stopping whenever they found a homeless camp. And they were too quiet. I woke Jimmy.

    "I think we found them. As soon as you can see them, let me know if it's them or not. In either case stay well back and look after Susan." I hoped that would keep him from getting in my way.

    "Well, well, boys. We found the rich homeless man. James isn't it. Well, James, we could use a little extra money. College is very expensive now days," a tall athletic looking young man said. He had red-hair and a pale complexion, which was flush with excitement. All three had batons, about two and a half feet long. "And we have a couple of party girls."

    "We could take them back to the frat and clean them up. Then we can have a frat orgy. They certainly aren't virgins," a broad slightly overweight youth said. The other boy was a twin to the first one except for his sandy-color hair. I concluded they were probably into sports of some kind.

    "Well, well, Jimmy. Its the Marx brothers come to entertain us."

    "It's you that's going to entertain me." He took three quick steps towards me and grabbed me around the waist. Unfortunately for him, my arms were raised and weren't pinned. Each arm sung in an arc driving my open palms against his ears. Cupped as they were, the impact ruptured his eardrums. He screamed and then collapsed onto the ground. The other two stood there not sure what to do. The homeless were not supposed to fight. The overweight one recovered first and stepped towards me swinging the baton in an arc towards my head. I stepped into him sideways, facing the arm swinging the baton, and met his arm with my forearms. The sudden impact sent the baton flying. My left hand latched onto his wrist and I drove my right elbow into his eye socket, and again into his jaw, and again into his temple. I slipped under his arm as he fell. The lone standing youth turned to run. I delivered a sidekick to his knee. He went down, his leg twisted at an unnatural angle. Another sidekick to his temple and all three were quiet. A search of them turned up Jimmy's military ID and disability information. I hit "1" again, almost feeling sorry for Witton.

    "Boss."

    "What now?"

    "I have the three that attacked Jimmy. According to their IDs they are attending a local university and are members of a fraternity."

    "Are they alive?"

    "Yes. I'm hurt you-"

    "Someone will be there in an hour." The phone went dead. I guessed alive meant more work.

    "Alright you two." I waved Jimmy and Susan over to me. They approached carefully like I might attack them at any moment. "You both have a decision to make tonight. If you want to stay together, Jimmy, you have to get a job and Susan, you have to go back to school. If not, then Susan will have to go into the foster care system. I've been there and don't recommend it. But it might be better than living on the streets for the rest of her life. Before long you will turning tricks or on drugs or both, and live in fear of the Mack's of the world, police, and hatred of the general population."

    "How am I supposed to find a job? Who would want to hire a homeless man?"

    "If Susan is willing to go back to school and work hard, then you have to be willing to do your part and provide a safe environment for her. That means getting a job so you can afford a place to live, clothes, food, furniture, and all the other things that go with a normal life. Talk it over. You don't have long. Unless I'm wrong, I'll be leaving soon. That doesn't mean living homeless is safe. It just means the threat from the current round of youth gangs is over." I walked just out of hearing range and sat. An hour later five golf carts appeared and whisked the three youths away.

***


    Just as it began to get light, Jimmy and Susan began to get ready to leave. They came over looking coy.

    "We decided to stay together. I'll find work somewhere and Susan will go back to school. No more living homeless," Jimmy said with his arm around Susan's shoulders. I thought it funny that it took saving Susan from a life on the streets, drugs, and prostitution to motivate Jimmy. Yes, Jimmy was a real hero. He was willing to sacrifice his own life to help others in trouble.

    We left the park, visited the Circle K and bought a newspaper, and spent the next few hours searching for jobs. I loaned Jimmy my phone and he spent another hour calling to inquire about each position. By early afternoon, he had set up two interviews and had two other places where no appointment was necessary. Then my phone rang. It was Witton.

    "Hello, you have reached Lynn's Rescue Mission. How may-."

    "Good job." That shut me up. I'd bet I'd caused him a ton of extra work. It was much easier if I had just killed the bad guys. Because I didn't, he had a thousand details to arrange. "The FBI raided the fraternity and found evidence that the homeless were part of an elaborate game. They earned points for various actions against the homeless and were stupid enough to make videos, which were reviewed before points were awarded. There are a variety of charges being brought against the individuals on the tapes, the fraternity is being disbanded, and most will be expelled. Lawyers are lining up to bring lawsuits on behalf of the homeless men and women who were victimized. Your involvement is no longer necessary. You-"

    "Boss, I need a favor." Perfect timing since he said I did a good job.

    "You want to visit Clare?"

    "No...well, yes, but that's not the favor. Jimmy needs a job-" The phone went dead.

    "What did he say, Lynn?" Susan asked.

    "He didn't," I admitted. All the interviews were tomorrow and it was a little late for the other places so we wandered down to the Mission for dinner. Afterward we attended services and had a long conversation with Jason. He had mixed feelings about Jimmy living with Susan. I didn't. Jimmy was a hero. We were just getting ready to leave when Witton called.

    "Lynn, Jimmy has a job with Armor Transport Limited. He's to report to their office tomorrow for training. His new boss is a Silver Star recipient, so they should get along well. And you have a week to visit Clare and give her an interview. The Committee is pleased with the outcome. You may have been right about what they were expecting, or at least hoping would happen. Here's Ann Marie, she'll book your flight to Denver." He snorted and the phone went on hold.

    "Hi, Lynn. I'm sorry but your plane is busy on the east coast. I'll try and get it to you for your return trip from Denver. But without some injuries, I'm not sure." She had a good laugh. That "your plane" joke was getting wide spread. It did seem like I got to use it more than most. She booked me a first class seat two days hence. I needed the extra day to shop. We slept on the golf course that night. With me there, it was safe enough. The next day I found them a small apartment, which I paid for a month's rent, got Susan registered in the local high school, went shopping for some clothes for me, Susan, and Jimmy. All in all, I spent less than a thousand dollars, which was about the price of a first class ticket to Denver that the Kazaks were paying. And it made me feel good.


    
CHAPTER SIX

    I had bought a pants suit and a soft leather carry-on bag thinking I would buy a few things in Denver for my stay with Clare. It would also be a good idea to leave a partial wardrobe at her... our condo for the next time I visited. The flight was short and Clare met me at the terminal with a kiss and a bear hug. It felt great to be home.

    "Well, look at you. All dressed up, flying commercial, and no injuries. You aren't injured, are you?"

    "No, love. I may have bruises from sleeping on the ground, calluses on my feet from walking the streets, and in need of TLC-but no injuries."

    "I don't know about the bruises and calluses, but you've come to the right place for TLC." Her face was flushed and had a smile worth killing for. "No injuries and no private plane which I assume means no stories." She immediately held up her hand. "I much prefer it this way."

    "No, you get me with no injuries and a story. One you should love. But let's wait until we reach...our condo. You drive much better when you're concentrating."

    "Coward. And yes, our condo." She looked over at me and smiled-and almost moved into the other lane, which already had a car.

    "Please, Clare, eyes on the road. They're lovely but... Speaking of our condo. I would like to pay my share, since we're sharing our lives."

    "Well...I do still have a mortgage. You could make half the monthly payments if you want. That's about..."

    "You're drifting again. I think the guy in the other lane is as close to the median as he can get."

    "Oh. Around two thousand a month. But you don't have to. I'm earning a good salary now. With my last promotion, I'm now the Features Editor thanks to you and your daring exploits. Anyway, seventy thousand a year now," she said as we thankfully pulled into her assigned parking slot. "There. Safe and sound." She gave a sharp nod of her head.

    "In my job, it's ninety-nine percent boredom and one percent adrenaline-pumping life and death moments. Driving with you is the opposite." I laughed and she punched me. "Now that I can concentrate again, what if I pay the monthly mortgage payments, condo fees, and property taxes, and you keep paying the utilities and keep the place cozy."

    "That's too much!"

    "Clare. You're my soul mate. Nothing is too much. Besides, I earn close to four times your salary, have no housing or medical costs, and all my expenses are paid when I'm away. And I fly free most of the time." Yes, the job paid well.

    "I'd ask for a raise. Witton doesn't pay you enough." She laughed, while I sat there with my mouth open.

    "I've seen you after that one percent of the job. Forget it. I know you're dumb enough to do the job for my salary and no benefits. All right, you pay the mortgage, condo fees, and taxes. I'll keep our home cozy," Clare relented.

    For dinner, she had prepared a meat lasagna with an eggplant side dish, salad, and a chocolate layer cake with a fudgy frosting. It was delicious. Although I won't go out of my way to eat anything, I appreciate good cooking. Afterward, we sat on the couch in each other's arm listening to a CD of Andre Rieu. I'm not into music and can hardly tell one artist from another, but his music was relaxing. I lay there satisfied in many ways.

    "All right, time for that bedtime story. I was going to make you pay for your meals except I think that comes with keeping the condo cozy," she said giving me a kiss on the cheek.

    "The Committee in its ultimate wisdom decided I should protect Technical Sergeant James Hearn..." I relived the story in detail. Clare laughed until tears ran down her face, cried over the Jimmy and Susan part, and showed intense interest in the daily lives of the homeless. That night we lay in each other's arms content to be together.


    
CHAPTER SEVEN

    I arrived in Richmond late and by the time I reached the Kazak complex it was well past midnight. I use to think of my two-bedroom suite as home, now I considered it my temporary residence. I woke early and wandered downstairs for breakfast. The room was empty except for Al the Cheetah. He waved.

    "Hi, Lynn, have a seat unless you've come to invite me to another party. The one at the Sovereign Whites of America was fun."

    "As I remember you were a good date," I quipped. Al had accompanied me to the skinheads meeting where we killed several for their attack on my client, Father Joseph. I scanned the menu quickly and ordered coffee, bacon, and eggs.

    "Have you been hibernating? There hasn't been a complaint posted to your board in years. The last one was from the Nevada police. As I remember, you shot some gang banger in the back. Three bullets did seem like bad shooting." He smiled. I thought everyone must have heard I spent time on the Hill but maybe not what I had been doing since. So, I gave him the highlights of my last two assignments. He in turn gave me an entertaining account of his year with a House Representative from Utah. Nothing happened. Al suspected the man's wife had sent him the threatening letters and she would have been justified in killing him.

    Just after eight, I made my way to Witton's office. Ann Marie was already there and handed me a cup of coffee.

    "He's expecting you, go right in."

    "Hi, Boss. Thanks for getting Jimmy a job. He and Susan deserve a fresh start."

    "You were right. The Committee wanted the people after Hearn caught and punished-and hoped you would somehow do something to get Hearn off the streets. I'm glad you succeeded in motivating him, but I'm concerned about the Committee having secret agendas."

    "That's their problem. My job is to protect the client and nothing else. Maybe I should add that to my rules." I grinned.

    "No. You've had a very positive effect on some of your clients. That's good; however, that's not part of your responsibility. I will point that out to the committee, but I know it isn't going to change their thinking. For better or worse, you're their lab rat...well fox.'" He grinned for a moment, then sat worrying his lower lip. He was concerned. I wasn't. Witton had concerns, the Committee had concerns, and I had concerns. They were each different, yet like an overlapping Venn diagram, there existed an area where they intersected and were the same. Witton looked up.

    "There is a General Udella who has had many threatening emails and letters because of his successful efforts to get the president to increase our presence and stepped up activities in Afghanistan, which has resulted in increased US military and Afghan civilian deaths. The Pentagon believes it's one of several Muslim pro-Al-Qaeda groups disguising themselves as anti-war activities. The Pentagon doesn't want you involved-you're still on their active shit-list. However, General Udella knows Sharer and Sorinson and has insisted on having you, ignoring the Pentagon's objections. That has probably moved you up on their list. Udella will be expecting you tomorrow at his home in Baltimore."

***


    I had hired a taxi to take me to their house, since I wouldn't need a car. I told the taxi cab driver to wait, just in case, even though this time Udella knew I was a woman and a Kazak, but you never know. The house was a two-story, with dormers on what could be a third floor attic. Two stone stairways, one from the driveway and the other from the sidewalk, led to a long country-like porch and the front entrance. A ten by ten over-hang supported by two twelve-foot columns sheltered the porch.

    I knocked at the front door and a few minutes later a tall athletic looking man in his fifties answered. He wore brown slacks and a beige shirt, which had a military look. He stood ramrod straight with an "I'm in charge" stance and look.

    "You must be the Kazak Lynn. I've heard much about you, both good and bad depending upon the source. Putting it nicely, our security people don't like you; however, the people you've guarded do. Come in, I'd like you to meet my wife and son." He didn't seem to want a response so I followed in his wake without a word. He turned left into a huge living room. A small woman sat on a beige couch and a youth in his late teens sat in a matching chair. The woman had a pleasant smile and rose to greet me. The youth remained seated and was frowning.

    "Mary, I'd like you to meet Kazak Lynn. Lynn this is my wife Mary and the boy sulking in the chair over there is my son, David. He's the one you will be guarding," he said nodding towards the chair.

    "She's a woman. How's she going to protect me? Beside, I don't want her following me around. How is that going to look- a woman guard? My friends-"

    "Quiet David. It's decided, unless you want to be confined to the house."

    "All right," he said after a pause, "but there are places she can't go." He smiled or sneered. I wasn't sure which. He had that cocky attitude many youths develop as they begin to approach adulthood and feel they are free to make their own decision, even though they still depend upon their parent's financial support. Udella turned to me frowning. His wife's eyes darted from him to her son. A confrontation was coming-time for the rules.

    "General, I'm sure Sharer and Sorinson told you about my rules. They are non negotiable. I'm willing to risk my life to protect my client; therefore, I expect my client to help. If they refused to accept my rules, I just leave. I can't protect someone if I can't see him. Since in this case it's your son, I only need your agreement that I can enforce my rules without your son's approval."

    "I'd like to see that-"

    "What are your rules," Mary asked hesitantly. Udella glared at his son.

    "In general, they're simple. The client must be in my sight or alone in a room that has no access I can't guard."

    She stood quietly for a moment. "That could be awkward."

    "If a client's life isn't worth a bit of awkwardness, then why bother with a Kazak. You can hire any bodyguard who will give you all the privacy and space you want."

    "You have my permission to enforce your rules as you see fit," Udella said continuing to glare at his son, who was trying to stop a grin. I knew he was thinking he would get around them one way or the other. "Let me show you the email and letters I been getting."

    I turned to his son. "David if you're considering jumping in your car and driving off. Don't. When I catch up with you, I'll break the leg you drive with. Then I won't have to worry about that anymore. I will enforce my rules. I don't care if you hate me. I'm here to protect your life not to be your friend." I turned back to Udella who smiled. Mary had turned pale. David had stopped smiling.

    "You're just what I want. He doesn't take this threat seriously. I don't know if it is or not, but I don't want to bet his life on it." We spent the next half hour looking at emails, letters, and pictures of people holding signs on the side of the road and even a couple in front of his house.

    "Well what do you think, Lynn?"

    "The two threatening your son's life could be serious. Whoever sent them knew how to get your attention and to make you worry. You can shrug off threats against you, but not your family. Has anyone taken any action you would consider strange or threatening?"

    "No, no overt action. I've thought I've seen a strange car in the area several times, but I might be thinking that because of the letters."

    "I have to take the threat seriously whether they are or not. I must keep him close to me and, therefore, will enforce my rules. He thinks he can out smart me or talk me out of them. He's wrong. If he once jumps in a car without me and drives off, I will break his leg. Are you sure you want me?" I felt he needed fair warning. He laughed. "I think the experience will be good for him. His mother spoils him and I'm frequently traveling. Yes, I'm sure."

    We walked back to the living room where David and his mother were in a whispered argument. I walked over to the far wall and folded into a sitting position. Udella and his wife gave me a strange look.

    "Is that what she does-sit around and stare?" David laughed and started towards the hallway. When he looked, I was two steps behind him. "Where are you going?"

    "Wherever you're going." I couldn't help smiling at the look on his face. He clomped intentionally hard up the stairs and turned into a bedroom. He tried to close the door but my foot stopped it. As I walked into the room, he grabbed my arm and pulled. I knew a punch to the face was coming-typical tactic from untrained fighters. I spun around, left forearm blocking the punch and driving the arm downward out of the way. Then I spun back to the left driving my elbow into his solar plexus. The air exploded out of him as he stumbled backward into a nightstand knocking over a lamp and the contents of the table to the floor. He lay there fighting to breathe. Two minutes later his mother and father burst into the room.

    "Nothing to worry. David and I were discussing my rules. Somewhere in the rules it says not to punch your bodyguard. Maybe I forgot to tell him," I said watching him. His mother ran over and knelt next to him. "He's alright, Mrs. Udella. Like any young man, he was testing the limits. Since it was the first time, I took pity on him and gave only a light reprimand."

    "Who the hell do you think you are?" he screamed now that he could breathe again. The General laughed.

    "If I did that they'd bring charges against me. Come, Mary, he's obviously all right and in good hands." He reached down and pulled her from the room. I ignored David as I surveyed the room: two regular windows, a connecting bathroom with a small window. The question was how serious was the threat. Udella and his neighbors each had about a half-acre of land, providing plenty of opportunities for a sniper at night. Although the room had only one door and was located on the second floor, he could get out via the window if he was desperate enough. But he would want his car.

    "Who am I? I'm a Kazak. Even if I kill you, I'm immune from prosecution. Next time you pull a stunt like that, I'll break something: nose, arm, leg. Something. Your father loves you and is concerned about your safety. It's time to grow up." I picked up his keys from the desk and left the room, shutting the door quietly behind me-cruel but satisfying. It kept him from having the satisfaction of slamming the door. I spent a few minutes with the General discussing heavy drapes or blankets for all the windows at night and providing me with a comfortable chair for the hallway. By guarding the stairs to the bedrooms, I could keep an eye on access to them and the street.

***


    David came down the stairs at eight thirty the next morning, ignored me, and headed for the kitchen. I stood and watched as he had a bowl of Raisin Bran and milk. I helped myself to cereal and the coffee Udella had made for himself earlier.

    "My friends and I are going to the beach today. You can follow me in your car. You do have a car, don't you?" He smiled knowing damn well I had arrived in a taxi.

    "Don't need one. I'll be in the passenger's seat."

    "There's five of us so there's no room." Another smirk.

    "Guess one of your friends will need a ride." This was like having a conversation with a four-year-old.

    "There are five of us!" he snarled.

    "I guess you thought I was joking yesterday when I said next time I would break something. That applies equally to your friends." I had just finished when his mother entered. She had that worried look again. I imagine David had been emotionally bribing her to arbitrate with his father for years. She looked worn out.

    "Mother, this...this woman is going to ruin my life. She intends to follow me everywhere I go. I hate her!" he shouted. Before she could speak, I held up my hand.

    "He's testing you, your husband, and me. Just like children do. I don't know whether the threat to his life is real, but I have to assume it is. Nothing you or he can say will make me compromise my rules and put his life in jeopardy. If you and General Udella are uncomfortable with that, I'll leave and there will be no replacement.

    "Tell her to leave, Mother!" Mary looked at David and back at me.

    "You're not helping..." She turned and walked out of the kitchen. I felt sorry for her. David had knifed her with his emotional blackmail. He set up a conference call with his friends and worked out the transportation situation, making sure he belittled the threat, criticized his father, and trashed me and my attitude.

***


    In the end, there were three cars as three more joined the party. The idea of a Kazak guarding David made it an adventure. On the trip to the beach, David sulked while his two friends asked a hundred questions: how do you become a Kazak, what do you study, who do you guard.... I played nice but limited my answers to general information. When we arrived, the party had already started. David and his four friends, three that decided to come after they knew a Kazak was guarding him, and five girls. They all attended the same high school, were from families with money, and planned on attending college, although only two were going to the same college. I sat off to the side where I could watch everyone. From time to time someone would come and sit near me, although I encouraged a little distance so as not to restrict my vision or movement if necessary. Two boys, who had come because of me, and two of the girls were the most frequent visitors. Towards evening, there were some pairing off and booze appeared. Since I wasn't here to enforce the local laws or morality, I didn't interfere. When the party broke up, David was drunk. I studied the two boys, Mark and Jake, who rode up with us, and decided Jake was closest to sober.

    I snatched the keys from David and threw them to him. "Jake you're driving."

    "It's my car!" David shouted and began to grab at the key but stopped-probably remembered yesterday.

    "It's my life and you're drunk. Either we sit here until you're sober or Jake drives." In the end, Jake drove. I keep asking Jake questions to keep him from dozing off, since David and Mark had passed out. When we arrived at the Udella's house, the two boys walked off. I sat in the driveway waiting for David to wake up. I was neither his nursemaid nor concerned about his relations with his parents. His father came out around one a.m. and dragged him into the house and dumped him on the couch.

    "Why did you let him get drunk?" he said, his face flushed with anger.

    "Let's get something straight, general. I'm not in the military so your rank means nothing to me. I'm a Kazak so shouting doesn't impress me either. And I'm your son's bodyguard not his nursemaid. You will notice I didn't try to help him to his room or hide his actions."

    "You're very arrogant, Lynn." He stood looking at me for several minutes. "I guess that's why the government types don't like you. But you're right. David, give me your keys. No car for a week." When he put out his hand out, I dropped the keys in.

    "I'm not suicidal."

***


    David refused to talk and tried his best to ignore me. I found it an improvement and interesting that he wasn't talking to me because he got drunk and his father caught him-so it was my fault. It didn't help that his friends were talking to me and found the situation amusing. They attended movies, visited arcades, played a variety of games at each other's homes, and met with girls in the evening. David didn't seem to be good at games. One girl who had been at the beach party seemed to have latched onto him. A good thing since the other girls didn't appear interested in him. After the first couple of days the novelty wore off and they ignored me. I knew all the kids by now but it didn't stop me from paying attention. From what I could tell the old group had several new faces, probably due to my presence. The second week his father gave him his keys back, but little changed except he didn't need to bum a ride. This assignment had elevated boredom to a new level I never thought possible. What was worse, Udella had received another letter threatening his son, so it was unlikely I would be relieved until I could neutralize the wannabee assassins. I just wished I could find some way to make them hurry. Unfortunately, there was a high probability that they had no intention of taking any overt action. In that case, the normal ninety-nine percent boredom was going to reach one hundred.

***


    The summer flew by and only a week before he and his friend would be departing for their respective universities. I could just image how much fun that would be for me. That night, David tried to ditch me because he had a date with, Irene, the girl who had been seeing a lot of him since the beach party.

    "I've got a date tonight, and you're not coming," he screamed and shook his fist at me. I opened the back door, entered, and fastened my seat belt. Eventually, he got in and drove to her house.

    "I can't get rid of her, Irene," he whined when she came out.

    "It doesn't matter, David. I don't mind her watching."

    "I do!"

    "Believe me, you won't care." Her smile was sultry and David went all gooey-eyed. The road he took weaved through heavily treed back roads. An hour later, Irene pointed to a dirt road and a few minutes after that told him to park off to the side of the road. Judging by the way she directed him here, I wondered how many times she had done this before. She grabbed his hand and began walking up a dirt path. She walked slightly in front of David blocking my view of her so I didn't see her pull a gun from her bag. She put her arm around his waist and leaned against him and whispered something while nibbling at his ear. A few steps later they both turned. She still had her arm around him and lips to his neck, but she had moved part way behind him, a gun held waist high pointing at his ribs. The gesture was clear: move and he's dead. He stood looking at me and grinning, oblivious to everything.

    Just then, a boy stepped out from behind a large tree ten yards in front of me and then another an equal distance behind me. They were the two who had joined David and his friends supposedly because a Kazak was along. Both had guns aimed at me. Mistake. You don't play with Kazak's- you kill them immediately.

    "Well, Davy, don't you think it's time to teach your big, bad guard-dog a lesson?"

    "Ya, that bitch has been following me, ordering me around, and talking to me like I'm a dog. The bitch even hit me and got me in trouble with my straight-assed father. She needs to be taught she's not as tough as she thinks," David's face had twisted in anger until Irene kissed his neck and whispered something.

    "Jimmy, she has a gun some place, get it."

    "My pleasure, Jacob. She's not much in the tits department but her ass isn't bad."

    I felt the barrel of a gun in my back as he began to reach around me. They teach you on the Hill that it takes a second for someone to react to your movement, whether it's a gun or a knife. I spun right. My right arm knocked his arm left and the bullet went well past me. I kept spinning. My left arm snaked around his neck while my right drew my gun. Irene reflexively turned toward me, but too late. I spun, jerking Jimmy's head with the arm around his neck and back-kicked Irene in her chest. She flew backward dropping the gun. I then moved so I stood between David and Jacob, who stood, gun lowered and frozen. Then he smiled.

    Clare was going to be pissed. I had made a fatal mistake not shooting the three, but I had thought them kids wanting to prove they were smarter than a Kazak, intending only to tie me up and leave me stranded miles from anywhere. I never doubted I could overcome them and, therefore, didn't consider them dangerous.

    My head exploded in pain and my knees began to buckle. I tried to keep focused on Jacob and maintain control of my gun, but the inside of my head was spinning like a tornado.

    "Jacob, shoot the bitch." David's voice. Sensing another hit was coming, I managed to turn enough to deflect some of the force-but not enough. I dropped to one knee, fighting for control. Jimmy and Irene were on their feet again, guns pointing in my direction. If I didn't get control soon, I would die. The inhuman training on the Hill was all that kept me up and fighting to recover. Before I could focus, a bullet slammed into my chest, throwing me backward. I lay there feeling the blood leaking across my belly. Like a dream, I could see the Witch Meztlil in front of me. Think, Fox, she whispered. If I could have, I would have laughed. Thinking was all I could do, I was in no condition to move. My only option was to play dead and hope. I left my eyes opened, staring, and unmoving. I quieted my heart and breathing to almost nothing, as I had often done in meditation, and let myself go limp. It took superhuman effort to lay there unprotected, against all my instincts.

    Jacob came walking over and kicked me in the side. I had expected something like that and prepared for the pain. The training on the Hill no longer seemed cruel. When he saw no reaction, he walked away.

    "The great Kazak is dead. Now it's Davy boy's turn."

    "What? Why me? I helped you kill that bitch."

    "Why you? Because of your maniac father my brother is dead. He was part of your father's thirty thousand troop surge," Irene shouted. David screamed. I could hear but could see from where I lay, but I knew their attention was totally on David. They were going to kill him, but not until they assuaged their anger.

    "My aunt and her two children were killed by a drone attack on her village," Jacob shouted, pain evident in the words. Another scream from David.

    "But you're Jewish," David sobbed.

    "Jews live in Afghanistan, too. Your killer of a father doesn't care." More screams.

    "My brother's without a leg and has Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder because his unit was part of the surge." Jimmy's voice. "Maybe your father will understand the horrors of war with your death."

    "I doubt it, Jimmy. It made me want to puke having to kiss this piece of shit. He'll probably be glad to get rid of him. But maybe others who have suffered like us will get some satisfaction from him losing his son." Irene's voice.

    I rolled over, rose to one knee and almost passed out. I had never felt so weak and dizzy. Find your center, Lynn. That place without pain, doubts, and confusion, Meztlil whispered, her black hood hiding all but a thin smile. I closed my eyes and sought the peace I had found in the temple on the Hill. When I opened them, David's back was against a tree and the three were facing him. A shot sounded and David screamed and collapsed holding his knee.

    "There. That's how my brother felt when an IED blew off his leg," Jimmy growled. I drew both knives and rose, unsteady. Taking a deep breath, steadied myself, and focused on Jacob. I drew my knife and lunged forward. The knife flew from my hand and sank up to its hilt in his back in the area of the heart. As Jacob fell forward, Jimmy looked back in my direction. But didn't react for several seconds-he was a kid with a gun not a combat veteran-as I continued to stagger and lunge closer. I threw my second knife as he began to raise his gun. It sunk deep into his chest and heart. He dropped the gun and staggered backward into Irene. Her eyes went wide and mouth opened in shock. Before she could decide what to do, I stumbled into her, driving my fingers into her throat. She fell backward with me on top. I lay there listening to her gasping for breath, which never came. I laughed although it hurt. My wound was pressed against her ample breast. It acted as a compress. I flipped open my iphone and hit "1" automatically.

    "Yes?" Witton's voice. I had one last thing to do before I died.

    "Tell Meztlil, I love her." My iphone slipped from my hand.

***


    The faint smell of lilac reminded me of Clare after a shower. She loved her lilac scented soap. A light minty breath kissed my cheek in a steady rhythm I remembered with Clare asleep in my arms. Content, I lay relaxed.

    I felt pressure along my body, strands of hair in my face, and the smell of Clare. A lovely dream. I reached up, and ran my hand over her body. Pain coursed through my chest as she jerked up. Pain. I was alive.

    "She's awake!" Clare shouted. Kisses rained down on me: cheeks, eyes, forehead, nose, chin, and lips. It was worth the pain. When I looked around, actually around Clare's head, I saw Witton standing at the foot of the bed and Sam the Panther sitting in a chair off to the left. He nodded when my eyes caught his.

    "Witton wanted to make sure you didn't shoot one of the nurses," he grinned. Witton didn't know what happened and was being cautious having Sam sitting guard.

    "Lynn, how did you let a high school kid get the drop on you? And-" Clare ran towards him.

    "You bastard. Get out of here. She doesn't need your criticism." She banged weakly on his arm, tears streaming down her cheeks. He just put his arm around her. Before he could speak, I chimed in.

    "My love, it's a reasonable question. He's not criticizing me. He wants to understand." Clare sort of nodded, her face still in Witton's chest. "Let me start at the beginning, if you'll get me something to eat. I'm not hungry, but the faster I eat the faster I'll recover." While we waited, Clare came over and sat on the edge of the bed holding my hand. Witton pulled up a chair on the other side, and Sam rose and moved against the wall closer to the bed but still facing the door.

    "Let me start at the beginning..." As I talked, there were a few smiles and a snort or two but everyone was waiting for the punch line.

    "WHAT!" Clare screamed when it finally came. Witton managed to wave her to silence.

    "That's a little different from the story he told. He claims to be a bit of a hero." Witton's smile did not bode well for David-nor did Sam's. In a way, my injuries had been my fault. Normally, I shot first and determined later if I had been right. This time I had shown poor judgment in not just killing them immediately as they had shown poor judgment in not killing me immediately.

    "The little lying bastard!" Clare shouted, giving Witton a mother tiger's stare.

    "Of course he is, Clare. He has committed an action that cannot be forgiven or go unpunished. Sam, go collect him. I'll let you know where to take him. Sorry to leave but you're in good hands. I'll discuss your future-"

    "No, you won't-" Clare jumped off the bed and headed for Witton.

    "With you, Clare," he finished. Clare froze, looking from me to him as he walked out the door.

    "Do you think he meant it?"

    "For better or worse, I think he did."


    
CHAPTER EIGHT

    Clare stayed with me twenty-four hours a day. Witton had arranged for a two person private room so she had a place to sleep, since she refused to leave. They released me on the fourth day over everyone's objections including Clare, until she found we would be going to my condo.

    "Wow, you get this for free, including utilities?" Clare asked as she wandered from room to room. "It's not cozy," she smiled, "but it certainly is a luxury condo."

    "It's not cozy because it's not home." I said, making myself comfortable on the couch and switched on some mood music. "When do you have to return to Denver?"

    "I'm on extended leave. After what you've done for the paper over the years, no one is complaining." She walked into the kitchen and began opening cabinets and drawers. "I'll make some coffee if you like. And I can make a meal from what you have on hand. For someone who is never here, you have a well stocked freezer and larder."

    "Someone magically keeps it stocked when they know I might be in town. As for dinner, there is a restaurant downstairs. We can go down or they will deliver if you would rather."

    "That's some benefit package. I'd be impressed, except unlike the president, his cabinet, senators, etc., you earn your benefit package.

    "I think for now, I'd just like to hold you in my arms and enjoy the moment."

***


    Ann Marie called that evening, to let us know Witton would like to see Clare and me the next day at nine a.m. Clare and I were up early and I gave her a grand tour of the facility, including a stop for breakfast. Everyone we met was interested in meeting Clare and hearing about my recent escapade. I agreed to tell it, once, to whoever was interested after our meeting with Witton. They insisted on showing Clare the Lynn Board when we returned from our meeting with Witton.

    After introducing Clare to Ann Marie, we were ushered into Witton's office.

    "Well, Clare. Your TLC seems to have our patient well on the road to recovery. I've asked you here to update you on David Udella. He has pleaded guilty to a variety of charges and worked out a plea-bargain with the district attorney. He is being treated as an adult and sentenced to twenty-five years."

    "That was quick. I thought you would kill him for what he did," Clare said softly.

    "His options were a guilty plea under the terms we set or go free." Witton raised his hand to stop Clare. "His father understood that David, if free, wouldn't see his next birthday. The Committee preferred prison. Killing him would be too fast."

    "What about, Lynn and the Kazaks?" My love pressed. Clare always surprised me. She was a gentle soul, but she could be like a pit bull when it came to me. It was fortunate she didn't carry a gun and better yet, didn't know how to shoot one.

    "Assuming she wants to remain an active Kazak..." Witton paused. Clare glared at me then nodded to him. She hated it but wouldn't ask me to change. "She is on indefinite leave until she decides she's ready. Then I thought I might assign her to the Hill for a brief period of time. Her women candidates are doing well and maybe could use her presence."

    Clare sat thinking for a while. I didn't dare interrupt nor did I feel like it. Clare and I needed time to recover. She nodded agreement. After some small talk, Clare and I went down to the exercise room where everyone had gathered to hear the story. I gave my account of what happened and David's sentence. It was a very sober meeting-the unthinkable had happened. A client had turned on his protector. The meeting livened up when they took Clare to see the Lynn Board. Of course, each letter had to be discussed and analyzed from the client's perspective-at my expense. I didn't mind. They were funny and it helped to relieve the tension.

***


    We spent three more days at my condo. Everyone who met Clare loved her and took every opportunity to stop and talk to her. And I was the butt of everyone's jokes including Clare's. It was like a three-day roast. Clare decided the Kazaks, Witton, and I owed her for the traumatic experience they had put her through. To my amazement, Witton agreed and instructed Ann Marie to make arrangements to wherever Clare wanted to go. After a day and a night on the Internet searching, she decided on a cruise down the Snake River. Ann Marie booked the tour, hotel accommodations, and the company plane for the trip to Portland where the Empress of the West began the seven-day cruise. When we were alone on the plane, Clare had long periods of silence, while holding me in a death grip.

    "Good morning, Lynn, Clare. She looks in reasonable condition, although I suspect she's not as she's using 'her' plane again."

    "You're not to talk to her, Kathryn," Clare growled. "She's being punished."

    "What did she do this time? Must be bad if you're here and not in Denver." Kathryn frowned and gave me a stern look.

    "She almost died. The doctors said it was a miracle she didn't," she said and hit me on the shoulder-for about the hundredth time.

    "That was very nasty. I don't blame you for being upset. I'll try and not be too nice to her, although it is her plane." Kathryn smiled at Clare and went off to get us drinks.

    "You scared me to death. You owe me big time. I almost had a heart attack. I'm going to need a full time heart doctor if you keep this up. And I'm going prematurely gray. I'm going to look like your mother." That got me another whack on the shoulder. "I need a shrink to keep me sane enough to keep my job. Look at the wrinkles around my eyes. You're going to pay for some expensive cream to get rid of them. Look, my eyes are permanent bloodshot from crying. I look like a drunk." Another whack, as a tear leaked down one cheek.

    "Damn you, Lynn. If you die, I'm going to have you put in a vase on the mantel and nag you every night. You're not going to rest in peace. I talked to Witton. He said you deviated from your normal reaction: shoot first and find out later if you were right. He always worried about that but so far, you've been right and it has saved you and your client's life. A second late and you wouldn't have survived several of your past encounters. I told him I want you to shoot first, faster from now on. He nodded agreement."

    Mercifully, Katherine returned with coffee for me, a tall frothy drink for Clare, and a tray of cheeses, spreads, and crackers.

    "What's that?" Clare asked when Katherine handed her the unidentified drink. She just smiled.

    "A reward for taking care of your wild friend." She stood waiting as Clare took a tentative sip-then a big drink. A smile touched her lips and she nodded to Katherine.

    "Thank you, Katherine. I needed that."

    "What is it?" I asked. Clare just shrugged and took another drink.

    "Ice cream, soda, and amaretto," Katherine said.

    "Yummy."

    I relaxed back-I'd been doing a lot of that lately-and listened to Clare and Kathryn talk about their jobs, and Kathryn about her male adventures on the crew's frequent layovers. I woke as Clare leaned over me to buckle me in.

    "We're on our descent into Portland International Airport, my love," Clare whispered and gave me a soft kiss on the cheek. Not long after, we collected our luggage and exited the plane. As we did, Clare tugged on my arm.

    "Look Lynn, the man over there with the sign." A man stood holding a white sign with "Lynn Fox" in black. When we reached him, his round face was all smiles.

    "Lynn Fox?"

    "Yes."

    "I'm Jim. Ann Marie has arranged for me to be your driver for the next two days. Let's get your luggage and I'll drive you to your hotel. I'll be available for sightseeing tomorrow and getting you to the Empress of the West the following day."

    Jim liked to talk and gave us a running dialog on our trip into town. At the Nines Hotel, Ann Marie had booked us a suite. By the time we checked in, we were both tired and ordered room service. After escargots, a Greek salad, rack of lamb, and a creme Brule dessert, I lay content in Clare's arms listening to mood music.

    "Tomorrow we're going shopping," Clare said while gently stroking my face. "You owe me something expensive for all the worry and you need clothes. We're going on a luxury cruise and you hardly have a change of clothes at your Kazak condo."

    I had to agree. But then why did I need normal clothing there, I only stayed for short periods between assignments. I was either at work or at Clare's...our Denver condo. Clare eventually pulled me into the bedroom. Naked I lay there enjoying the feel of her hands roaming my body and the kisses that followed them. These moments were precious because we didn't get that many during the year. Soon I lost awareness of time and place, lost in the ecstasy of Clare's soft, warm, and sensuous body.

***


    After a leisurely breakfast, Jim drove us to Pioneer Place, an upscale shopping plaza. There, Clare dragged me into store after store and allowed for a quick lunch at the Yucatan Grill. She forced me to buy dresses, pant suits, shoes, underwear, nightwear, and accessories, which I never wear. Late that afternoon, we found ourselves in front of Tiffany's.

    "You scared me to death, Lynn. You owe me," she said with tears in her eye but a wicked little smile.

    "Yes, I do," I conceded. It wasn't my fault I was injured, but it didn't matter-the result was the same. I wasn't sure what she wanted since Clare didn't wear expensive jewelry. I didn't care. I would get her whatever she wanted. We exited an hour later with two platinum Milgrain wedding bands. I was speechless and radiantly happy.

***


    At first, I thought Empress of the West a mistake. I had expected one of those sixteen-deck six thousand guest ships, instead I stood staring at a four-story paddleboat that would be lucky to hold three hundred people. We entered through the side, had our pictures taken, were issued IDs, and personally led to the Owner's suite-or so it was called.

    "Remind me to send Ann Marie a thank you card every week for the next year," Clare said as she walked around the spacious living room and into the separate bedroom, stopping to look out at the unobstructed views in three directions. Clare had picked well. With less than three hundred people, the boat was quiet and restful. We ate breakfast each morning in the Romanov dining room, went into town and had lunch or took tours, and attended the entertainment most nights in the Golden Nugget showroom. In between, we spent hours reading in our room, watching the scenery from our unobstructed views of the river, and hours cheek to cheek building memories that would have to last until the next time. At times, I could hear Clare late in the night softly crying, wondering if there would be a next time. I couldn't afford to think in those terms. I was a Kazak and lived in the moment. Nevertheless, the perfect vacation for two people who needed time to heal-Clare mentally and me physically. The people on the boat were friendly with few frowns and whispered comments; however, those ceased after the first two days, when we didn't strip and dance on the tables. The stop at Pendleton turned out to be interesting, for me. The tour provided transportation to the Pendleton Rodeo grounds. During the intermission, Clare and I were wandering around the small shops when two men in cowboy clothing approached. I let go of Clare's hand and stepped slightly in front of her.

    "Lookie here, Burt. Two Lesbians in need of a cure," said a lanky man in his late twenties. The muscular young man with him grabbed his crouch and pushed it forward in a jerky fashion. "I got the cure right here. Ten inches of it."

    "Look, love: two queers, no...bull riders!" I thought that was quite good for the spur of the moment. Clare choked. The lanky guy stood there expressionless still digesting what I had meant. The muscular one lunged at me with a fist to my face. I twisted around and drove a back kick into his face. Blood and teeth exploded as bone cracked. For a moment, his forward motion stopped and he stood still like he had run into a wall, and then collapsed onto his knees with his bloody hands over nose and mouth. His friend reached down and unbuckled both of his spurs.

    "See these you queer bitch. Every time you look in the mirror you're going to remember me." He took two steps towards me and stopped just out of my leg reach. I hadn't moved like he expected, so he lunged with a sideways swipe at my face. I dropped to the ground and shot out a sidekick to his leading knee, which had most of his weight. It gave way with a satisfying crunch and he fell-into another kick to his head. I rolled backward onto my feet.

    "Are you alright?" Clare said, looking pale.

    "Yes, Clare. But I don't think we're going get that cure they were talking about," I said, and got another smack in the arm. Just then, a policeman approached.

    "What happened here?" he said as he knelt down to examine the lanky young guy who was out cold.

    "She attacked us," the other man screamed while pointing in my direction.

    "I think you should call for ambulance. Those two seem to have hurt themselves. And before you do anything stupid, like those two, call your police chief and tell him two idiots attacked a Kazak." I pushed up my sleeve to show my tattoo. "Badge 231." I was pleasantly surprised when he did, after a call for an ambulance.

    "Here, the chief would like to talk to you."

    Another pleasant surprise, the chief was an avid reader of Clare's articles and knew about the Kazak immunity. A half hour later, he was buying us lunch and getting Clare's autograph. Back on the boat, the story got around quickly and Clare was besieged with questions about her articles. Clare kept using "he" when referring to the unknown Kazak, so except for quick glances off to the side where I sat, she was the main attraction. The rest of the trip continued to be restful, healing, and moments of ecstasy-no drugs needed.

***


    Clare had to get back to work, so we returned to Denver. I stayed two weeks and gave Clare an interview on my last assignment. In a way, it justified Clare's time off, although I doubted the Managing Editor cared. Clare was the Post's star and had doubled the paper's readership and gained some national recognition with her Kazak series. Feeling guilty, I call Witton. Ann Marie answered.

    "Lynn, I hope this means you're healthy again. And thank you for the year's tickets at Kennedy Center."

    "You are most welcome. I have to keep my booking agent happy. The accommodations you made for us were fantastic. Thank you."

    "Any time, Lynn. Wait a second. Witton's available now." The phone went on hold and then Witton picked up."

    "I guess this means you're bored and ready to start earning your pay again?"

    "It was a great vacation and I'm well enough to take another easy assignment." I quipped. Witton has frequently been surprised when what should be a routine assignment turned into a duel with Assassins. He had long ago given up trying to determine which was which.

    "I have nothing but hard ones at the moment, so I'd like you to go to the Hill until I can find an easy one. The company plane will be available tomorrow to fly you there."

    I thought that a bit strange since Kazaks were always in short supply. I wondered if the Committee had something to do with that decision, since they seemed to be picking my assignments, not Witton. I felt a little disappointed. I love being a Kazak and the diverse people and environments each assignment provided. Since he hung up, I gathered he didn't plan to answer questions.


    
CHAPTER NINE

    The company helicopter was waiting when I arrived at Spokane International Airport and Master Johar, the senior Kazak on the Hill, was waiting as we settled on the helipad.

    "Master Lynn, it is a pleasant surprise to see you so soon again," Johar said as I exited the helicopter. He looked the same today as when I entered the school for the first time almost fifteen years ago. The similarities to Master Jianyu were remarkable. Both looked frail and harmless. I almost laughed.

    "Master Johar." I nodded. I couldn't resist. "Were you or the Hill here first?"

    He smiled. "I can't remember." He spent the next couple of hours bringing me up to date on the women candidates. Jody, Megan, and Carla had passed the third challenge. They were now in their sixth year and preparing for the fourth challenge.

    "They have done much better than any of the Kazak instructors thought when you started the program. Of course, they did have an orientation program with that infamous Lynn the Fox."

    "Yes, that was a definite advantage. But I think it only offset the natural advantage the men have. The idea was to even the odds, not to give the women an advantage."

    "In the end, if any of them qualify they will have earned the title, Kazak. Any advantage they might have had is gone," Johar said. I agreed. The next day, I met with the women. They were all smiles.

    "Well, do you still want to be Kazaks?"

    "Yes," was the unanimous and instantaneous response.

    "It's like a gang initiation that never quits," Jody added. Carla nodded agreement.

    "It's like an ongoing hell week," Megan said with a laugh. "Regardless how this ends, we owe you. I would have quit by now if I hadn't known what to expect. I thought you were just cruel. Now I know you weren't."

    "I did too. I thought we needed friends for support; however, I watched two brothers helping each other. They failed the second challenge because they couldn't help each other. We hope the others succeed, but each of us has to depend on ourselves."

    "What if you fail the next challenge?" I asked. I knew the chances of all making Kazak were close to zero.

    "I think it was worth it. I learned a lot about myself and what I'm capable of. And I've earned the equivalent of a college degree. I won't have any trouble finding work in some security business. I might even start my own," Carla said with a grin. We sat around talking for several hours. They all agreed the experience was worth it regardless of the outcome.

    For the next four months, I watched the fourth challenge with Master Johar. Jody passed. She was excellent with guns and identifying Assassins and average with hand-to-hand, knives, and batons. Megan also passed. She excelled at hand-to-hand, knives, and identifying Assassins, and average at the rest. Carla was good at everything but excelled at nothing. She was told to leave along with four men. Two women and eight men stayed for the fifth challenge.

***


    Witton called a few days later. "Time to come home Lynn."

    "Got another easy assignment for me, boss?"

    "No. This time I think it's a hard one, one that might cause you to lose your perfect life. I'm sorry, but I have no choice. The committee stipulated you. I hate to admit it but I agreed," his voice a monotone. At first I thought he was joking. Then I realized he wasn't. The thought scared me when I realized he meant being a Kazak, not dying. Then I shrugged. I asked for this life and I couldn't change what was coming. As I said to the Kazak instructor that thought the Hill was no place for a woman: Get used to it, I'm staying.

    "Well, it's about time. Those easy assignments are boring." I had to laugh at the silence that greeted me-Witton with nothing to say. He sounded a little less down when he finally spoke.

    "The company plane will be waiting for you tomorrow. It will fly you to Denver. You are taking a one-week vacation. Ann Marie will make arrangements for your return here. The details of your assignment haven't been clarified yet, but should be by then." He hung up. If this were my last meal, so to say, I was going to enjoy it. I called Clare.

***


    "Witton gave you a week's vacation and you're not injured?" Clare looked at me hard. "And sent the company plane. What's the bill for this?"

    "The Committee has given me an assignment he doesn't like. I guess it's his way of apologizing in advance." I smiled trying to minimize the implied seriousness of the coming assignment. I had spent the night in the temple on the Hill and was at peace with whatever was to come.

    "I could take some time off and we could go someplace."

    "No. I'm quite content to be home with you. I'm sure we can find something to do," I said with a genuinely wicked smile. Clare did take some time off. We ate out at very expensive restaurants, went hiking in the Rocky Mountains, took a white water rafting trip, and spent glorious nights in each other's arms. When I showed no signs of being nervous, Clare appeared as relaxed as possible by the end of the week. I convinced her it was just another assignment.


    
CHAPTER TEN

    I guess I should have been nervous since Witton had sent the company plane and a limo was waiting when I departed the plane. I usually only got this sort of treatment when I had been injured on an assignment. In addition, I didn't have to wait to see Witton and Ann Marie served me coffee as I sat down. The bill for this was going to be BIG. Witton sat quietly as I sipped my coffee.

    "Two months ago, Samuel the Lion shot his client. When we eventually located him, he was in the bar, drunk. The Committee concluded he was unstable and took him into custody. Three weeks ago, Vince the Panther killed his client. He keeps saying he killed an Illusion Assassin. The Committee has taken custody of him. Although they have tentatively concluded he is unstable, they are concerned about the Kazaks. It won't take but one or two more of these instances to shut down the organization."

    "What do they want with me? I can't see the connection." Kazak life wasn't for everyone and could be extremely stressful. But why shoot a client. Some, like Governor Masson, were assholes but...a good whack upside his head I could understand.

    "I don't believe in coincidence. Two Kazaks killing their clients within weeks of each other and both believing they shot an Illusion Assassin doesn't feel right. Furthermore, both clients were sons of influential men. The children were used as leverage against the men. The Committee has conceded there is a possibility they are related."

    "And you have a similar client for me," I ventured. I now understood Witton's comment about losing the life I love. If I fail, the Committee would take me into custody with some uncertain future and the Kazaks would be disbanded. Of course the Kazaks would be disbanded no matter who took this assignment and failed. In either case I would lose the life I love and maybe even Clare-the Committee was unlikely to let Samuel, Vince, or me loose.

    "Who's the client?" Better me than someone else deciding my future.

    "I hate to admit it, but I would have picked you if the Committee had let me. Better a Fox than a fighter." Witton actually smiled. "I don't care who you kill, Lynn, so long as it's not the client."

    "I want to talk to Samuel and Vince. That's my only condition." I wanted their side of the incident-one Kazak to another.

    "I'll tell the Committee."

***


    The next day a six passenger Citation stood waiting at the Potomac Airport, a privately owned airfield just south of Alexandra. A tall woman in her forties greeted me as I entered the plane. She had a dark-blue jacket pulled in at the waist, matching skirt, a white blouse open at the neck, and no jewelry. She checked her iphone before smiling.

    "Kazak Lynn the Fox, I'm Catherine, welcome aboard."

    "Thank you, Catherine."

    "We'll leave as soon as you're settled. Is that all your luggage?" she asked looking at my gym-sized bag.

    "That's it. I'm used to traveling light." She let me precede her and I took a seat in the back. I didn't know who was going to attack me, but habits are hard to break. She had a laptop that contained information about me, judging from the way she checked it as she questioned me about my past, the Hill, assignments, and Clare. Occasionally, she stopped to type something. Sometime later, a young steward brought us drinks and a light lunch. She took a glass of red wine. I declined in favor of coffee.

    "You don't drink alcohol, Lynn?" she asked. I wondered if this were part of updating my records or some kind of evaluation.

    "What are you, Catherine?" I had answered enough questions.

    "What do you mean?"

    "You know exactly what I mean."

    "I'm just updating your records." She gave me a grandmotherly smile. I laid back and closed my eyes. I had enough of this nonsense. She made multiple attempts at continuing the interview or whatever. I stayed mute. Much later, I heard the steward announce preparation for landing and I buckled up.

    "You are very stubborn, Lynn." Catherine said when she saw me awake.

    "No, Catherine. You're very stubborn. You asked me a hundred questions and I answered them all candidly. I asked you one and you avoided answering. You may work for the Committee, you may be on the Committee, or the Committee may work for you. I don't really care. The game's over." She had the nerve to smile.

    "Like you, I work for the Committee. Right now I'm trying to resolve what happened with the two client shootings. What actually happened and what Vince and Samuel said happened are at odds. And the Committee feels you might resolve the issue; therefore, I'm interested in you. And who knows..."

    "And who knows, I may become another Samuel or Vince for you to analyze." I laughed. "Perhaps Samuel, Vince, and you are confusing the result with what really happened."

    "Do you know something we don't?"

    "I only know Kazaks don't shoot their clients for no reason. Therefore you and I are starting from two different perspectives." We were both silence after that exchange. A limo awaited us when we departed the plane. Looking around, the airfield was privately owned and, unlike Potomac, it didn't appear public. An hour later we arrived at an armed checkpoint. The guard waved us through after seeing Catherine's ID. I suspected she was a significant player and closely connected to the Committee. A couple of miles later we arrived at a complex of several one and two story buildings made out of a gray-stone blocks. Two fences separated by several yards surrounded a long one-story building. There was no barbed wire but I would bet that area was crawling with electronics-detection and weaponry. The guards, which were plentiful, were dressed in combat gear but with no insignia.

    Catherine led me through a gate with two armed guards, who passed us without comment when she held up her badge. Inside the building was a small room with a guard behind a barred window counter.

    "You must relinquish any weapons before you can enter," Catherine said as the door closed behind us. I'd bet there was no way out of this room without the guard's permission. I removed the Glock and two knives I was carrying and placed them on the counter with my bag, which had several more guns and knives. The guards took them and I heard the door into the building's interior click open. There I went through an x-ray scanner and then another set of locked doors into a long hallway. I noticed the guard turned off the scanner for Catherine. We passed what looked like an exercise room, a small cafeteria, and were led into a small conference room with a couple of padded chairs and steel table capable of seating four or five persons. A short time later, a short stocky man was led into the room by two guards. His hands and legs were in chains. They secured his chains to the floor before he could sit.

    "This is Samuel the Lion," Catherine said. "Samuel this-"

    I held up my hand to stop her. "Kazak Samuel the Lion, I'm Kazak Lynn the Fox."

    He laughed. I'd had bet it was the first one in a long time. "I loved your Lynn Board. It must be a bitch for Witton to find you a client." With the word client, he sobered.

    "Samuel, I want you to tell me every detail surrounding the shooting of your client. Unlike others, I don't believe any Kazak shoots a client without cause. Even if you do, please humor me."

    "I would like to believe you, Lynn. I was following George, my client's son, through the lobby of his hotel when I heard a bang, sort of like a gunshot. Now that I had time to think about it, I don't think it was a gun. I spun around gun drawn. The lobby had quite a few people at that time. Most were looking around not sure what made the noise, some were running towards the exit. I saw George standing some twenty feet away and wondered how he had gotten there. He pointed behind me and shouted, "Watch out he has a gun." I spun around into a snake stance and saw a short bald man with tattoos pointing a gun behind me. I thought he was aiming at George and I fired." Samuel stopped and banged the table, causing Catherine to slide her chair back and the two guards to take a step forward. I held up my hand to stop them. "As the man recoiled backward I saw it was George. I turned back hoping to see George. Mostly the area had cleared. George was dead on the floor but not where I saw him. I don't know why, but I walked into the lounge and sat there drinking until Witton showed. They think I was drunk when I shot George. Lynn, I wasn't." He reached towards me but the chains stopped him. I reached out and put my hands over his.

    When I did, one of the guards shouted, "don't touch him. It's not allowed."

    I ignored him. "Samuel, I believe you. Like you, I don't understand what happened, but I believe you. The details you and Vince are giving me today are going to help me get you out of here, somehow.

    They took Samuel away and brought in Vince, a thin, average height man with light brown skin and a short haircut. He looked stealthy. He was less emotional and sat evaluating me after I introduced myself.

    "My client's son, William, was in his junior year of college and hated me tagging along, although I don't know why. It didn't stop him from boozing and screwing. Anyway, we were crossing the campus back to his frat house when he screamed someone had a gun and pointed off to his left. I stepped forward as he stepped backward. I scanned the area but didn't see anything for a moment. Then I saw William pointing behind me, again shouting the man had a gun. I spun back, saw the man with a gun, and fired. I continued to scan the area but by then the kids had dispersed in every direction. I didn't see William and thought he had run off. When I looked down, he lay dead on the ground." Vince sat shaking his head back and forth.

    "I believe you Vince. Every word."

***


    "Well, Catherine, you best get me back to Arlington. We don't want to keep our killer waiting"

    "What are you talking about? Do you think you found something we missed?"

    "Yes. You were told exactly what happened but you insist on looking for another explanation. The difference is I believe what Samuel and Vince told me to be the truth. And I'm willing to bet the life I love on it." I didn't have the answer, but I knew the events happened exactly like they said. Catherine was quiet on the way back, although she spent a great deal of time watching me. As I was getting ready to exit the plane at Regan International, Catherine spoke.

    "Good luck, Lynn. I hope you're right. I would hate to see the Kazak organization disbanded."

    It was late when I arrived back at my condo. I went straight to bed. It had been a long day and I wasn't going to solve the puzzle tonight or here.

***


    The next morning I made my way to the seventh floor and Witton's office. Witton's entire staff was already there and working.

    "Go right in, Lynn. The boss is expecting you." Ann Marie nodded towards his door and handed me a cup of coffee. I was sure she and Witton could read minds. Witton waved me to a chair as I entered.

    "Did you learn anything?"

    "I learned what really happened," I said. He looked worried and tired.

    "And they didn't already know that?"

    "They were told but they don't want to believe it. You and I both know Samuel and Vince thought they were protecting their clients. But we aren't going to solve the mystery here. So who's my client?"

    "You're right, although I wish you weren't. She is the daughter of a very wealthy philanthropist, which follows the pattern of the other two clients. All are wealthy, contribute hundreds of millions to charitable causes, and have only one child. In each case, the extortionists demanded fifty million or their child would be killed. They claim to be a charitable organization seeking a cure for depression. The FBI believes they are just clever and well funded criminals. I don't believe it. Something else is going on and I have a bad feeling about it." He took a sip of coffee never taking his eyes off me. He snorted. "It's an irony that I need a Kazak that thinks before he shoots and have the one Kazak that shoots before she thinks." He held up his hand to stop me from responding, although I hadn't intended to. He was right. I relied on my instincts, which have proved good and saved my life more than once. And Clare would like me to shoot faster if that's possible.

    "It's a dichotomy, but I feel-and hope-you're the right person. You trust your instincts and they have served you and the Kazak organization well.

    "Our killer is not very subtle, but he's very clever. He's threatened the kind of high profile people the Committee is committed to protect. Thus dragging in the Kazaks, who are his real target. The clients are collateral damage." I said, thinking out loud. Based on what Witton had said, I thought I knew the why and maybe who. All that remained was the how. "The sooner I get started the sooner we can settle the problem. Tell-" I stopped. If I shoot my client, the FBI who were sure to be tagging along, would shoot me. "One condition. The FBI is not allowed to follow me. They can guard her house or apartment or whatever if they like but not the client."

    "No one is going to like that. Instinct?" Witton's eyes narrowed. I nodded.

    "I should get started. We aren't going to solve the mystery sitting here. Where can I find my client?"

    "Their family home is in New York City. Miss Sandra Waldenmyer is a junior at Duke University. She is working on an A.B. in Earth and Ocean Sciences and rents a house on Chapel Hill Road within easy access to the University. I'm told she and her two roommates use bikes to and around the campus. I'll have one there for you by the time you arrive. The FBI is already there. I will contact the Committee with your request to restrict them to her residence, Duke and New York. Good luck, Lynn."


    
CHAPTER ELEVEN

    The house was a one-story bungalow with a wrap-around porch-and swarming with FBI. I saw one in the back yard and another sitting on the front porch.

    "What you want, ma'am?" the young man on the porch asked. He was trying to look like a college student with jeans and loose shirt, but the bulge under his shirt didn't fit the image, although he probably wasn't long out of college.

    "Lynn," I said as I opened the door and walked in. The one sitting off to the side in the living room almost knocked over his chair when he jumped up while reaching for his gun.

    "Hi, I'm Lynn the Kazak. Where's Sandra?" I wasn't worried about being shot. Agents are slow to shoot because there are too many consequences: moral considerations, boards of inquiry, legal consequences... Sure enough, he lowered the gun and shouted.

    "Vernon, the Kazak's here." He didn't look friendly. A minute later a stocky man came walking down the hall. His frown didn't make him look friendly either. From the deep lines around his mouth and the curve of his lips, I doubted he ever looked friendly.

    "Well, if it isn't the our-shit-doesn't-smell Kazak here to show us amateurs how to do our job."

    "Sorry, I haven't got time for that," I quipped. They didn't like me and nothing I could say given I wanted to, which I didn't, would change their opinion.

    "Who the hell do you think you are telling us we can't accompany Miss Waldenmyer when she leaves the house. Director Williamson told us to tell you to go to hell." He smiled. I took out my iphone and hit "1."

    "What is it Lynn?"

    "Director Williamson still mad at me? He told the agents here to ignore me and accompany Sandra wherever she goes." I heard a click and hung up. Vernon was smiling.

    "Where is Sandra?" He didn't answer so I made my way in the direction of the female voices. Three young women were in the kitchen fixing lunch: a redhead and two blonds.

    "Who's Sandra?" I asked. The redhead and a blond turned towards me, the other blond didn't look up but nodded in the redhead's direction.

    "Are you the Kazak?" the redhead asked. "Vernon told me two of you just recently killed their clients. He said his director has found the Kazaks unstable and feels they should be disbanded before they kill anyone else. I don't think I want a Kazak for a guard."

    Vernon attempted a smile. It didn't fit the face.

    "Sorry, it isn't optional."

    "You're fired. Please leave or I'll call my mother." Sandra pulled out her iphone as Vernon's phone rang.

    "Yes, Mr. Williamson." Silence as his face went from shock to anger and then a small twitch of his lip. I didn't like that. It meant he was going to be trouble. "Mr. Williamson said you can guard her yourself."

    Sandra stood there with her mouth open, but then put her iphone away. "I don't want to die."

    "Sandra, I'm a Kazak. Right now, your life is my only concern. And although I'll risk my life to save yours, whatever is behind these recent extortions is more important than you and me." I turned back to Vernon. "I don't know what Williamson said to you, but if I see you or any of your people, I will assume you are working with the extortionist. That will give me justification to shoot that person. If you doubt I will, ask Director Williamson." I took a few steps backwards and stood leaning against the wall. Eventually, everything returned to what passed for normal. Vernon's team comprised of four men. Three remained outside watching the perimeter, while Vernon and another remained inside. After lunch, the three huddled in a bedroom discussing the situation. Their reactions varied from scared to humorous. Afterward Sandra sat quietly in the kitchen drinking an herbal tea. Finally, she looked towards the corner where I stood.

    "Don't you rest? Vernon and the others wander in and out. They don't stay with me all the time."

    "They're FBI and I'm a Kazak. From now until this situation is resolved and you are safe, I'll be your shadow. Where you go, I go. To kill you, they will have to kill me." I didn't bother with telling her my rules. For one thing, I decided she was safe anywhere she was out of my sight, like a bedroom or washroom. I trusted Samuel and Vince's version of events, which meant the killer needed Sandra in my sight to act.

    "Well, I'm off. I have an Environmental Geology this afternoon." She proceeded out the door, grabbed a bike on the porch, and peddled off. She almost fell off when she saw me peddling behind her. We made our way up Andersen Street, which was a pleasant ride through a thickly treed area. Before long, we were on the main campus. She stopped at a four-story gray building with narrow windows.

    Inside, I sat in the back of the class, which had less than twenty people. Normally, I would insist she sit in back with me, but I was convinced Sandra wasn't the target-directly at least. The Kazaks were real target.

***


    The next day, we left early for a morning class. I knew the young man on the porch yesterday was following us. I sighed. The idiots were going to screw everything including me. I flipped open my phone and hit "1."

    "Yes." Witton sounded tired.

    "They're following Sandra and me. There is a lot a stake here, boss."

    "Don't kill him." He hung up. When we got on campus, I steered Sandra between two buildings and stopped her. I put my finger to my lips before she could speak. I few minutes later, he came around the corner. I sent a roundhouse kick to the stomach. As he bent over, I grabbed his wrist and swept his feet from under him. I let go of his wrist when the torque snapped the bone."

    "Why?" she asked, staring at the man on the ground.

    "Because my boss told me not to shoot him." I turned her face so our eyes locked. "This is not a game, Sandra. Many lives besides ours are involved and this fool Vernon is concerned with his ego. I'm sorry you are caught in the middle but you are. Trust that I will risk my life to save yours." I left the young man there, without a gun. I felt sorry for him. It was Vernon's fault.

    The rest of the day was boring. As usual, I scanned the buildings, grounds, and students, but everything suggested an illusion. A Liar Assassin couldn't convince you do something against all reason. Neither a Ghost nor runner could create an illusion. Yet, an Illusion Assassin could make himself look like a client but that didn't explain how the client looked like an assassin. But the client had looked like an assassin-I believed Samuel and Vince. The paradox was giving me a throbbing headache. When we arrived back at the house, Vernon was standing on the steps glaring at me.

    "You lesbian bitch. Touch one of my men again I'll kill you. Who the fuck do you think you are?" He stood on the top step, face twisted in fury, and pointing a finger at me.

    "Call your Director Williamson and have me removed. The only reason I didn't shoot him because it would have scared the kids and shut down the campus." Actually, that wasn't really completely true. My boss did ask me not to kill him. I mentally dropped into fighting mode in case he was stupid enough to get physical. I walked my bike up the stairs past Vernon and waved for Sandra to follow. The rest of the evening was boring. I slept on a chair in the living room. Vernon left with the change of shift.

***


    The next week settled into a boring routine. At times, Sandra forgot I was tagging along. Even when she was aware of me, she made little attempt to engage me in conversation. Maybe because I made no effort to stay glued to the hip as I usually did, because I knew what the confrontation would look like. I just didn't know how it was done. Although I couldn't detect anyone following me, I knew that idiot Williamson had one or more people following me with rules of engagement that made me the target of choice.

    I hit "1" on my iphone. And spoke as soon as I heard the pickup.

    "I hope you have your resume up to date. I'm not going to survive this alone." I said in a normal voice. I wasn't scared. Just disappointed.

    "The Committee had Ann Woehl and her team reassigned to you but somehow Williamson has delayed it. She should be there tomorrow. I've got three Kazaks on the way. They will be there tonight. I've had to coordinate with the Committee to delay assignments. For some reason the Committee was slow to react."

    "Williamson has people tailing me. Vernon all but admitted it. If I live through this-"

    "DIE, YOU BITCH!"

    The sound was behind me. I scanned the multiple of students walking as I spun around, slipping into a snake stance. Sandra stood about ten yards away, pointing behind me. "HE'S GOT A GUN." I uncoiled back to my original position facing...a man with a gun pointing past me at Sandra...who was behind me?" I fired twice into his chest. He... Sandra jerked backward, her chest covered in red. I spun around again looking for Sandra, she was gone. My head felt fogged. My mind fought to sanity. People's reaction was mixed. Most were running away, a few had dropped to the ground, and two looked to be considering something foolish-like rushing me. An oddity existed. A woman walking away like nothing had happened. I shot her in the back. She stumbled and landed on one knee. When she turned back, it was Sandra. It couldn't be-so I shot her again. Her t-shirt was red on her back and side. She staggered up and lurched into a run. I took careful aim and shot her twice in the head. She fell face down.

    The two men were bearing down on me. I drew my second Glock, which I carried with a round chambered, and put a bullet in the lead man's knee. He went sprawling face first into the dirt. The other man skidded to a stop and took off running in the opposite direction. I looked over at Sandra. She lay quiet. I jumped up and began running towards the other woman I shot. Halfway there shots rang out and dirt sprayed behind me. I dove to the ground, located the shooter, who was shooting while trying to pull off his shirt to display the FBI sign underneath. I shot him in the chest. The impact stopped his forward motion and knocked him to the ground. His partner had stopped to take off the shirt and was a little slower. He stopped when his partner went down. I shot him in the chest before he recovered.

    "Throw the guns away, or the next bullet is in the head." Clare is going to be pissed I just didn't do it. They both threw their guns well in front of them. I shuffled to the downed woman keeping an eye on the two. When I reached her, I used my knife to rip her t-shirt, bind a strip around her head covering her eyes, and bound her arms and feet. I had just finished when gunfire exploded from an automatic weapon. One hit me in the shoulder and spun me to the ground. I rolled away from the body as the ground around me sprayed my arms and face. For a minute, I was blinded. I reversed course, just in time, as six or seven bullets hit the ground where I was. As my vision cleared, I saw Vernon about forty yards away, walking, firing, and laughing. I put two bullets in his head. It spun him around, blood spraying out like a halo. By now everyone had disappeared behind cover. I'd bet there were a thousand photos being posted on Facebook.

    The rest of Vernon's team peaked around the corner. They ducked back when I fired. I hoisted the woman over my shoulder, fireman style, and entered the closest building. The kids that had been watching through the door fled into the nearest classroom. I punched "1" as the campus police cars began rolling up. They were armed.

    "Boss, the FBI and campus police are trying to kill me. I killed one FBI, shot two others, and a student. More are going to die and I don't have an unlimited supply of ammo." Silence. I dragged the woman away from the door and opened the closest classroom door.

    "Out." I waved my gun at the three women and two men. Go stand in front of the door. I'll shoot the first one that tries to leave. Think of this as a great story to tell your grandchildren." That would keep the police from shooting and rushing the door. Of course, there were other entrances.

    "A SWAT team is on the way. I believe Williamson will delay responding to his boss. Five minutes." All quiet on the campus. Of course, men with guns were sneaking around one or more of the entrances with Williamson's rules of engagement. Then I heard and saw the SWAT trucks arrived. A minute later an ambulance appeared.

    "CEASE FIRE." A megaphone blasted and the team starting fanning out and identifying those with guns. One of the FBI men walked over to the person who seemed in charge of the SWAT team. They talked. After a minute, he picked up the megaphone.

    "KAZAK LYNN. COME OUT WITH YOUR HANDS IN THE AIR. YOU ARE UNDER ARREST FOR THE MURDER OF AN FBI AGENT." All the guns came back up in my direction. Shit. I could get away if I could leave the woman on the floor-I couldn't, she was beyond dangerous. I could hold out longer if I had more ammo. Shit.

    "Cease fire," a woman's voice. When I peeked out the glass door, Catherine stood there in front of the SWAT team commander with a badge stuck in his face. Four armed men surrounded her, with guns scanning the area. They looked ready to shoot.

    "CEASE FIRE." The commander megaphone came to life. "EVERYONE DROP THEIR WEAPONS. NOW" Slowly weapons were put on the ground.

    "You can all leave now," I said to the bunch in front of the door as Catherine approached the door.

    "Hello, Lynn. I hope you've solved the mystery. You've upset a lot of people."

    "Stop that ambulance. I want to go with my client to the hospital, and we need to bring this one along."

    "Your client not dead?"

    "She will probably have a black and blue chest and tits, but she'll live."

    "What about her. It looks like you shot her in the head."

    "She'll probably wish I had, but she's alive too." Catherine nodded as she gave directions to her men outside. One came inside and carried my prisoner to the ambulance with us following.

    "Looks like you need a medic." She gently examined my side when we stopped.

    "Don't touch that woman," I shouted at a medic who was about to examine my prisoner.

    "She needs immediate attention...oh, that's paint...just like the woman over there." He nodded towards Sandra.

    "This isn't paint," Catherine said. "We need you to get to the hospital, now."

    "Catherine, have one of your men take some gauze and wrap her head so that her eyes are securely covered."

    She nodded. At my insistence, he wrapped the gauze over the ripped shirt already there and added plastic restrainers to her wrists and ankles. Sandra had already been sedated and I had my prisoner given a dose. One of the medics removed my shirt and applied a compress to stop the bleeding.

    "I've been informed that Witton and three Kazaks are on the way to the hospital." Catherine seemed to be in communications with everyone. At the hospital, I demanded Sandra, my prisoner, and me be in the same room and they delay operating on me until I was relieved of my responsibilities. Witton arrived shortly after to my relief. I was tired and weak as a baby.

    "Lynn, Clare is going to be pissed." Was the first thing out of Witton's mouth. "Tony the Panther will take responsibility for Sandra, and Catherine and her people will take responsibility for your hog-tied friend."

    "Keep her blind folded and tied so she can't remove it. She's very dangerous-"


    
CHAPTER TWELVE

    When I opened my eyes, Catherine was sitting in a chair in the corner. She stood and walked over to the bed.

    "They removed two bullets. One cracked a rib. They've spliced it together with a titanium plate. Should be healed in a month or two. The Doctor said you were lucky...again. You have lots of scars."

    "It's me or the client and Witton gets pissed when it's the client. Not to mention the client." I'd bet Catherine didn't have a blemish anywhere on that glorious body.

    "She milks every scar for all it's worth," Witton said as he walked into the room with two coffees. "I hope you don't think this is going to get you time off and the use of the company plane."

    "Please," I batted by eyelids and tried to look coy. Catherine laughed.

    "If you two are through with your handshake, I would like Lynn to connect the dots. What we deduced so far is like reading every fifth page of a mystery."

    "It falls into place if you believe Samuel and Vince. I did, therefore, I knew I would shoot my client, since I'm no smarter, more dedicated, or trained than them. I loaded my primary gun with the paintball bullets we use on the Hill. They hurt like hell and cause nasty bruises but are unlikely to kill you. Knowing what happened to Samuel and Vince, I hoped I would recover from what the Assassin did to be able to identify him."

    "What if it had been a real assassination?" Catherine asked.

    "I gambled it wasn't. A small risk, unless you believe Kazaks kill clients when they are assholes. After I shot Sandra, I spun around and identified the...Mind Bender." I kind of liked that term for the new Assassin.

    "How?" Witton asked.

    "She used good logic at the wrong time. If you commit a crime, running when everyone is walking makes you stand out; however, when shots are fired, everyone runs. She walked away."

    "That was a mistake. Why didn't you want the FBI following you?" Catherine asked.

    "Because when it appeared I killed my client, they would demand I drop my gun. When I didn't, they would have tried to kill me-like they did."

    "You shot the first two FBI agents in the chest but Vernon in the head. Was that because he had people following you?" Catherine again.

    "No. Because he was an asshole. I shot the agents in the chest because I knew they would be wearing protective vests. They stop bullets but not the impact. I shot Vernon in the head because he was firing an automatic weapon at me. Fortunately, he was a worse shot than me."

    "Thank you, Lynn. The witch Meztlil named you well. Samuel and Vince will be released immediately and their records made to reflect they acted appropriately under the circumstances. After all, we don't win them all. And I will add a new type of Assassin to our list-Mind Bender. Hopefully she is the one and only." Catherine nodded and left.

    "I'm going to let you explain this to Clare. Call me when you feel ready to return. It's going to take time for that rib to mend. Ann Marie will book the company plane or Gendel's if it isn't available when you are ready." He stood silent for a minute. "Catherine delayed me getting Kazaks to you. Why do you think?"

    "My guess is that Catherine is the Committee's trouble shooter. As such she has the Committee's full backing. If I killed Sandra, she wanted me to take the heat. If several Kazak were there supporting me, the organization would take the blame." I noticed Witton's face tightened at the suggestion. "By the way, General Udella hired the Assassins to kill or discredit me for his son's punishment. Of course, the Assassins liked the idea of getting rid of the Kazaks."

    "Director Williamson has been removed for delaying his order to cease firing and will do jail time. The SWAT commander has been fired for not following orders. You fired Vernon. And Udella will join his son. Have a good vacation, and say hello to Clare after she calms down. This time she has a good reason to be mad at me-I knew this was a hard assignment."

***


    I stayed in the hospital for two more days and spent another three days at my condo, mostly so I wouldn't look too beat up when I saw Clare. I've created far too much stress in her life. It turned out to be a good thing as everyone was interested in the details of the encounter and, in particular, the Mind Bender Assassin. Witton received letters of complaint from Sandra, Sandra's mother, and the FBI. Ann Woehl called to say Director Williamson's removal got her a promotion and one step closer to the Directorship. She was sorry she missed the party-sort of-and confirmed Vernon was an asshole.


    
CHAPTER THIRTEEN

    I didn't feel too bad when I entered the plane. Five days of rest had helped me regain my strength, but my ribs were still in a bad mood, particularly when I took a breath.

    "Welcome aboard Miss Lynn," Kathryn said in her usual cheerful voice. I had just sat when she appeared with coffee and a tray of appetizers. "Seeing as you are using your plane to go to Denver, am I to assume Clare will not be in a good mood when we arrive?"

    "I didn't tell her I was coming."

    "Coward."

    "I like to think of it as a surprise visit."

    "I guess Mr. Witton didn't tell her you were injured, either."

    "No. He's left that to me."

    "You're both cowards."

    "Yes. It's a lot easier having an Assassin pissed than Clare. She takes it personal." As usual, Kathryn hovered over me the entire flight. At the airport I caught a taxi-home. There, I told the taxi to wait while I freshened up and changed into one of my one of my new outfits Clare had insisted I buy. I chose a white, open-collared blouse, a dark-blue jacket and skirt, and black low-heeled shoes. I didn't look nearly as good as Catherine, but I hoped presentable.

    The taxi dropped me at the Denver Post and I made my way to the second floor. I was disappointed when no one recognized me, but shouldn't have been. I was in disguise.

    "Can I help you?" a young man, who I didn't recognize, asked.

    "I'm looking for Clare Frazer." I said looking around. She wasn't in her regular office.

    "I'm afraid she is busy right now with Mr. Wilson. Susan can make an appointment for you." Then I spotted Clare in Harry Wilson's, the Managing Editor, office.

    "No need, I found her," I said as I headed for them, leaving the young man stuttering something about needing an appointment. When I reached his office, with the young man following, I knocked on his window. Harry waved me in.

    "Lynn, what a pleasant surprise. You look...like you're here on business." He said while coming around his desk.

    "She's hurt and looking for sympathy," Clare said, frowning as she scanned me from head to foot. "I know. She didn't call to let me know she was coming, and she stopped at the condo to clean up."

    "She looks healthy," Harry said giving me a good once over.

    "She is using all of her considerable control to keep from limping, or wincing, or... And she's tickled pink she found me with you so I can't smack her silly." Clare came over and gave me a hug and kissed me on the cheek. I tensed reflectively as my ribs expressed their extreme displeasure.

    "SEE, I told you so," she shouted and she stepped back and inspected me again.

    "Lynn, it's very difficult to fool our new City News Editor," Harry said with a big smile. "I don't want to be in your shoes."

    "Harry, that is just going to encourage her feeling justified getting injured because she's propelling you, me and the Post to new heights." Clare said pointing an accusing finger at me. "See that slight twitch of the lip. She has another story. Just once, Lynn..." Her eyes misted.

    "Harry, everything is done for tomorrow's paper. I'm going home and get drunk, since I can't afford a shrink." With that, she took my hand and led me out of the building. She was quiet on the way home, but never let go of my hand.

***


    At my insistence, Clare didn't take any time off for the next two weeks. While I recuperated, I was content to stay at home during the day, reading, catching up on national events, and refreshing my language fluency. On the job, it was impossible. The first week, we stayed home at night content just to be together. The second week we ate out most nights at restaurants normally too expensive for Clare. I considered being here with her a special occasion and didn't mind the expense. What better way to spend my accumulating salary? I surprised her one night with tickets to Krishna Das at the Paramount Theater. I managed to get Club Seating with VIP in-seat beverage service and private restroom.

    "Are you trying to bribe me?" Clare asked when we reached the Club area in the Mezzanine.

    "Yes."

    "It's working."

***


    "Well, Clare, where do you want to go?" I asked.

    "Are you paying for it?"

    "No the Committee is paying for it."

    "Too bad. I thought I'd go some place expensive. Part of what you owe me, but you don't care about money, do you?"

    "What's mine is yours. If you want to spend it, it's fine with me. The Committee is paying because catching the Mind Bender Assassin was critical. If I had failed, the Kazak Guardians would have been terminated."

    "How am I supposed to stay mad at you?" She leaned over and kissed me. "Let's call Gabe and Lauretta and see if they can get some time off. Gabe has always wanted to see the Hill and I'd imagine you wouldn't mind see how Jody and Megan are doing. Then the committee can treat all of us to a week at the Hastings House."

    "I thought you would have wanted to be alone." I was truly surprised. I liked the idea of seeing Gabe and his wife, Lauretta, and I always enjoyed the Hill. And I was curious about Jody and Megan.

    "Don't get confused. You still owe me. You aren't going to call Witton before six weeks, and he better not have an assignment waiting-he owes me too. So, I don't mind you visiting the only other friend you have and checking up on your babies." She gave me an evil smile. "Hastings House is one of Canada's top three hotels. It's located in the Gulf Islands between Vancouver and Victoria, B.C. and will be a nice change for Gabe and Loretta."

    "I do owe you, my love-for many things."

***


    I was getting the VIP treatment. Witton sent the company plane to Denver to pick us up, and then to Las Vegas to pickup Gabe and Lauretta. They had left their son, Dario, with his grandmother.

    "Welcome aboard Mr. and Mrs. Wilkenson," Kathryn said as Gabe and Lauretta entered the plane at McCarran Airport.

    "Hi, Lynn, Clare. Do you always travel like this?" Gabe said giving Clare and me a kiss on the cheek. Lauretta gave each of us a warm hug.

    "No. Only when she's been shot to pieces and Witton's feeling guilty," Clare said. I doubted Witton or the Committee ever felt guilt-maybe appreciative the client lived.

    "Gabe and I appreciate you asking us along. With Dario and everything, we haven't been on a vacation in a long time. We could've with the extra money he earned teaching those women, but we decided to put the money down on a house," Lauretta said. Kathryn got us settled quickly and before long we were in the air again. While being served a meal, Gabe brought us update on Dario's adventures, their new house, and his promotion to daytime bar manager for the casino. Then Kathryn announced our preparation for landing.

    "We in Canada already?" Gabe asked, looking out the window.

    "No, we have a detour," Clare said trying to hide a grin. She was like a kid at Halloween with a bag full of candy. We departed the plane and within minutes boarded a helicopter and were airborne. Gabe kept staring at me, but I said nothing.

    "It's beautiful," Lauretta said, looking out the window. It was a clear day, and the Hollister Mountain range was visible all the way to the Canadian border. As we approached the Hill, Gabe had his nose flat against the window.

    "That's Hollister Mountain! Lauretta look, that's the Kazak School!"

    "Thank you, Lynn, Clare. You couldn't have given him a better present." Lauretta said. When we exited the plane, Master Johar was there to greet us.

    "Welcome, Master Lynn. I see you have brought us VIP visitors. Welcome, I'm Master Johar." After introductions, he showed us our sleeping quarters and gave us a tour of the facilities, stopping to watch students training. The meal that night was bland.

    "You have to excuse the food. They don't want prospective students to get use to good food, sleeping regularly, or having fun. It encourages them to stay," Clare said while pushing around the Hill's version of the military's shit-on-a-shingle.

    "They want the candidates to leave?" Lauretta asked.

    "They want all the sane ones to leave," Clare said, punching my arm. Early on the third day we got a chance to talk to Jody and Megan. They each had a client tagging along, all their senses alert for an attack. It was obvious they weren't the same women Gabe had taught that year in Las Vegas.

    "Congratulations, Jody, Megan, on passing the fifth challenge. I see you have clients." They were the first male clients I had seen. I suspect they paired opposite sexes as a temptation. I'd bet Jody would be a Tiger and Megan a Panther as I watched them. Johar introduced them and to Gabe and Lauretta and walked us over to the new Hazard area.

    "We've incorporated some new features to simulate the known Assassins types based on Master Lynn's experiences. And we added some new electronics." He walked over to a panel with a simple keyboard and a LCD screen. After a few minutes he returned. "Gabe, would you like to try it?"

    Gabe nodded smiling and walked up to a line that defined the start of the test. When he stepped over the line, his head was moving back and forth watching the buildings, cars and other places to hide. Nothing happened for twenty steps, and then a man came out from behind a building. Gabe turned and fired hitting the target twice before the figure fired. Two steps later, another man popped up from behind a car. Gabe fired at the same time as the target assassin. A paint ball hit Gabe in the chest ending the test.

    "For your first time in the Hazard and the fact you don't practice with guns, that was a respectable performance, Gabe," Johar said. He had Jody and Megan go through the Hazard. It was apparent the targets responses were considerably faster. They each encountered three assassin targets and two civilian decoys. Jody killed the three assassins, one civilian, and received a non-fatal wound. Megan also received a non-fatal wound, killed the three assassins, but only wounded the civilian.

    "Jody, Megan, we would prefer you didn't wound or kill innocent civilians. It gives us a bad name. Other than that, your performance was adequate. Master Lynn, do you have any advice?"

    "Yes." I turned to them. "You're thinking to much. It slows down your response. Spend more time in the temple. You need your mind empty and at peace."

    "Would you like to try our new and improved Hazard, Master Lynn? We have incorporated your suggestions on how to display realistic Assassins," Johar said with a grin.

    "Yes, it looks like fun,"

    "Jody, loan Master Lynn, your client. His name is John," Johar said as he walked over to the keyboard and reprogrammed the course.

    "What do you want me to do?" John asked hesitantly.

    "Just start walking. We're headed for that line over there," I said and gave him a slight push to start him walking. I followed two feet to his left. Almost immediately I detected a figure emerging from behind a building. I shot him before he was half way out. I had barely pulled the trigger when another popped up from behind a car. Knowing John or I would be hit if I tried to kill him, I dropped using my leg to sweep him off his feet. He landed on his back with a thud. The figure fired two shots, which were high. I fired before he could fire again, hitting him in the chest and head. I rose, dragging John up with me. We had only taken a couple of steps when a woman appeared over to our right. I held my fire and continued walking. After a couple of feet, a man and a woman appeared on my left. The man screamed at her for no apparent reason. I put my foot in from of John's leg and drove my body into him. As he fell forward, multiple shots sounded. I followed him to the ground, shooting the woman on the way down and rolling over and shooting the man. I ignored the other woman on the left. She wasn't part of the team. He had used her as a convenient distraction for his woman partner. John lay face in the dirt. As he rose on his hands and knees, I detected a blurring behind a rock ten yards ahead. I stepped on his back hard enough to drive him back down and launch myself well ahead of him. I hit the ground and rolled. Paint splattered around us as the blur cleared and I identified a Ghost Assassin on my second rotation. On the third and fourth rotation, I hit him. John was still down. As I stood, a target emerged at the end of the Hazard. I took one step and using a nearby boulder and launched myself into the air. He fired three times as I threw my knife towards its head. He missed low. I didn't. I walked back. Clever trap-it had waited for me to empty my gun. I dusted John off and we walk back to the start. John looked a little worse for wear and I handed him back to Jody.

    "When the instructors practice, I usually set it at three-quarter speed and they feel great if they make it through with only minor wounds. What do you think?"

    "I thought it had a nice mix of situations. A Ghost Assassin, a team with an Illusion Assassin, good timed attacks from the right and left. I particularly liked the one at the end. It obviously waited until my gun was empty. Overall, a nice mix."

    That night all the Instructors met with Clare, Lauretta, Gabe, and me to hear about the new Mind Bender Assassin. When the conversation turned to answering Gabe's questions, Clare and Lauretta decided to leave.

    "Lynn, Lauretta and I are going to visit that building you call the Temple," Clare leaned over and whispered.

    "Remember, the quieter you are, the more you will hear," I said and kissed her cheek. It was early in the morning by the time the meeting broke up. The women didn't return until it was almost light. We left several hours later and were on the Company plane before noon.

    "Lynn, I can't thank you enough. I've always dreamed about the Hill and what it was like. Now I know if I had stayed the couple of years I had planned, I would have been bored to tears. I'd had a year's college and the initial techniques they teach I already knew from my Kung Fu classes. The secrets I wanted to learn don't exist. What makes you and the Kazaks so dangerous is your speed and awareness of your surroundings. Jianyu was right, as always. Your decision to act and acting is almost simultaneous. I stood next to Jody and Megan while you negotiated the Hazard. They had trouble describing what was going on after the fact. Johar told me the Hazard had been set at quarter speed for me, half for Jody and Megan, and full for you, and you had a client to protect." Gabe settled down with Lauretta. They look very much in love.

    "I'm sorry, love," Clare, said leaning against me.

    "Why?"

    "That building does feel like a temple. We met the Witch Meztlil while we were there. She's amazing. Thanks to her, I realize trying to smother you when I see you only diminishes the time we have together. I don't want to change you; therefore, I need to enjoy and cherish the time we do get together.

***


    We spent a week at the Hastings House-a small waterfront luxury country resort, spa and restaurant, overlooking the Ganges Harbor on Salt Spring Island. Ann Marie had reserved the Churchill premier cottage for us, so we spent most of each day together. Although I'm not a connoisseur of fine dining, everyone raved about each and every meal. Every night we enjoyed continental-style cuisine and sampled the local favorites: Salt Spring Island lamb and Dungeness crab. During the day, we went on a sailing cruise, kayaking, and a visit the island's artist colony shops and galleries. Lauretta and Clare found time for several oil massages given in our cottage. It had been a wonderful ten days with friends.

    Clare returned to work and I spent the days at a local fitness center working out, working on my Spanish, and meditating at a local mosque. The local Imam allowed me access to the prayer room, after I convinced him I knew the Salat and the Quran.

    "Well, my love," Clare said. We had just finished a quiet diner at home and were relaxing in each other's arm. Clare had an Andre Rieu CD playing. "You appear well enough to let lose on the world again. Meztlil made me realize that if we tried to change each other we could lose what we have. So...you can call Witton."

    "Tomorrow," I said as I pulled her close to me and lost myself in her embrace.

***


    "Hi, Boss. Clare has declared me fit to return to work. Physically if not mentally."

    "Ann Marie and I have had a wager on that very subject. She won. Clare managed to keep you there a week longer than I expected."

    "A week longer than I expected, but I think she was right. So whom have you got for me to annoy. I'm getting out of practice."

    "Give Clare her interview and be ready to leave two days from now.

***


    The interview went smoothly. By now the process was almost mechanical-everyone knew their part and what to expect. Clare had heard the story several times and knew exactly what she needed to ask and what she couldn't. That night we ate at one of our favorite restaurants and spent all night talking and trying to capture feelings and sensations we could hold onto until we could be together again. In the morning, she drove me to the airport.


    
CHAPTER FOURTEEN

    I arrived back at my condo in the late afternoon. I was anxious to find out about my next assignment, so I decided to see if Witton would see me.

    "Hi, Lynn, nice to see you healthy again. Clare is a miracle worker," Ann Marie greeted me as I exited the elevator.

    "Yes, she's the sane half of the partnership." I felt sane, but sane was defined by what was seen as normal conduct in a society. When I compared my life to hers, I was definitely not sane. But at least I was a happy nut case.

    "You're very lucky, she's a wonderful woman." She smiled. "Go right in. He wants to see you."

    Witton sat behind his desk, dark-blue executive-cut suit, white shirt, and a blue and red striped tie-the quintessential executive. It was hard to imagine him as Witton the Panther, a Master Kazak with eight Assassin kills. He waved me to one of the tufted, beige leather wing chairs.

    "You look much better than the last time I saw you. I should put Clare on the payroll," he said looking serious. I had to agree with him. She had a magical touch.

    "How do you feel about protecting Catherine? Yes, the same one that hung you out to dry."

    "She was just doing her job. I think she made the right call for the Kazaks."

    "I always worried you wouldn't last long what with having to kill, watching people get killed, and risking your life for people like the gangster Lauro. But you are the perfect Kazak-except you get too much sick time." He smiled.

    "What's her problem? Did she upset someone...someone on the Committee."

    "Bingo. She's found that there is a weak link on the Committee that potentially threatens its existence. That person wants her dead before he or she is identified. Catherine has told the Committee she wants you assigned to her, because she may have a lead on who killed a Committee member two years ago. She had been unable to find the killer at the time. In reality, she doubts there is any connection but she needs a reason for requesting a Kazak. The Committee has agreed. If she is right, it means Assassins. Are you still willing?"

    "Where do I meet her?"

***


    Catherine had a suite on the fifty-first floor of the Setai Fifth Avenue hotel in midtown Manhattan. The lobby said money with its marble floors, grand sweeping staircase-to somewhere-and a modern reception desk. I ignored the woman behind the reception desk and the young man behind the personal assistance desk and proceeded directly to the elevators. I'd bet they were debating whether to tell me to use the service entrance since they were wearing more expensive suits, although I had dressed in a nice, if not in a designer pants suit. I found Catherine's suite easily and knocked. When the door opened, a man stood blocking the entrance with a gun partly hidden by his body. Catherine stood inside the room dressed in a silk robe and a towel wrapped around her head. Her right hand held the back of the wrap-and more than likely a gun.

    "Don't shoot, I promise to be good," I said to lighten the mood, since she and the guard looked nervous.

    "It's alright, Bert," she said and waved me in.

    "I appreciate you deciding to come. Witton told me you knew I had intentionally withheld the support you requested. You need to know I'd do it again under similar circumstances. I'm sorry."

    "No need to apologize for doing your job. I don't."

    "Thank you, Lynn. It appears I've been a little too good at my job and someone is thinking about retiring me-permanently, without a pension." She walked over and sat down on the couch. "Witton showed me the Lynn Board and your rules. They seem a bit invasive," she snorted.

    "They boil down to ignore me," I said. I love that simple explanation, which summed up all my rules although it lacked the nasty implementation details.

    "What about my rules. I am the client after all."

    "It would ruin my day if you got shot. So, my rules trump yours."

    "And if I disagree?"

    "I leave. The last client who thought she knew best lived only because the Illusion Assassin was sloppy and she got lucky. The shot intended for her heart, hit a metal box she carried and deflected the bullet."

    "Witton did say he wouldn't hire you because you attract Assassins like blood attracts sharks. But he also said you are the best at killing them. Since I've already attracted Assassins, you're the right person for the job. Welcome aboard."

***


    After an in room breakfast, Catherine and I-followed by Bert-walked to the nearby Vornado Tower where she had an office suite on the fifty-fifth floor. Just inside the entrance on the left, a red-haired young woman in her twenties sat behind a mahogany desk. On the right, was a waiting area with five gray-cushioned chairs. Two men in their thirties sat watching us as we entered. Although in suits, they looked ex-military. Once past the reception area there was a large open area to our right with three women and two men working at computers. Catherine entered a private office suite to our left. Bert stayed outside. It was a large room. To the left, corner windows that went from floor to ceiling, providing an excellent view of the city. A small conference table with three chairs sat in front of the windows. In the center of the room, two padded chairs were positioned in front of a large cherry desk. I took a quick walk around the room.

    "Help me push this desk a bit closer to the windows," I said, getting ready to push. She frowned but helped me push it several feet. I grabbed one of the armchairs from the small conference table and dragged it into a corner on the right and sat. She stood behind the desk staring at me.

    "Interesting. You can keep me and the door in sight at the same time, and you will see the person entering before they see me."

    "More importantly, the person entering will see me before they see you."

    "So the Assassin will have to engage you before me."

    "Witton would be pissed if I'm alive and you're dead." I shrugged. She nodded and sat.

    People came and went all morning. Her project leader was an elderly man, who walked with a slight limp. His hair was graying at the temples and his face beginning to sag like a Shar Pei. Although I was bored, I watched each person who entered. An Illusion Assassin could make himself look like anyone. Besides, how did I, or Catherine, know who was loyal to her or to the Judas she sought. Around noon, the redhead brought in the lunch Catherine had ordered for us.

    "Catherine, normally I don't care what my client's doing; however, how can you trust those people to keep the Committee members a secret?" It seemed Catherine, the project team and I would be expendable after she identified the Judas. She laughed.

    "I don't have a death wish, Lynn. I'm having this team investigate fifty individuals who I believe are potential procurers of our renegade's services. If we can isolate him, I'm hoping it will lead us to the Committee man I'm after."

    The afternoon was much the same as the morning with Catherine reviewing surveillance photos, telephone, financial, and background information on various individuals. It was turning dark when she finally called it a day, although I doubted information collecting stopped during the night.

    "Time for dinner, Lynn. You do eat don't you?" Catherine rose and stretched.

    "In a restaurant?" I asked, wondering how much risk she was willing to take. An attempt on her life would reveal little if anything about her Judas.

    "Of course. I doubt an Assassin is going to try and kill me in a public restaurant. Maybe in the hotel or office, and I suppose on the way to and from them."

    I shook my head in disbelief. "Catherine, I don't have a death wish either. I eat standing up with whatever I can hold in one hand, and you will sit at a corner table where I can view the entire room."

    "Nobody in the room will be able to ignore you." She grinned.

    "The ignore me rule applies to my client. I don't care what anyone else does." I grinned back. She invited her project leader, Albert, to dinner and the two men, Max and Sam, who had been sitting in the waiting lounge all afternoon. She had reservations at the Nubu, which specialized in Japanese cuisine. After some negotiations, she managed to get a table near a wall where I could stand and survey the room. She ordered Yakitori, skewered grilled chicken, for me, which was easy to eat standing up. In the beginning, I got lots of stares but they soon got bored and ignored me, except for an occasional glance in my direction. I hate crowed restaurants since there are too many distractions.

    Catherine was very smart and undoubtedly good at what she did, but she placed too much faith in her bodyguards to protect her. I thought them a potential hindrance and more likely to get in my way. Right now they were more interested in the food than their surroundings. Like their boss, they thought Assassins were prohibited from attacking someone while they were eating.

    Back at the hotel, Bert and Tim relieved Max and Sam. Her security team appeared to rotate every twelve hours.

    "Lynn, I'm sorry but there are only two bedrooms." A question more than a statement-where do you sleep, here or elsewhere?

    "I'll sleep out here where I can see the door to the hallway and your room. That chair is adequate." I nodded to a comfortable looking lounge chair in the corner.

    "Don't you get relieved or take breaks?" Now everyone was staring at me.

    "Until you catch your Judas or his Assassin kills us, we are Siamese twins," I said and plopped down in the chair.

    "I'll call Witton-"

    "He'll tell you that he'll assign another Kazak as soon as one is available. That's Kazak speak for your stuck with Lynn. He knows I don't have a life outside of Denver, and I don't mind the twenty-four/seven duty. It saves the commute and having to find something to do when I'm off."

***


    The next three weeks were much the same except for a two-day trip to Chicago and a four-day trip to Houston where we were currently. In each city, she had an office and a few staff, who were in contact with the other teams. So far, the teams had eliminated twelve of the fifty possible connections to her renegade. It had been another in a series of long days. Catherine reminded me of a Blood Hound with a bit of Pit Bull mixed in.

    We were on the veranda at Arturo's and Catherine, Max, and Sam had just finished their meals, when a basketball sized man a few tables away dragged a young woman to her feet and began slapping her in the face. Each hit splattered blood into the air and inched them closer to our table. A young athletic looking man made an attempt to interfere. The big guy hardly missed a slap as he backhanded the young man, who careened across a nearby table. Max and Sam were quickly on their feet, moving to put themselves between the pair and Catherine. When he got closer, Max and Sam interceded. Although they worked well as a team, it took several minutes to subdue the man. Not long afterward, the police arrived and carted the man off. The police wanted Max and Sam to give a statement at the police station, but Catherine showed the Lieutenant some identification and he allowed us to leave. Max and Sam looked like they had taken a few good punches and would have some nice black and blue areas tomorrow as well as a few bruised ribs.

    "You weren't much help," Max said as I sat in the chair I had adopted.

    "I didn't think you needed help. Beside I hadn't finished my coffee."

    "Lynn, why did you put your hand on my shoulder, holding me in place? That man could have been an assassin. Since he wasn't, I wonder why my renegade hasn't made some attempt at killing me by now," Catherine asked.

    "Yesterday, I would have said that he either didn't know you had found out someone on the Committee was selling information, or he thought your approach was unlikely to succeed, or it would take years to find him."

    "And today?"

    "That fight was staged. They were paid to create a distraction to see what security you had and how they would react. Max and Sam reacted as you would expect-"

    "What would you have done if we hadn't been there?" Sam shouted.

    "Shot them." The room became deadly silent. "There was an Illusion Assassin sitting at a table across the room. He or she was evaluating you, Catherine, and your security team. He or she now knows how Max and Sam are likely to react, and that I'm a Kazak Guardian. However, if I had taken my eyes off him, he may have been tempted to strike rather than observe."

    "Why didn't you do something? Shoot him!" Catherine said throwing her hands in the air. "Isn't that why you're here?"

    "OK. I shoot him, given he doesn't move fast enough. The restaurant erupts in chaos. Now if there is a second Assassin in the room, how do I identify him with people running here and there? From my experience, Assassins are cowards. They aren't looking for a fair fight. If they can separate you from me, even for a second, they will kill you and leave. If not, they will try to kill me first, then you.

    "Even if I killed him and there were no other Assassins in the room, whoever it is will only pay for another and another. The only way to stop him is to find out who he is."

    Catherine poured herself a glass of wine and sat. Max and Sam stood staring at me. Catherine sat looking off into the distance. A long time later, she smiled.

    "I never really understood the difference between well trained, experienced security and a Kazak. We all saw the same thing, but only you understood what was happening. Yes, I believe you would have shot the man and the woman so they wouldn't take your focus from the Assassin. That would never have crossed Max or Sam's mind since the couple wasn't armed. And sitting down eating you probably wouldn't have seen the Assassin. I agree with you. I need to find my renegade. The sooner the better."

***


    The urgency was apparent over the following week. Her researchers broke into two shifts of twelve hours each, and Catherine worked nearly sixteen-hour days. Most days she ordered takeout and many nights slept in the office. They eliminated another twenty-one, leaving twelve unresolved.

    "Neither I nor my team can keep this up for much longer. We need a rest or we're going to make mistakes, which could preclude us from identifying the person we want. And you need a rest, Lynn. I don't know how to stay on the job twenty-four hours a day," Catherine said late one night. Her eyes were red and she had shadows under them. "Do you have any suggestions?"

    Gunfire erupted in the outer office. I pointed to the corner wall with the door. That would avoid her being seen until the door was fully open. I spun into a sitting position and waited. The shooting continued, sounding like automatic weapons. Then the door burst open. The first man in had a machine gun and began spraying the room from left to right. He wasn't looking or aiming, intent on killing anything in the room. If he had looked first, I doubt I would be alive. The second man in was looking and had a Glock-like gun. I shot him twice in the chest before he could bring his gun to bear on me. Unfortunately for him, his friend had partially blocked his movement. Now the guy with the machine gun realized his mistake and tried to stop the inertia of the machine gun and turn it back on me. He almost succeeded when my two bullets hit his head and spun him around with his finger pressing the trigger. He had just hit the wall when Tim entered the door, his eyes focused on me.

    "All clear-"

    Two bullets to the chest and one to the head interrupted his announcement and propelled him back out the door. Silence.

    "You killed Tim. You maniac," she screamed as she moved towards the door. I unwound to a standing position and stopped her with a hand to the chest. She staggered backwards. Looking through the open door, I saw a short man running out the outer office door. I shot him three times in the back. Then the chaos of the aftermath erupted, shouting, crying, and the scraping of furniture. Catherine stood there sobbing, her face twisted in hate. A moment later Bert entered.

    "Are you alright, Catherine?" he asked looking around the room.

    "That gun-happy maniac killed Tim!" She screamed, pointing an angry finger in my direction. "He was just trying to tell us it was clear. Look-" she said sliding by me like I was too evil to rub against and pointed to the man lying on the other side of the door.

    "The thug with the machine gun cut Tim down when they burst through the door. He had him...her...a woman around the neck as a shield when he came in." He helped Catherine pass the body and into the outer room. They spent the next fifteen giving first aid to the wounded. By the time the police and medics arrived, three were dead: Tim, one of the security guards, Albert, the project leader here in New York, and an analyst. Three were wounded: Bert the other security guard and two data analysts.

***


    We spent several hours at the hospital waiting on the results of the wounded and answering police questions. Catherine had little to say since she hardly saw anything from her position in the room-except me shooting the Illusion of Tim. I said I shot the three in the doorway and refused to elaborate. Bert took two bullets, one to the ribs and another to the shoulder. Catherine made arrangement for two security guards to replace Bert and Tim. The three wounded required surgery and would be hospitalized. It was almost sunrise by the time we returned to the hotel.

    No one wanted to try sleeping so Catherine ordered an in room breakfast.

    "How did you know?" she asked, sipping on a cup of coffee.

    "It felt wrong," I said, which got glares from Max, Sam, and an open mouth stare from Catherine. During the silence, I had time to let my mind sort out the earlier why. It had felt wrong because Tim followed too close behind the machine gunner and his friend, the shooting hadn't stopped when he shouted all clear, and he didn't look to see if his boss was all right. Of course, that wasn't how I made my decision. At the time, it just felt wrong.

    "You shot someone who could have been Tim, because it felt wrong!" Max shouted. "What if it had been Tim?"

    "It wasn't."

    "What if it were?" he pressed.

    "What if it had been you in the room with Catherine. You would have hesitated, since it looked like Tim. And if you had lived to see Catherine killed, you would have realized your hesitation had cost your boss her life."

    "The police identified the bodies as belonging to a South American gang suspected of dealing in drugs, prostitution, and a series of murders. The fact that they had an Illusion Assassin with them suggests the renegade's involvement. I'd like to push on but I know that's impossible. I need to assemble a new team and...replacements for Bert and Tim." Her eyes sought her two bodyguards for a moment. "Lynn, do you have any suggestions where you and I could rest while the new people are recruited and brought up to speed?" Catherine asked.

    "My condo. It'll be safer than anywhere else I can think of. An Assassin could infiltrate our building but it would set up a war they don't want. Therefore, it has always been a safe zone. That will also allow you to give your security team a well deserved rest." Bert and Tim's face perked up, turning towards Catherine.

    "OK. Let's make it a week vacation for everyone. We'll assemble eight days from now." Catherine spent the next hour ensuring everyone at the three offices knew and arranged for transportation back to Regan International. I called Ann Marie to arrange for a limo to the Kazak building. Early the next morning, we boarded an unmarked Jet Stream.

    "Good morning, Catherine," a young man said as we entered. "Would you like your usual?" When she nodded, he turned to me. "And what can I get you, Miss?"

    "Coffee, black." I said and nodded to Catherine. "I'm impressed. You have a Jet Stream available for your personal use." I would bet it was dedicated to her exclusively, unlike the Kazak plane.

    "I understand you have your own, which is occasionally lent to the Kazaks." She was either extremely informed about the Kazaks or the joke about the company plane and me were common knowledge all the way to the Committee. "And another at your beck and call."

    She was extremely well informed about the Kazaks and specifically me if she knew about Gendel's offer to use his plane anytime.

    "Working twenty-four hours a day does have its perks." I laughed. The flight from New York City to Alexander was short and we were approaching Regan soon after finishing a light lunch.

***


    "I've never been inside one of your condo units," Catherine said as she took a quick peek into each room. "You're very neat or do you have a maid."

    "I don't like clutter. Never know when a VIP will drop in."

    For the next week, we stayed inside the building and ate in the cafeteria or fixed light meals in my condo. Catherine worked out on a daily basis: treadmill, exercise bike, and a thirty-minute swim. I found bored Kazaks to work out with. In the room, Catherine spent hours sitting on the couch, with her legs tucked under her, reading with a glass of Pinot Noir nearby. I spent an equal amount of time reading or meditating. I've found over the years it not only relaxed and refreshed me, but it helped my subconscious evaluate past decisions-like a workout with a Kazak earlier in the day or the fight last week in the restaurant. The last few nights, Catherine spent hours on the phone preparing for our return to work.

    "Lynn, I think it's time to get back to work. It is obvious that Mr. X knows I'm searching for him and is desperate. His last attack slowed us down. We had no choice except to regroup but we don't have time to waste. I worry that the Committee may be at more risk than I am. My plane will be ready to leave tomorrow morning."

***


    Catherine was silent on the way to the airport. Her plane was fueled and waiting when we arrived. When she entered the plane Jonathan greeted us with a big smile.

    "Welcome aboard ladies, is-humph," he started to say when I punched him in the solar plexus. He appeared to shimmer for a second. As he bent in pain, his left hand, which was hidden against his side, revealed a gun. I swept his feet from under him, and as he went airborne, cut his throat. Just for good measure, when he hit the ground, I kicked the gun out of his hand. Didn't want to be shot by accident. Catherine's eyes darted back and forth, as she tried to look everywhere at once. But they kept coming back to me and the dead attendant who now didn't look like Jonathan, who was tall, good looking and friendly. The body on the floor had a narrow face, beady eyes, and looked like a weasel of a man.

    I pulled Catherine into the narrow attendant's preparation area, put my finger to my lips, and whispered, "Stay." I checked the pilot's cabin where I found the Captain, copilot, and Jonathan. A further search of the plane showed it was empty.

    "All clear, Catherine, but we are going to have to make other arrangements to New York. Our Illusionist killed the pilot, his helper, and Jonathan."

    "How?" Catherine stood looking from the floor to me.

    "Whoever you are chasing is on the Committee. He or she knows you have a private plane for business. Since the plane landed at Regan, it wouldn't be hard to assume I had taken you to the Kazak's headquarters. When the plane returned, it was to pick you up again and provided an excellent opportunity to kill you. Our fake Jonathan would have let you and me pass, shot me, and then you."

    "How did you know Jonathan...him," she nodded at the floor, "wasn't Jonathan?"

    "I didn't. But since this was such a good opportunity for an assassination, I felt confident there would be an Assassin somewhere. Because we weren't attacked on the way to the plane, he had to be on the plane. Oh, pain causes Assassins to lose focus so it's an easy way to detect one."

    "What if it had been Jonathan?"

    I smiled. "Remember that bit about not apologizing for doing your job. I would have considered it his price for keeping you alive."

    I could see Catherine had resolved the situation in her mind and was now thinking about what to do next. While she thought, I punched "1" on my iphone. Witton answered.

    "What now?"

    "We need a ride. Her plane is without a pilot and flight attendant. And, no, I didn't kill them, but I did kill their replacement." Silence.

    "Wait there. I'm sending a cleanup crew and pilots. It should only take a couple of hours." He hung up.

    "Witton said to wait here. He claims we will be on our way in a few hours."

    True to his word, three men arrived within the hour. I recognized Charlie, a fourth challenge dropout, who Witton employed as a guard.

    "Hi, Lynn. Go ahead and punch," he said with a grin. I did.

    "Hey, I was just kidding. You're as paranoid as they say. But then you're still alive. Since I joined the organization, four Kazaks have been killed."

    Charlie and his crew were obviously experienced because they had the four bagged and the mess cleaned up just as the new pilots arrived. One of them had a Kazak badge tattoo.

    "I'm Ian the Panther, and yes, I'm real. I like flying and special assignments better than babysitting clients." He looked all muscle, relaxed, but ready. An hour later, we were on our way to New York.

    "I too thought you were being paranoid when you told me what you saw at the restaurant in Houston." She shook her head like a wet dog-purebred and gorgeous. "How do you live like that, constantly alert."

    "I love the idea that I'm protecting important people from fanatics, thugs, and the greedy, and the challenge of outwitting them. Their only real advantage is the use of their talent to surprise their opponent. If you take that way from them, they are little better than the average street thug."

***


    As the weeks went by without any incidents, I began to worry. I preferred quick responses from my opponents in the game of Assassin-Kazak chess, where the Assassins were black, the Kazaks white, and the client the king. The longer black took to move the more planning he had invested in the move. So, each day I became a little more of a paranoiac.

    By the end of two weeks, Catherine had eliminated another eight, leaving only four. I could feel the group's excitement, like a pack of hound dogs closing in on...an animal. My paranoia increased, if that were possible. Catherine was getting too close to Mr. X's contact or maybe contacts.

    "Hey, Catherine. Could your Judas have more than one contact? If so, you could find yourself in an endless loop. Or you could have two Mr. Xs." I usually don't get involved in my client's business, but I was bored. She sat thinking for so long I had begun to think she was ignoring me.

    "You're right of course. Perhaps it is time for the direct approach. It's more my style anyway. Let go visiting."

    For the next three days, Catherine consolidated her multiple information gathering groups, moved them to Seattle, and reduced the number by half.

    She had four possible connections to Mr. X: Mr. Santori, Mr. Tibour, Mr. Liu, and Ms. Ottella. Another day passed while Catherine and her new project leader, Samantha, reviewed what they had. During that time, six more security men arrived. I had a feeling things were going to get interesting. Mr. X had to know Catherine had changed strategies by the change in activity and that meant the net was closing. If I wasn't mistaken, the attacks would come on multiple fronts since he had money, power, and a connection to the Committee.

    That morning Catherine gathered Samantha, her ten security team members, and me in her new office. Each two-man team was assigned a person and given their addresses and haunts. Only Max and Sam were left as her personal security or maybe just kept in reserve. After all, she had me. After everyone had gone, she pulled a letter out of her jacket.

    "I just received correspondence from the Committee asking what I was working on. They claim to have several urgent problems they want me to address immediately. I think Mr. X is getting nervous. What do you think, Lynn?"

    "I don't know Mr. X, but I would doubt he's nervous. I suspect you have moved from amusing to annoying, and annoying rich, powerful, and well connected people is not healthy. He's broadening the war by using his influence on the Committee, alerting his connections to your identity, and hiring Assassins." That was easy. The hard part was what to do about it. "I would tell the Committee you think you've found a Kazak plot that could have national implications and you're chasing leads that you're sure will unravel it."

    "'My problem is more important than yours'. I like it." She laughed. "All right, tomorrow we get serious."

***


    Max and Sam dropped us at a dilapidated warehouse. On the inside six twenty-foot shipping containers sat, giving the room a surreal feel. For the life of me, I couldn't figure out why she needed a warehouse and shipping containers. Clearly, things were going to get interesting.

    "If we're going someplace, I'd prefer traveling first class," I said. Being a bodyguard was mostly boring after you got use to the client's environment. I'd bet this wasn't going to be.

    "One is our interview room, one a waiting room, and four are mini-Guantanamo Bays." Catherine said with a grin. "Those four containers are specially modified. They are sound proof, can inject scalding hot and freezing cold water, have a 110 decibels siren, and can be completely filled with water. They provide Extraordinary Rendition without all the time consuming travel, and expensive and time consuming international paperwork." Her grin was evil.

    Within a day, the warehouse had temporary sleeping quarters, a fast food diner, and communications hub. Two days later, our first guest arrived, sedated.

***


    The interview container was bare except for a steel table and chair in which a slightly overweight middle-aged man sat handcuffed. His short brown hair was ruffled and damp, and his pudgy face pale and drawn. Bright light directed at him from above, created shadows in which Catherine and I stood. At my suggestion, we each wore traditional Islam garb with a niqab covering our faces, although it was probably unnecessary. Max and Sam were in military fatigues with no insignia and ski masks. If the guy in the chair wasn't intimidated, he should be.

    "Where am I? Who are you? I'll see you-" He was cut short when Sam jammed a rag in his mouth.

    "Mr. Santori, you are being investigated as a possible terrorist under the Patriot Act. Until we decide your guilt or innocence, you have no rights. You have stepped outside the Constitution. You can't call your lawyer, no judges, no bail, and no jury, only us. We do not care about your gambling, prostitution, money laundering, or drug activities. Those are police business for which you are entitled to due process under the law. For terrorism, you are not. I am going to ask you some questions. If you answer them honestly and completely, we can resolve the issue quickly. If you don't, I will, out of the goodness of my heart, give you a small example of what your life will be like if you don't cooperate. It's commonly called Rendition. Perhaps even worse, after you spill your guts, which you will, you will not exist anymore." Catherine nodded to Sam who removed the rag. I thought Mr. Santori's options simple-tell all. "Begin by describing your various businesses."

    "I'll an honest business man. I pay my taxes, sponsor kids events, and contribute regularly to local charities. I-"

    At Catherine's nod, Sam jerked Santori out of the chair and dragged him towards the door. "I'm sorry you are refusing to cooperate. You will be given one more chance before being charged with aiding and abetting terrorist activities."

    "What happens now?" I asked. This certainly wasn't boring.

    "We will keep him locked in our mini-Rendition container for forty-eight hours. There he will be subjected to mind numbing noise, hot and cold water sprays intended to keep him awake and afraid of what will happen next. We might even fill it with water. Drowning is an effective incentive. It would be interesting to see how a Kazak trained person would handle it."

    "No, thank you. I'm not that bored."

    Eighteen hours later, Mr. Tibour was dragged into the room. He made feeble attempts at being honest which didn't work, so off he went to another container. The containers were sound proof. You couldn't hear anything from outside; however, Catherine had a camera, ears, and speakers in each one. In less than twenty-four hours, both were screaming to talk. She ignored them. When they were released, they were eager to talk. While her team verified each statement, they were placed together in waiting containers with beds, and were served three meals a day. Of course, the container was monitored. The chatter between them was interesting as they speculated on who we were, revenge, and future schemes-just like any businessman.

    Over the next several days, Mr. Liu, and Ms. Ottella arrived and the result was pretty much the same. Lodged in the same container, they slowly realized the mysterious group wasn't searching for some act of terrorism, nor their various connections to the underworld or illegal activities, and that cooperation was in their best interest. They did not seem to realize Catherine searched for an information leak, not some plot to blow up some federal building.

***


    "Got it!" Catherine shouted as she exploded out of her chair, knocking it to the floor. "One million dollars-cash-goes missing each month. It's a payoff."

    "Mr. Liu said it was money laundering, and it looks like it. Besides, there is no way to prove it isn't," Samantha said.

    "Yes, Liu was very brave lying to us. Maybe he suspected that's what we were looking for. Money laundering requires you get some portion back. I can't see where he does, and his explanation doesn't hold water, although I couldn't prove it in a court of law. But...it coincides with several favorable events for him, which would have required inside information. And, payments stopped for three months just after the murder of a Committee member. Liu is our connection. Go get him."

    Max and Sam were out the door and back in less than five minutes. Liu's eyes were darting around the room trying to identify who was in the room.

    "Mr. Liu, you lied to me. As you have already figured out, I'm not after you or your activities. You will give me the name or contact information. I may kill you or I may let you go after I get what I want. That will depend on you. The only question is will it be quick and painless or take months of agonizing pain."

    Liu sat there for a long time sweating, feet shuffling, and swallowing. Sam handed him a bottle of water, which he starred at for several minutes before taking a sip. Finally, the thought of months of pain like the two days he had been subjected to won out-probably because he had seen men tortured at his orders.

    "Laurence Lee Sun," exploded out of him like a bursting dam that he'd been holding it back.

    "Who is he?"

    "He signs it Leesun now days. He's responsible for black ops...CIA. We were in the same Tong when we were young."

***


    It was fascinating to watch Catherine's folks work. Leesun didn't appear to have a permanent office or staff, but they found a secretary who made his appointments and took his calls. That lead to the discovery that he was unmarried, a qualified pilot, and owned a Cessna Mustang. Further research revealed that he often flew to Millinocket, Maine, after missions. There they found he had a cabin somewhere on Lake Ouakish. Catherine decided to put a stake out on his plane and another at the Millinocket airport. Then we waited.

    As usual, it was boring. Her two new security guards rotated with Max and Sam on twelve-hour shifts. With Mr. Liu and the other three still captive and Mr. Leesun out of town, Catherine relaxed somewhat and occasionally ate out. I knew Max had talked with the two new men, Eddy and Chuck, as they had a tendency to sneak looks at me when they thought my attention elsewhere. Even Catherine did it. The call finally came two weeks later.

    "Nora, informs me that Leesun in back in town and has filed a flight plan for Millinocket tomorrow. Get packed, we leave in two hours."

    I wondered what would happen when we finally caught up with Leesun-kill or capture. More importantly, what part would Catherine play, since it was my responsibility to protect her? Mr. Leesun didn't sound like the reckless type to go unprotected. When we arrived in Millinocket, it was late and the airport all but deserted. We arranged for parking and pretended to leave but stayed within sight of the airport. As his plane began its approach, we returned, arriving shortly after he had exited the plane and had just entered the hanger. Eddy and Chuck had intercepted the person bringing Leesun's car to ensure there were no bodyguards.

    We approached four strong. Catherine strode a step ahead of everyone. I walked to her left, Max to her right and Sam to my left. I think she intended capture him. We were still twenty feet away when Leesun recognized the threat. He grinned.

    "Max, Sam, Lynn," he shouted. "Catherine has betrayed the Committee. Kill her."

    Impulses clashed. She was a traitor and deserved to die-she was my client. Protecting my client won. I was a Kazak, protecting clients was my life. Sam and Max were drawing their guns. They meant to kill my client-but-they were Catherine's guards. If I killed them... Max stepped towards Catherine, ignoring me. As his gun cleared the holster. I grabbed his wrist and elbow and spun him into Catherine, causing her and Max to stumble backward into Sam, pinning his gun between him and her momentarily. While continuing to push the three, I twisted Max's wrist, forcing his arm straight and threw my full weight onto his elbow. It dislocated and his gun came loose in my hand, and I managed to push him away from Catherine. He staggered off to the side cradling his arm, tripped, and fell. I continued pushing. Although off balance, Sam managed to raise his Glock towards Catherine's head. I pushed her head into Sam's face, since we were all stumbling backward with tenuous balance. It had the desired effect. Sam lost consciousness for a second, and I pushed Catherine away. She landed face down on the floor. I landed on top of Sam, driving my elbow into his head.

    Pain seared my hip. I twisted off Sam, located Leesun, and fired twice hitting him in the chest. He staggered backward into the nose of the Mustang. He fired again, missing this time. Cement chips seared my arm as I rolled over and over locating Leesun in the process. I fired and he jerked back against the plane and fired again. Pain seared my right arm and Sam's gun came loose. I rolled in the opposite direction freeing a throwing knife with my left hand. I threw it backhanded at him. It wasn't a good throw but it did cause him to duck and ruined his next shot. I rolled again this time freeing my backup gun with my left hand. As I sighted for a shot, one of Leesun's next two shots hit me in the leg. As I prepared to shoot, Leesun's head spewed blood and brains as a bullet hit him in the head. Catherine stood twenty feet away with a gun in her hand. Sam was out cold. Max stood holding his arm, and starring at Catherine.

    Clare is going to be pissed.

***


    The emergency vehicles arrived within minutes and whisked us to the Millinocket Regional Hospital, located only minutes away. I went straight into surgery. It was evening before I woke. Catherine was half asleep in a chair by the window. She looked worn out.

    "How are you feeling?" a middle-aged woman in a white jacket and stethoscope asked. "The operation went well. The bullet missed the hip joint and lodged up against the pelvis. The second bullet passed cleanly through the upper bicep and the third bullet to the calf muscle also passed cleanly through. You were lucky-again-judging from your impressive array of scars."

    "You're awake!" Catherine jumped out of her chair and rushed over to the bed. "Why didn't you shoot me? Max and Sam told me they would've if you hadn't stopped them."

    "Witton would be pissed if I shot my client."

    "Damn you. Max and Sam have been with me for years, and if it hadn't been for you, they would have killed me.

    "Liar Assassins are believable unless they hit a nerve. Max and Sam normally wouldn't believe you were the traitor. But they've been involved with you looking for a traitor for months, so it was easy to confuse them with a plausible lie. In my case, he was asking me to kill a client, which is abhorrent to me. I'm a Kazak sworn to give my life to protecting my client, so the lie wasn't believable. It's ironic-my client saved me. I still can't understand how Leesun managed to survive. I'd swear I put three rounds in his chest."

    "You did. He had on a flack jacket. But he was still impressive. Those three bullets hit him in the heart area. That would have normally dropped most men. And I only beat you by a second. By the way, the Committee wants you and me to return to Maine. They want to interview us."

***


    Five days later, I sat in front of a camera talking to an animated man on a television screen. He, probably they, dragged every detail from the time I met Catherine at the Setai Hotel to the shootout. It took hours. Catherine went after me and spent over four hours in the room. When she came out, she looked like she had been in one of her containers.

    "I'm glad that's over. The Committee is extremely pleased with the results. They are giving us a bonus and a month's paid vacation, including a friend," she smiled. "If you ever need anything, call me. Here's my private number."


    
CHAPTER FIFTEEN

    Catherine's private plane dropped me off at Regan International the next day. I had decided to take a few days to recover before I called Clare. After I washed and changed clothes, I wandered up to Witton's office.

    "Go on in, Lynn. Witton's free," Ann Marie said as I approached his office. "Going to recuperate before braving Clare?"

    "Facing Assassins is nothing compared to a scolding from Clare." She could really make me feel guilty, although she wasn't really mad at me-most the time. I knocked once, and then proceed in.

    "Hi, boss." Witton was sitting back in his chair with a cup in his hand. He looked relaxed with only a white shirt, red and brown paisley tie, and no suit jacket.

    "I heard that you killed one of your employers," he said, as I sat.

    "He wouldn't give me a raise. Have you seen the price of maids and chauffeurs lately."

    "The tactic proved very effective. Have you looked at your bank account?"

    "No."

    "Two years salary," he nodded approval. I couldn't believe it-a half million dollars for doing what they already overpaid me to do. "And three more Assassin kills. I've already had twenty requests to be paired with you and your next assignment. I personally wouldn't want to be within a hundred miles of you and your client," Witton said and didn't smile.

    "I scheduled a debriefing for tomorrow morning. All the Kazaks in the area want to hear your account of the incidents. That extra day should give you time to get up enough nerve to call Clare."

    "You think so?" I hoped so. "This last Assassin, the Liar, was stupid or doesn't understand the weakness in his talent. Telling a Kazak to kill her client isn't terribly smart. If he had told the others to kill me, he might have succeeded. There was three of them and one my client. Whoever was left would have been an easy kill."

    Witton sat quietly for a minute. "Yes, I understand. He told to you to do the one thing you would never do. Interesting."

***


    The briefing was fun, and I was introduced to some Kazaks I hadn't met. By the afternoon, I had enough nerve to call Clare. The Company plane wasn't readily available and I didn't want to bother Gendel, so I had Ann Marie book me first class to Denver. I thought that might convince Clare I hadn't been seriously wounded. Of course, having my arm in a sling and using a cane might not help. I have to admit she took it very well. Something had happened on the Hill that made her far more into the moment-she was happy I was alive and nothing else mattered.

    "I guess there is a story that goes with the holes in your ass, leg, and arm," Clare said trying to suppress a smile. We had changed into nightwear and sat on the couch drinking hot chocolate and listing to elevator music.

    "There is an interesting story but you can't print the real one. If you can rearrange the facts a bit, maybe I can get permission to run it. It started with the Committee's trouble shooter, Catherine..."

    "Wow. That's a Pulitzer award-winning story. Do you really think we can get permission to print it?"

    "Not the real story, but something that preserves the essence but leaves out any connection to the Committee and probably the crime bosses and their torture." I said with a snort-so much for preserving the essence. Clare and I worked on revising the details for the next three days. When I was satisfied, I called Catherine's private number.

    "You need a favor all ready?" She laughed. "Well, what is it?"

    I explained what I wanted and sent her an encrypted copy of the intended interview-Clare's questions and my responses.

    "Since you've given me most of the credit, I like it and I'll run it by the Committee." She got back to me two days later.

    "The Committee loved making them an International foundation that supports individuals and organizations worldwide and provides for the stability of democratic governments. And that one of the organization members was subverting money for criminal activities and profit. It obscures and yet captures their intent. They believe it will enhance their image with those who are in the know. You have permission to give the interview."

    The Post was ecstatic and decided to run it in three installments. And agreed to give Clare additional time off. She was their golden girl. Since she had started the Kazak series, they had received national attention, tripled their readership, and begun a very well funded charity, selling the video interviews to the local TV station. As a result, they had made important connections across the country. We decided to do the interview before taking the time off in order to give me extra time to heal. The interview took three days to complete.

    "I can't believe you have a paid vacation to anywhere and a bonus seven times my annual salary. And every time I look at your...our bank statement, I want to call the bank and tell them they made a mistake. You don't spend anything on yourself. And...our investment account is now over three million."

    "Spend some of it then," I said. I meant it. It was only money, which I don't spend or need. The job limited my time to shop and the organization seemed to pay for everything.

    "Your incorrigible, but I love you anyway. Where are we going?"

    "Anywhere you want. I just want to be with you. I don't care where." That got me lots of kisses, hugs, and a glorious massage. It was early morning when Clare suddenly sat up in bed.

    "To answer your question, I'd like to visit Scotland," she announced all bright eyed and chirpy. "Do you think they'd mind?"

    "They did say anywhere. Worse case, we'll pay for it. I'll call Ann Marie and see if she won't mind booking something for us." I called and she didn't. Several hours later, she called back with our itinerary. We were booked for five days at the Scotsman Hotel in the heart of Edinburgh and a seven-day train trip around Scotland, England, and Wales on the Royal Scotsman. Gendel was providing the transportation to and from.

    That night we lay in bed. Clare was quiet, running her finger lightly over each scar and brushing it with her lips. "Watching you run the maze on the Hill, I could visualize you in action. The way you move is incredible. Before that, I always thought you were extremely lucky-and you are-but you are also incredibly talented. Talking with the Witch Meztlil, she helped me see how important it is to savor each minute we have together and not try to foretell the future." She lay her head on my stomach and fell asleep. I agreed.

***


    As usual, Ann Marie's reservations were luxurious. The train only had thirty-three passengers and felt like a luxury hotel on wheels. The Scotsman Hotel had been home to the Scotsman newspaper for nearly a hundred years much to Clare's delight. We toured Edinburgh, ate at the best restaurants, and spent hours in the hotel spa. The last day, Gendel's private plane waited for our return trip.

    "Welcome aboard, Miss Lynn, Miss Frazer. I hope you had an enjoyable vacation. Would you ladies like something to drink before we takeoff?"

    "Red wine for Clare, and ginger ale for me," I said while Clare and I decided on which of the plane's ten empty seats we wanted.

    "Lynn, I used to think first class was the ultimate way to fly. Now it's like being in a cattle car." she laughed. "When I'm with you, I feel like Cinderella. The nice part is when the clock strikes twelve, I return to a job I love and have my soul mate."

    Living through some of my encounters with Assassins and clients was lucky, but not nearly as lucky as finding Clare.

***


    Clare went back to work, but I stayed for another week. We ate out most nights, since the clock hadn't struck twelve yet. That night we lay exhausted after frenzied lovemaking. Clare rolled over and rose up on her elbow, looking down at me.

    "It's time, isn't it?"

    "Yes. I'm healed in many ways, thanks to you, and I need to get back to work. The Assassins miss me," I said and immediately regretted it. Clare punched me in the ribs.

    "That isn't funny, Lynn."

    "I'm sorry, love. But I couldn't be a Kazak if I worried about being hurt...or dying. It would make me cautious and consequently, slow to act. I have to enjoy what I do and see the Assassins and thugs for what they really are-dangerous but amateurs. And me as a Kazak and professional."


    
CHAPTER SIXTEEN

    "Hi, Boss. I'm ready for some boring assignment-maybe the President or Vice President needs someone to watch over him."

    "They have the Secret Service and you're on their shit-list."

    "What about some foreign diplomat from a friendly country?"

    "They have the Dignitary Protection Service and they don't like you."

    "How about some unimportant dignitary?"

    "They have the FBI and you're on several of their shit-lists. You might even be on Homeland Security watch list."

    "What did I ever do to them?" I couldn't remember working with them.

    "How about Mr. Victor Palacios? He was dumb enough to ask for you even after I told him you were a woman, a magnet for Assassins, and had invasive rules."

    "Sounds like a man who appreciates talent. But why does he need protection?"

    "He's running for President of the United States."

    "Maybe he's not so smart after all."

    "The Committee has approved it. His campaign plane will arrive in Washington D.C. tomorrow. He's expecting you there the next day around noon. Oh, your old friend Agent Antonis is currently assigned to the detail. The Committee's working on getting that changed-for my sake."

***


    I thought it a bit strange when Ann Marie told me Gendel's private plane would transport me to Dulles International. True to his word, he had made his private plane available to me when the Company plane wasn't available. Ann Marie had some contact in Gendel's organization who made it happen.

    As before, I was treated like a VIP and constantly waited on. Of course, that was pretty easy when you are the only passenger on the plane. We arrived late morning, just in time for my meeting with Victor Palacios.

    Antonis was waiting for me with another agent, at the entrance to Palacios's plane. He didn't look happy to see me, but at least his gun stayed in the holster.

    "Good morning, Agent Antonis. I guess I found the right plane. I hope your welcoming speech isn't going to be too long, I'd hate to be late for my meeting with Mr. Palacios."

    "All you Kazak think you're better than the rest of us, and you've got the biggest ego of them all. For your information, no one in the FBI wants to serve with you. Your arrogance has gotten good agents killed, so you can look good. You are a disaster waiting to happen. I don't want you on the same plane with me." His face had gone red during his tirade. I guess that meant he's still mad at me.

    "Are you refusing to let me board the plane, Agent Antonis?"

    "Damn right. What are you going to do about it, Kazak?" His hand and his sidekick's hands moved towards their guns. I managed not to laugh. The only reason the two weren't on their way to the hospital was because I'd had my morning coffee and remained in a good mood-thanks to Susan, Gendel's stewardess. I turned and walked away, while hitting "1" on my speed dial.

    "What now, Lynn. I don't need any more complaints. I've had to order another Lynn Board. There is no more room on the current one."

    "You would be proud of me, Mr. Witton. Agent Antonis refused me entry to see Mr. Palacios, and he is still alive and uninjured. I'm on my way to my condo."

    "Stop...sit...stay."

    "Woof." I moved to a waiting area across from Palacios's loading area and folded into a meditation position like a good little puppy. Clare really had me in a good mood, but I'd get over it. People moved around me as the room filled up. Sometime later, the plane for that area loaded and the area quieted. Time didn't really exist for me, only awareness. Someone stood in front of me.

    "This can't be the Kazak Lynn I know. There are no dead bodies and Antonis is in one piece. I should have Samie here shoot you, since you're obviously an Illusion Assassin." Ann Wohl stood looking down at me. Except for a subtle maturing of her olive complexion, she hardly looked like she had aged over the past several years when we had worked together. Her black curly hair remained short and her figure trim and lithe. A tall athletic-looking man I recognized stood next to her. He had been part of Ann's team guarding Lauro, but had been replaced when he was wounded in a firefight with a gang of white supremacist.

    "And no shooting or panic in the area. You're right, chief, it couldn't be the Lynn we know," Gordon said, fighting to look serious. I liked Ann and her team. They were professionals, who never let their personal likes and dislikes get in the way of doing their job.

    "Come on, Lynn. Antonis has been relieved and you're over an hour late for your meeting with Mr. Palacios." Ann said, shaking her head with a smile. "I must be crazy agreeing to work with you. Yes, I actually volunteered."

    "I'll try to be good." I stood and gave her a hug, then Samie. Ann walked me through the plane, making sure everyone knew me. She had a team of twelve agents and responsibility for the safety of the entire Palacios family. I saw a lot of familiar faces from our time guarding Lauro and Gendel. The youngest looking agent stood at the entrance to the Palacios's private area.

    "Dee, this is the Kazak Lynn. She has total access to everywhere."

    "Nice to finally meet you. Everyone on the team has stories about their time with you. Or should I say, bragging rights. I guess that means this won't be our usual boring assignment."

    "Dee, those stories are better in retrospect than reality," Ann quickly added. Dee knocked and announced me. Mrs. Palacios came to the door.

    "Welcome, Lynn. I'm Arianna, Palacios's wife. Eveleen and Sibeal said to say hello. I think Sibeal wanted to join us. She thought you were a lot fun to have around and missed you," Arianna said. Like Eveleen, she was in her early thirties, tall with a trim figure. Her long, wavy brown-hair flowed well past her shoulders. I followed her as she walked back to a sitting area with a couch and four cream-colored leather chairs. A tall man in his fifties stood as we approached. He stood a little over six foot and looked to be in good condition. A smile lit his clean-shaven, round face. A young girl around twelve sat on the couch appraising me with narrowed eyes. Like her mother, she had long brown-hair but tied back in a ponytail.

    "Kazak Lynn, I apology for the confusion before. Witton and I decided it would be best to wait until Miss Wohl arrived. I understand Agent Antonis doesn't like you," Palacios said shaking my hand.

    "He has good reason. I broke his wrist. He deserved it for sticking a gun in my face." Palacios laughed. "Eveleen did say you didn't tolerate fools well. The Gendels speak very highly of you. In fact, they are the reason I asked for you specifically. Presidential contenders come to expect threats while they campaign. It's usually people expressing their anger over some position or other. In those cases, the FBI is more than adequate to keep us safe. However, when my family is threatened the person has gone beyond mere anger. It may be just rhetoric, in which case the FBI could handle it, but... From what Eveleen told us, I can't leave it to probably," he said appraising me as he did. "Gendel did said you had some discretion on whether to take an assignment." It was more a question that a statement: Will you?

    "I have rules. They are not negotiable. I can only adequately protect one person at a time, two if they are always in my sight. I had two who refused to follow my rules. An Assassin killed one and the other only lived because her Assassin was sloppy. Since then, I've decided that if the client isn't willing to help me protect them, then they aren't serious about needing a Kazak and are wasting my time." Might as well get it on the table right away.

    "Gendel did say you were very direct to the point of arrogance...and there was no one he would rather have protecting him or his family." He looked to his wife, who nodded, then to his daughter. "This is my analytical daughter, Kayla, who is trying to dissect you. Do you understand, Kay?"

    "Yes, Father. Sibeal is very fond of you...Kazak Lynn. Why?" She cocked her head slightly like she was trying to hear and see better.

    "Lynn will do. My guess would be that she loves adventures. During our time together she got golf lessons, massages, ate with adults, had a private tutor, and a few exciting moments. And it brought her and her mother closer together."

    "That sounds about right." She nodded, looking and sounding twice her age.

    "Eveleen implied you were with her and Sibeal, day and night...well except..." Arianna blushed slightly. I knew she had heard about the times I had allowed the Gendels to be alone in the media room. "When do you get relief? I'm confused."

    "You and Kayla will be able to see me by turning your heads at any hour of the day, until this situation is resolved. Hopefully, you will learn to ignore me. I've never guarded people on a plane before, so my rules are going to appear more excess than normal. Kayla and you will be together at all times."

    "But, we are guarded by the FBI and I personally know everyone on this plane," Palacios said frowning.

    "Sir, you may think you know everyone on this plane, today. I would contend you know very little about them: their families, friends, religion, finances, addictions, loves, enemies. You maybe willing to trust everyone until he or she proves untrustworthy. I am not willing to trust Arianna or Kayla's life to people I don't know. The threats you've described are probably just what you surmise, fanatics. They may try to hurt them or hire someone. Although it is unlikely an Assassin will be involved, I won't take the chance that an Assassin won't be involved. In that case, an Illusion Assassin can look like anyone on this plane. My rules insure that if or when trouble comes, I'm standing between it and your loved one. They must kill me to get at them."

    "The FBI would say the same thing," Palacios said frowning.

    "They would. But would they be next to you went it happened, would they react as fast as a Kazak, would they hesitate to fire their weapon and kill?" I can understand their concern but they either wanted a Kazak or not-didn't matter to me. "Yes or no."

    "Yes," Kayla said to everyone's surprise. "Sibeal described in excruciating details their encounter with the man carrying acid and the Gendel's guards attempted kidnapping. Four FBI men were accompanying them when the man with acid appeared. Lynn stopped...killed the man before the FBI knew what was going on. Without Lynn's quick reaction, the man would have succeeded in throwing acid on them. And while their guards where attempting to kidnap them, the FBI were in the living room drinking coffee. Lynn can follow me, Father."

    Palacios laughed. "I guess that's settled then. Leave it to my daughter to cut through all the fluff. There was never any question about wanting you, Lynn. Although Gendel did warn us, your rules seem excessive until you understand the reason, which Kayla has just pointed out."

    I nodded and found a corner with a chair that allowed me to view the room and it's entrance. Everyone stared at me for a few minutes but slowly things returned to normal.

    We took off for Philadelphia a few hours later. The Palacios' had dinner in their family quarters. Afterwards, Arianna rose and stretched. I rose and nodded to Kayla.

    "But, mother is only..." She stopped, nodded, and rose. "You don't trust anyone."

    Dee remained at the entrance when we passed but used her mike to let the team know Arianna and Kayla were heading up front. People nodded to them and made small talk as we passed. About halfway, she stopped and sat next to a small, blond woman with glasses, a laptop, and wireless headset in her ear. A Modbook tablet lay on the table next to her.

    "Lynn this is Norah, my irreplaceable secretary. Norah this is the Kazak Lynn. No need to keep her informed of my itinerary. She won't let me out of her sight; however, you will have to include Kayla on my schedule. What's the agenda for tomorrow?"

    "Mr. Palacios is giving a speech at the Philadelphia Council AFL-CIO. He said it wasn't necessary for you to be there. You are the guest speaker at one p.m. at a special Teachers Institute of Philadelphia meeting. The topic is your choice, although I would imagine they will be interested in Mr. Palacios's views on education."

    We left the plane just before noon. A limo awaited us as we departed. Robert, and Gordon were the FBI escort. Ann had gone with Palacios's detail. In the conference, I insisted Arianna's table be near the wall rather than in the center of the room. The FBI faded to the back of the room and near the entrance. I propped myself against a wall. When it came time for Arianna to talk I motioned Kayla up.

    "Where do I go," she asked as she stood. I didn't see any potential threats, but that was when they would be most vulnerable since nobody would be paying attention.

    "You can stand next to your mother or me. I must always be able to see you and your mother and you must be close enough for me to reach you. Might not hurt for you now and then to speak. Talk to your mother." It might be a nice touch. Kayla wasn't slow in picking up on the advantage and caught up with her mother. They stood whispering for several minutes, and then the two walked up to the podium. I stood against the wall some ten feet behind them. Although unplanned, Arianna seamlessly worked Kayla into her talk about education.

    "That was a good suggestion, Lynn. Have you had political training?" Arianna asked while on the way to the hotel where we would be staying the night.

    "No. Just seemed like a good idea since Kayla has to be along. Makes her less conspicuous, shows family values, and is less boring for her. Besides, the young bring a different perspective to the issues." My stay with the Gendels had made me more aware of family and children-and softened the impact of my rules.

    The next dozen weeks were much the same. Palacios spent most of his time making speeches at various fund raising events and participating in debates with his rivals. Arianna and Kayla accompanied him on about half of the trips. At home, Arianna home schooled Kayla with the help of online courses, which consumed a good part of each day. By now everyone ignored me like a chair in the room and my rules became automatic.

    "Lynn, look at the tweets I've been getting today," Kayla said looking up from her iphone. When Arianna neared the couch, Kayla turned the iphone so we could both read it.

    Kayla, your father would support the killing of children.

    Maybe he regrets not killing you.

    He should reconsider his position on life

    Or be taught what life would be without you.

    "My God, how could anyone send anything this foul," Arianna sobbed, hugging Kayla. The message was clear but did it constitute a real threat or was it just the vicious raving of a deranged individual. I had heard Palacios's speeches on abortion. He didn't believe in abortion except in certain extreme cases. And in those cases, the woman should be counseled to ensure it would be an informed decision. He also favored forbidding the use of federal money for abortions; however, he did believe a woman had a right to choose. The tweets continued and Arianna began getting emails.

    Palacios advocates taking away the right of honest citizens to own guns

    Knowing he can't stop the criminals among us from owning the same guns

    The police can't protect us, only catch the criminals after they harmed us

    Perhaps if it happened to his family, he would understand.

    "What do you think, Lynn?" Palacios asked as we sat in the living room after the evening meal. Again, Palacios's position had been distorted. He didn't oppose gun ownership or advocate registration, except for automatic weapons, which had no sporting or hunting application. They were weapons of war as were bombs, which were already illegal.

    "Sounds like two different issues and two independent writers. The one to Kayla is passionate and fanatical, but hard to tell if the writer will resort to physical action. The other is an attempt to garner support against you; however, it's likely to attract fanatics. The emails are much like the websites that listed doctors who performed abortions and called for action against them. The tweets more like the fanatics who chose to shoot doctors." They could shut down the accounts but that was much like an Ostrich sticking its head in the sand-it didn't resolve the problem. The FBI had a team trying to identify the people involved, but I wasn't sure what could be done even if they found them. There was no direct threat.

    Arianna looked wide-eyed and pale. Kayla looked to be evaluating what I had said. And Palacios looked worried, his eyes darting from his wife to his daughter. He turned to me.

    "What do you suggest?"

    "You could quit your campaign. That would stop it. You could ask the FBI for more agents and turn this house into a fortress. Or, you can go on with your lives, continuing to observe reasonable caution. There is more risk in the latter."

    "That's what Sibeal said Lynn told her mother," Kayla said, still deep in thought judging by the frown and down cast eyes.

    "That's what Eveleen told me," Arianna said. "She said it was scary but it felt liberating. Of course, she said having Lynn attached to her and Sibeal felt like having a tiger for protection."

    "I'll abide by whatever Kayla and you decide," Palacios said and sat back and took a sip of his wine. To his credit, he made no attempt to influence their decision.

    "I'd like to be the President's daughter. If Lynn stays, I vote we go on with our lives. It's kind of fun."

    "I'm scared to death but since Kayla wants to live in the White House, I say we continue." She gave a weak laugh. "We do have a tiger walking along side us."

    A fox. Not a tiger.

***


    Ironically, accompanying Arianna and Kayla did feel like Eveleen and Sibeal. Arianna almost seemed to go out of her way to be visible. She and Kayla ate out, shopped, and spent some time at their country club. She didn't play golf but she did swim and play tennis. And like the Gendels, she and Kayla seemed to grow closer.

    Today, they had spent time at the swimming pool and afterward had a massage. We were walking towards the dining room, when a man stepped in front of us and began shouting.

    "Well if it isn't the woman who believes in killing babies. How many abortions have you had? Did you enjoy it?" When he stepped towards Arianna, Dee moved to block him. Ann, who had decided to accompany us because Palacios was staying at home, also moved closer while scanning the area. The man was grandstanding. He wanted an audience and wasn't a threat with Dee in his face and Ann there for support. So as the performance continued, I backed up several steps.

    I watched as a man with a gun walked up behind Ann and Dee. I could have shot him before he took two steps towards them, but I was sure this was a kidnapping and there were more players somewhere. I backed up some more, waiting for the others to appear.

    "Freeze. Don't reach for your gun or you'll die," the man now behind Ann said. He was medium height, a baseball cap covered his hair, and sunglasses his eyes. He wore everyday jeans, running shoes, and a long-sleeved shirt covering his arm and any identifying tattoos. I backed up a bit more. Kayla was looking over her shoulder at me. I could feel her why aren't you helping look. I knew someone was coming up behind me before I felt the gun touch my back. It took all my training not to react when I noticed another man lurking over to my right.

    "I wouldn't risk my skin for them either," he said with a snort. "Sam, get the girl." The man off to the right, Sam or Samuel, drew his gun and began moving towards Kayla, who stepped back into her mother. Mistake. Always kill the Kazak. Mistake. Never let the gun touch the person's back. I spun left letting my arm push the gun arm away from my body. It fired as I drove my fingers into his throat. I felt the trachea cave inward and blood soaked my fingers as I continued to spin into a sitting snake position. The man on the right stopped and turned his head towards me just as I put a bullet in his head. The man on the left was quicker to react. He had his gun coming to bear on me, when Ann shoved him. The gun discharged and the bullet tore through the carpeting on my left. As he partially caught his balance, I shot him in the head.

    Dee was shouting for the first man to stop as he began backing away. I shot him twice in the chest. I scanned the area as I rotated 360 degrees back into a standing position. People were laying on the floor with their hands over their heads, hiding behind chairs and tables, and running in every direction. I saw nothing that appeared out of place, so I walked over and took Kayla's hand.

    "Ann, I'll take Arianna and Kayla up to their room. It's been a traumatic experience and they may need medical help. I would think it best if the FBI assumed responsibility for this investigation." I tugged at Kayla and began walked out the door towards the car. On the way, I hit "1" on my iphone.

    "Yes?" Witton said in a flat voice. Sounded like he expected more work.

    "Boss, four men attempted to kidnap Palacios's daughter. They had guns, so they're dead. It would be helpful if the press reported it as an attempted kidnapping by unidentified terrorists, thwarted by brave FBI agents in a shootout. No mention of a Kazak guard." I heard the connection go dead. I guess that meant he wasn't happy but would take care of it. I called Ann's cell.

    "Sorry for leaving you the mess," I said and reiterated what I had told Witton. Back at the house, Arianna and Kayla gave an excited version of the story. The family doctor was called and spent an hour examining and talking with Arianna and Kayla before reporting they were unharmed. He had prescribed a mild sedative to calm Arianna down. Much to the annoyance of the Doctor, I stayed while he examined them and stayed with them as Arianna's sedative took effect. Kayla seems less upset and sat quietly on the bed next to her mother, in what I came to recognize as her thinking mode. After a long time, she looked up at me.

    "Lynn, I thought you were deserting us when you backed up. I hated you. Sorry."

    "Kazaks never desert their clients, although sometimes it helps to make opposition think they are. Surprise can give you an advantage. I suspected they were planning to kidnap you and your mother and there had to be others involved. If I had acted before I knew who they where, someone might have gotten hurt." The men involved didn't count.

    "I can understand why Mrs. Gendel and Sibeal felt safe with you." She lay back down next to her mother and slept.

    * * *

    Instead of a formal dinner, Palacios ordered pizzas and assembled everyone involved in the incident into the living room.

    "I understand four men were shot to death attempting to kidnap Kayla," he began when we had each found a seat and had a piece of pizza. He looked to me. When I only nodded, he turned to Ann.

    "It started when a man approached us shouting at Mrs. Palacios. Agent Dee moved between him and your wife. I move up next to her. Then a man appeared behind me with a gun. At the time, I was surprised Lynn hadn't intervened. When I looked back, another man had a gun at her back and yet another was moving towards Kayla. He, too, had a gun." Ann gave me a hard look before continuing. "Then, in typical Lynn style, she rotated, killing the man behind her and the two with guns drawn. When she returned to a standing position, she killed the remaining man."

    "But wasn't he unarmed?" Palacios frowned.

    "He assisted three others in attempting to kidnapping your daughter, and they were ready to kill your wife and her FBI guards to do it. He was a danger to Arianna and Kayla," I said by way of clarification.

    "He wasn't. I had a gun on him and he didn't have any weapons showing." Dee protested.

    "Dee, Lynn knew that. When she rose to her feet, she knew where every person remaining in that lobby was and whether they represented a threat. Kazaks have an unbelievable awareness of there surroundings. The man had attempted to harm her clients, therefore, he was an unacceptable risk," Ann clarified.

    "Are the police or FBI going to press charges?" Palacios asked.

    "I've already been given the official version which will appear in the news tonight. Four terrorists attempted to abduct the wife and daughter of Mr. Palacios. There was a shootout with the FBI detail accompanying them and the four terrorists were killed. Lynn was not mentioned. Homeland security is taking over the investigation. They will ensure that version is the official version." Ann looked directly at Palacios. "Sir, we could not have saved your daughter today. Not only are our rules of engagement different, but Lynn has a phenomenal awareness of her environment and her reactions are many times faster than ours. She knew it was a kidnapping and that there were more than two individuals involved. She didn't react until they were all present. I've worked with Lynn before. I may not always agree with her logic, but I'd trust her with my life."

***


    For the next two weeks, Arianna was reluctant to venture out of the house or accompany her husband. I think Kayla eventually convinced her to try.

    "Mother, what if father is president. Are we going to hide in the White House? And how is he going to get there without our help?" Kayla said one morning at breakfast. Palacios had asked Arianna to accompany him on the next trip but she had made several feeble excuses why she couldn't. He had made no attempt to change her mind. I think he understood her fear, which he must have shared. I hadn't offered an opinion. My job was to protect them not run their lives. They had a right to be concerned. Kazak guards were not guaranteed to keep you safe.

    "Lynn, what do you think?" Arianna turned toward me. I was leaning against the wall munching on an egg salad sandwich. Kayla smiled as she also turned around. The kid's twelve going on thirty. She obviously remembered what I had reportedly said to Eveleen Gendel.

    "Arianna, you are certainly safer in the house with the FBI watching it and a Kazak inside, especially since I believe the threats are coming from fanatics and not Assassins. Don't get me wrong. Fanatics can be and are dangerous, just less so. And houses are not impregnable nor are the FBI or I infallible. If Assassins were involved, you would be less safe in the house since you would be a stationary target. I believe most of your fear is for Kayla not yourself. You will have to decide how much of Kayla's life you are willing to sacrifice to reduce the level of her risk. It is not for me to say."

    "Have you ever been seriously injured?" Arianna asked. It took me a minute to make the connection. I didn't answer. I just unbuttoned my shirt and held it open. Even through the harnesses, most of the scars were visible. Kayla rose and walked over to me for a closer inspection and even lifted the shirt in back.

    "You must have a guardian angel looking after you," she said and returned to the table. Her name is Clare.

    "Kayla, let's go pack," she said and then turned back to me. "I'm scared out of my mind for Kayla...and me, but I can't confine her to a cage. You're risking your life so we have a choice. Like Ann Wohl, I'm not sure I'll always agree with your decisions, but I believe you make the risk of leaving our cage reasonable."

    Palacios seemed pleased when Arianna informed him she was going, although he didn't make a great show of it. Like her, he was concerned about Kayla.

    Over the next week, we stopped in three states. Palacios made fourteen speeches and participated in a televised debate with four other candidates. Arianna accepted six invitations. Kayla was enjoying herself and contributing more at each gathering. I found it interesting that while only twelve, she wasn't intrusive and made meaningful contributions. By the end of the week, everyone had relaxed-except me.

    I thought the attempted kidnapping at the Palacios's club was related to the tweets Kayla received about killing children. That left the person who sent the emails implying criminals might harm the family. Those sounded more like members of a fanatical group than angry rants. They were less personal. The attempted kidnapping was up close and personal. The other threat could be at arms length and, therefore, much harder to detect and stop. And then there were all the fanatics who weren't giving notice. My paranoia went on full alert.

    At week's end, we flew back to their house for a few days rest. The polls indicated that Palacios had moved up in the opinion polls and now enjoyed a five-point lead over his nearest rival. That was good for Palacios and bad for me. That would only give the fanatics more of an incentive to stop him.

    "Well, my paranoiac friend, what do you think? My agents feel you've eliminated the serious threat and now they only need worry about the normal loud-mouth trouble makers," Ann said leaning against the wall with me. Palacios was sitting in a recliner reading. Arianna sat on the couch with Kayla working on her lessons.

    "I think we may have a more serious threat out there, especially now that Palacios has gained the lead in the polls."

    "Damn, I agree with you. I've probably spent too much time with you. As I see it, Palacios's positions appeal to large numbers of Independents and may be a good choice for middle of the road democrats and republicans. The problem is, he has angered the fringe on the left and the right. And that is where the fanatics live."

    "What worries me are the emails. They were less personal and related to gun control. Those kinds of individuals are more likely to be snipers than kidnappers."

    "Oh, thanks for sharing," Ann whispered, glancing in Palacios's direction.

    "If we're lucky, they'll try a warning first, something to get Palacios's attention. If it's individuals who are part of a militant group, that would be more likely to get general approval versus a killing. Besides, it would feel like a black op, which would be exciting. If it were a more powerful group, a warning would still seem logical. Only a lone nutcase would try or pay someone to kill one of the Palacios.

    "Here or on the road?"

    "Here. The message is for Palacios, not the public. In fact, a public display may garner more support for his campaign. Here seems more logical."

    "Would have to be at night. He would be too conspicuous during day light hours in such a tight knit community, especially after the incident with Mrs. Palacios. I'll request additional agents for the night shift."

    "A drive by," I almost shouted. Palacios looked up at us for a moment, then when back to his reading. "Using automatic weapons," I whispered.

    "Yes. That would be a clear message aimed at Palacios's stand on military grade automatic weapons." Ann nodded, eyes turned down in thought. "We can station a couple of cars at the end of the block in each direction, and have a helicopter ready. That way they will be boxed in and we will be prepared if they leave the vehicle or somehow manage to break out." Ann ran off immediately with a smile on her face. The FBI liked nice straightforward solutions that they could prepare ahead of time. Kazaks tended to be reactionary. Even thugs could be very creative and think outside the box. And Assassins were just sneaky. I convinced Ann to have her team install police riot shields over the window visible from the road-after the family went to bed and remove them before they got up. No sense creating unnecessary stress. Nothing happened for several nights.

    The night before we were supposed to go on the road again a fourth of July celebration broke out around two a.m. Kayla jerked upright. Arianna tumbled out of bed when she got tangled up in the blanket trying to get up. I stood, walked to the foot of the bed and sat facing the bedroom door.

    "Come over here and sit. There is no danger but it's best not to stand. The FBI anticipated this happening and have the situation well in hand." I hope. Sometime later, Ann knocked at the door. Smart lady. "Lynn, the excitement is over. It's safe for everyone to come out."

    I opened the door to a smiling Ann. I decided not to punch her in the stomach. That seemed a bit to organized and crafty for Assassins. "Catch the bad guys?" I asked as we walked towards the living room. Palacios joined us, rushing in to hug his wife and daughter.

    "What happened? He asked after assuring himself they were all right.

    "We had a drive-by shooting. They drove by the house once, and then circled back ten minutes later with another car, stopped, and started shooting. I had called the swat team when they drove by the first time. Good thing, they had better weapons than we did. There were eight of them. Five are dead and two wounded. We had one killed before the swat team arrived. Four were wounded and are on their way to the hospital, one in critical condition and unlikely to make it.

    "You knew they were coming and didn't warn us! My wife and child could have been killed!" He face was flushed and tense with anger. His eyes darted between Ann and me.

    "No we didn't know since they didn't consult with us," I said, diverting attention away from Ann, who had to be nice. "Ann assumed that it was a possibility and was prepared in case it happened. Because she was prepared, you and your family are safe. Had she warned you it may happen, you would have been unnecessarily stressed over something that may never have happened. If you want to avoid any further trouble, bow out of the race. That was the message of this drive-by tonight. But...don't scream at Ann or her people. Two FBI died tonight and three others wounded protecting your lives. You are unhurt, so they did a damn good job." I didn't shout but did hold eye contact. That's for Ann, and probably a complaint for my new board. Palacios, and Ann, stood there in shock.

    "Your very arrogant," he finally managed.

    "What happened at the club and tonight is not your fault or Ann's. It is the fault of fanatics who believe they have a right to do anything to make you and anyone else conform to their worldview. You have a right to be scared. You and those like you risk much to oppose them." In the quiet that followed, I could hear commotion on the street as people began to brave going outside to see what happened. Half the police force must have been outside, judging by the flashing red and blue lights coming in the windows.

    "If everyone will leave, I need to talk with my wife in private," Palacios said softly. Ann turned and left and the two in the hallway followed. "You too, Lynn."

    "No. I will not think more of you if you decide to continue or less if you decide not to. But while Arianna and Kayla are under my protection, they stay in my sight." Take it or leave it. He nodded and sat, looking like a berated dog. The discussion went on for several hours punctuated with long poignant silences.

    "Lynn, based on what happened tonight, what are the odds of them succeeding in hurting Arianna or Kayla?" Palacios asked.

    "Tonight's bunch were dangerous amateurs. They were paid by someone to shoot at the house and scare you. They only did well against the FBI because they had guns you would like to limit. If that someone were to pay a professional, I would put his chances at twenty-five percent." Of course, the odds really depended on the professional. If it had been someone like Jessie-my heart missed a couple of beats-his chances of success would be one hundred percent.

    "So he would kill my wife or daughter one out of four times?"

    "What I'm saying is that I believe I would win most confrontations against a reasonably competent shooter. But I can lose and that could cost the life of Arianna or Kayla."

    "What do you mean-could?"

    "We could kill each other."

    "That doesn't bother you?" Arianna asked.

    "No. I choose this life knowing the risks and rewards."

    "Money?" Kayla asked. The little devil. She knows it's not.

    "No. Helping protect people who are important to our country...but I am not risking the ones I love."

    "Thank you, Lynn. I'm glad you stayed. You've been candid and insightful. I'm going to cancel my planned events to give me time to think. You're right. I need to commit to going all the way, knowing there may be other attempts on me or my families' lives, or withdraw immediately."

***


    The mood was somber that day, everyone quietly going about his or her normal routines. Work crew had been there all day fixing window, frames, and patching the outside bullet holes. The police riot shields had significantly reduced the damage inside. That evening Ann showed up just before everyone was getting ready for bed.

    "I'm happy to announce that we have identified the person who wrote the emails and who was responsible for the drive-by shooting. He's the head of a militia group up around West Dover, Vermont. He has been arrested and the members of his group are being held for questioning."

    "That's a relief. I suppose that significantly reduces the risk to my family. But it doesn't eliminate it. Lynn, I'll always be grateful to you for saving Kayla, but my family and I can't live in a cage like that. I'm withdrawing from the race.

***


    "Well Lynn, this is a record. You finished an assignment without being injured and without a complaint. Well, that is not totally true. Agent Antonis did file a complaint, but it only contained reasons why he hated you and Kazaks. So, I filed a complaint against him with his director. He agreed with me." Witton smiled. "I did post Antonis's letter on your board just to let the other Kazaks know what a horrible person you are."

    "What did you think about Palacios withdrawing?"

    "If he's happy with the decision, what else matters?"

    "It didn't bother you that he quit?'

    "Why should it? He wasn't my client." Silly question. Witton laughed.

    "It shouldn't. I had worried when you, a woman, made Kazak. I thought people's opinions, actions, lifestyles, deaths, injuries would adversely affect you and make my selection of clients difficult or cause you to quit. But you turned out to be the ideal Kazak. By the way, I noticed you gave Ann all the credit for stopping the drive by and finding the person responsible for trying to harm Palacios's family. She told me it was your idea. She's gotten another promotion and now reports directly to the area director."

    "Ann deserved it. She and her people did all the work."

    "Down to business, you deserve a vacation; however, this assignment won't wait and you managed to complete the last one without injuries. Although the State Department is still upset with you for the incident with the Libyan diplomat, they have an Assistant Secretary who is under a fatwa because of the papers released by Wiki Leaks. Apparently, he made a remark about Islam being a religion for Nazis and Muhammad being akin to Hitler."

    "I'm surprised he's not dead already. If someone had compared Jesus to Hitler he would be dead within a day," I said knowing every religion had fanatics. "I thought I was on the State Department's black list."

    "You are. And knowing government lists, you will be on it long after any one recognizes your name or why you are on the list."

    "Then why did they ask for me?"

    Witton had the nerve to laugh. "They didn't. They asked for a Kazak to be assigned. I picked you. If they don't want you, they don't need a Kazak."

***


    From the outside, the Harry S. Truman building looked like a bunch of buildings had been pasted together. I arrived at nine a.m. and caused the metal detector to go into terrorist mode. Immediately guns appeared.

    "Hands up, down on your knees," One of the elderly guards shouted. Memories of the Pentagon fiasco flashed through my mind.

    "Call Assistant Secretary Harrington and tell that asshole his Kazak is in the lobby and if he doesn't get me cleared immediately the Kazaks will black list him and everyone in the State Department.

    "Down on the floor," a woman on my right shouted. Her gun pointed at my chest.

    "No. Call that asshole Harrington or shoot me," Sorry, Clare. I've had it with these government bureaucrats and their egos. I scanned the room, locating the position of each guard, assessing their probable reactions, and preparing to defend myself.

    "I'll shoot, down," an elderly guard shouted. My assessment concluded they weren't really dangerous except by accident. None of these guards had ever shot anyone and weren't going to unless I made a threatening move and then it would be in reflex. I stood still, hands raised slightly over my head. As we stood frozen, I could feel someone approaching from behind me, and saw it in the guards' eyes. Then one of the guards began to smile, I spun blocking a downward strike to my head with his gun and slid behind him. My knife at his throat and my gun aimed back at the guards.

    "Drop your guns on the floor and step back. Unlike you, I will shoot. And being a Kazak, I won't miss." I watched as they looked at each other. After a minute, the elderly man nodded and everyone put their gun down and stepped back. I put my knife away and punched "1" on my phone.

    "What, Lynn?"

    "Chances are I'm going to kill a lot of State Department guards before I die because that asshole you assigned to me didn't clear me. Tell Clare I'm sorry, but I told you never again after the Pentagon incident." I hung up. I backed up against a wall and waited. There was little else I could do. I was sure hoards of police were mobilizing to neutralize the Muslim terrorist in the lobby. I didn't feel sorry for the people I was going to kill-because they initiated the trouble-or me, just Clare.

    Sure enough, a few minutes later police in riot gear began showing up in the entrance and further down the hallways.

    "Drop you gun and you won't be hurt," a voice from a mega phone blared.

    "Drop yours and none of you will be hurt," I answered, scanning for my best defensive positions. It didn't look good. I could kill six or seven but I had no place to exit and would die. I spotted a sniper down a hallway and caught the laser targeting light moving across the wall towards me. I moved my captive in the way. Then phones began to ring everywhere. It was like some cartoon, all these men trying to juggle their guns while reaching for their phones.

    "This is Major Gibbson. Everyone lower your weapons. There has been a mistake. The Kazak is not a danger. Lower your weapons, immediately. Repeat the Kazak is not a danger." I'd bet Witton would disagree. A tall man came striding across the lobby toward me. He had his weapon holstered, so I let go of my captive. He staggered a few steps before he gained his balance.

    "You bitch, I'll kill you," he screamed.

    "You already tried that, remember?"

    The Major waved him away. "There appears to have been a mistake. The guards should have been notified of your arrival and the protocol for dealing with a Kazak. On the other hand, you should have been more cooperative." He didn't smile, so I didn't.

    "I was. I didn't shoot anyone. You can tell Harrington he's an asshole and I wish whoever issued the fatwa luck." I turned and walked out the door past twenty or more SWAT police.


    
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

    "The State Department has lodged several complaints against you." Witton held up his hand before I could respond. "I've subsequently informed them that neither the State Department nor any of their foreign diplomats would ever be assigned another Kazak. It will be interesting to see the repercussions. Would you have killed anyone?"

    "It was the Pentagon all over again. I told you then, the next one that touched me would die. They wouldn't call Harrington, and they wouldn't let me leave. One tried to smash me in the head and eventually someone would have taken a shot. They had at least one sniper present. Yes, I would have. Perhaps I'm unstable and the Committee should retire me."

    Witton sat looking at me for a long time, as he sipped on his coffee. I sat drinking mine at peace with myself. "Go see Clare. You have a couple of month's vacation accumulated. You've caused an earthquake and a Tsunami is coming. And there is no telling the ramifications. It'll certainly impact more than just you.

***


    Ann Marie booked me first class to Denver. I had told Clare I was coming in good health and no stories, although I did have one but I wasn't sure if we could or should print it. Clare was waiting at the checkpoint when I exited.

    "You look alright," she said, giving me a critical once over.

    "I'm hurt. No 'nice to see you, love'. No hug and a kiss..." I rattled on. She smiled and grabbed me in a bear hug, giving me a kiss on the cheek. We weren't ashamed of kissing in public, but had decided long ago it wasn't worth the reactions it tended to provoke. A warm hug felt as satisfying as a passionate kiss.

    "I'm sorry, but you aren't always completely honest. Not that I don't think you love me, but why the visit? It's only been a couple of months and you're not hurt." She laughed.

    I waited until we arrived at the condo to tell her about the incident at the State Department. She went stony-faced throughout the entire time and tears ran down her cheeks. Afterward, she pulled me to her, unaware of how hard she was squeezing.

    "Damn, you. Damn you, Lynn. I understand but it scares me to death. I'm glad Witton sent you home. Maybe I can love some sense into you. I can kind of see what Witton is thinking. It's easy for the various government agencies that use Kazaks, to say that they just got in the way, and we can do without them. It would be another thing not to be able to depend on their help. What a story this would make!" Clare leapt off the couch, almost knocking me to the floor.

***


    I spent the next day with Clare, Executive Editor, Sean Harrison, and the Managing editor, Harry Wilson, discussing the proposed article.

    "I would think printing those events would cause you more trouble than it's worth. The government can be very vindictive. They will claim it was an unfortunate incident that I should have submitted to the guards, who had every right to be alarmed." That wasn't what happened; however, it sounded reasonable and who could prove different. I had convinced Sean and Harry, when Clare changed tactics.

    "Lynn's right. But what if we say it's a woman and point out this is the second time they have abused her." Clare went on to describe the incident at the Pentagon and the fact that she was at the State Department at their request. Sean and Harry liked the idea, but they and I were walking on dangerous ground. The Post and Clare could be stepping in between a Tsunami and a volcano eruption.

    "I would appreciate you letting me get approval before you print anything. So far everyone has been pleased with the articles on the unknown Kazak. I would hate to jeopardize any future articles and see the Post hurt in any way. Unless my boss is wrong, this is a clash between Titans." I had crashed the HIAB vehicle and hazardous waste was looking for someplace to land. I didn't want it landing on Clare.

    For the next three days, Clare stayed home and worked almost non-stop from early in the morning to late at night. I made her coffee and lunch, answered an occasional question, and ordered in our dinner. Finally, that afternoon she turned her laptop towards me and sat back with a smile.

    "It's ready for your approval, my love," she said with twinkling eyes and a wicked looking smile. I poured myself a large coffee and began reading. It was a clever approach, proving what I had always known-she was a talented person and had earned her present position with the Post. She described a woman Kazak being assaulted by male guards who should have known better and who made no attempt to verify that an Assassination was in progress. She described the incident in all its gory details-leaving out the beating I gave them. Then pointed out the State Department had requested a Kazak to protect one of the executives yet didn't notify the guards. Without saying it, the article implied total incompetence or willful vindictiveness for the woman.

    "Wow. Remind me never to get you mad at me. I think it may fly. You have masterfully sidestepped the Kazak versus State Department debate and put it on a more personal level-government knee-jerk and macho reactions." I called Witton.

    "Boss, how are things going?" Thought I should approach this through the back door.

    "It's been quiet on the surface. The State Department did report that a person entered the building with an unauthorized weapon, which created a minor incident that was quickly resolved." He gave a small laugh. "Like calling Vietnam a routine police action. But I think something big is going on behind the scenes. So stay put. The Committee has put a hold on all assignments for the government. I suspect this is going to result in Committee Rules."

    "Boss, Clare has written an article on the incident, which I would like you to show the Committee. She won't print it without your approval. I'll send it to your email, encrypted."

    "Alright. Understand that I won't forward it unless I feel it's in the best interest of the Kazaks. Clare, please don't print it without approval. Although my main interest is the Kazaks, I don't want you or Lynn hurt."

    "I won't," Clare said and Witton hung up. Over the next two week, the stakes escalated. The Committee authorized Clare's article, which went national within two days. The State Department's PR fired back saying they didn't need Kazak's to protect their people. Their security was in fact better. The Kazaks had been forced on them. Five days later Assistant Secretary Harrington was assassinated along with three of his security detail. Four days later Wiki Leaks disclosed emails from an Assistant Secretary Royston detailing Israeli's stance refusal to stop the encroachment into disputed Palestinian territory. He had fired back that the Jews and the Muslims were all terrorists and we'd be better off burning all the Torahs and Korans and replace them with Christian bibles. The State Department refused to comment and then Royston disappeared. Three days later, it was reported that Royston was dead. It was rumored, his detail had shot him. Sounded to me like someone had hired an Assassin-a Liar. The next day, Witton called.

    "You can come home, the situation has been resolved. The State Department has withdrawn the complaints against you, although I doubt they shredded them. But as part of the agreement, the Committee agreed to place a reprimand in your file. It reads:

    "The Committee feels that Lynn the Fox should have shown additional restraint when confronted by State Department security, even though they didn't. The incident could have been avoided, if the State Department hadn't been negligent and informed security of her arrival. We feel that Lynn did exercise extreme restraint by not escalating the confrontation. We are pleased with her subsequent moderation in her interview with Clare Frazer of the Denver Post. Ms. Frazer is to be complimented for her excellent article describing the background leading up to the incident.

    "That's a reprimand?" I expected a reprimand and more. Even Clare felt I had over reacted, although her article demonstrated she understood.

    "The Committee won, and it satisfies the agreement reached with homeland security. From now on, any Kazak only need show their tattoo to be granted general access to any government facility. Security may verify your authenticity by calling a number in this office. It will ask for a password, which will be typed in on the phone. The Kazak's picture will then be displayed-simple but effective. A memorandum has been sent to the appropriate agencies. You dodged the bullet. The Committee is pleased because they won a major concession. A shootout would have had an entirely different outcome."

    "I guess that makes me the most hated Kazak in the country?"

    "I suspect you have moved up on the government shit-lists. Although now that Raifah al-Ayyub is returning to the US and has requested a Kazak named Lynn as part of her security, I believe you've made number one on all the State Department's lists."

***


    I stood on the Tarmac scanning the area while waiting for Raifah al-Ayyub to exit the Libyan aircraft. The Diplomatic Security team leader stepped up beside me. I knew because he had been watching him direct activities for the past hour. He was in his early thirties, curly brown-hair, with an all-American look, and trim.

    "Good morning, Kazak Lynn. I'm Tony Mattell, the team leader of the Diplomatic security team. May I see your tattoo, please," he asked with what looked like it might be a smile. The please was a nice touch. I pushed back my sleeve, which had a throwing knife attached. What no well-dressed lady would leave home without. He ignored it and turned his head to get a better look.

    "Very nice. I've never actually seen one before. Certainly hard to steal." He did smile this time. "Fox?"

    "We are each given an animal name based on our predominate skill. Most are Tigers, Lions, Panthers, or Cheetahs." During my explanation, he dialed our number and handed me the phone. I typed 568325273 (love Clare) on the dial and my picture appeared. I handed him back the phone.

    "Sorry."

    "Don't apology for doing your job. I don't."

    "How do we work together on this detail?"

    "We don't. You do what you're used to doing and I do the same," I said. When he frowned, I decided to be nice-sort of. "You're good at what you do. I've been watching you secure the area and position your team. And I'm good at what I do. If we made an attempt to coordinate, we'd both screw up. Raifah has two personal bodyguards, Jaffar and Nasser. While she is here, I'm her third and primary bodyguard." Just then, Raifah exited the plane with two guards behind her. She was a striking woman, tall with an olive complexion, midnight-black hair, green-gray eyes, high cheek-bones, and full lips. When she had cleared the steps, I stepped forward.

    "Assalaam Alaikum Raifah al-Ayyub," I said, the typical Peace be upon you greeting, and made a small bow.

    "Wa Alaikum assalaam," she replied with a nod. "It is good to see you again, Lynn. I hope you don't mind that I asked for you."

    "No, Raifah, I'm quite honored. Most clients are glad to see the end of me," I quipped only half in jest.

    She turned to her reception party, which included an interpreter. After a lot of bowing and scraping, we entered the second of several limousines. Her entourage included her two private guards, several diplomatic security people, a variety of diplomats, and me. She entered and waved her two private guards and me in next, then the two senior diplomats there to greet her. Surprisingly, her first stop was the Secretary of State. Much to the Secretary's disapproval, I followed Raifah in. She turned and waved Tony in. After an exchange of pleasantries, Raifah nodded in my direction.

    "I have a feeling from the run-a-round I got from your people, that Lynn isn't well liked here at the State Department. I can understand. I don't know about all Kazaks, but I know Lynn. She appears arrogant and by normal standards, she is. But not for the reasons must people assume. Tony and his team will ensure any area I'm in is safe and they will stay close. While he and his team will do their best to protect me, they will do their best to stay out of my way so as not to annoy or interfere with me. You and they see your world through diplomatic eyes. Lynn sees her world through her client. She has no problem interfering with my activities or ignoring me if she feels it increases my danger.

    "Tony stands here in a room with the Secretary of State, a diplomat, and a Kazak. Lynn stands here in a room with her client and two individuals who she is evaluating as potential danger. If she thought for a second either of you threatened me, she'd kill you in a heartbeat.

    "If a gunman came crashing through that door right now, Tony would defend you, Mr. Secretary, although he is my security guard. Lynn would defend me. It would never occur to her to defend either of you.

    Although your people claim to have saved me from that sniper last time I was here, they didn't contribute in anyway. I'm not implying they were incompetent or weren't doing their job. Lynn's training gives her an amazing ability to assess her environment almost instantly and act simultaneously with the threat. She recognized the threat of a sniper, dumped me on my ass, and was shooting at him before anyone knew there was a threat. If not, I would have been killed. Notice she didn't argue with your people's statement that she got in the way. She saved her client, neither you or anything else were important." Raifah paused and smiled at me. A very smart woman.

    "You're right, Miss al-Ayyub," Tony said. "When I asked Lynn how we would work together, she said we don't. I did think her arrogant at the time. You've helped me understand better. And you're right, I would never dump you on your...ass, or tell you where to sit or insist on entering with you into a meeting. This should be an interesting detail," Tony said glancing back and forth between Raifah and me. The conversation changed to conditions in Libya and Raifah's planned schedule in the US. The Secretary's eyes kept sliding towards me. Maybe he thought I might shoot him.

    "I have a few people I hope will manage to see me and I'm hoping Lynn will help me develop a program for Kazak-like bodyguards in my country."

    That got my attention. I almost stopped considering Tony and the Secretary as potential Illusion Assassins-it kept me from getting bored.

***


    That night in the hotel, Raifah ordered dinner in the room. Afterward, she settled back with a glass of Beaujolais.

    "We're going to Niagara falls and Las Vegas on the pretense of seeing the sights. In reality, I'm hoping to meet secretly with some people. Then Lynn, I leave it to you where we go. I want a preliminary curriculum by the time I leave, which is capable of producing Kazak-like bodyguards. I know it can't be done in a year, but it can't take nine. I would be happy with producing guards like Jaffar and Nasser, but their backgrounds are very diverse to reproduce."

    Her two guards almost glowed with pride as she talked. Those men truly loved Raifah. She was right. It would be impossible to find a Jaffar or Nasser for every person who needed guarding. It would be far too time consuming and the results unpredictable. You couldn't just pick good people and send them to three months of training. In six months you wouldn't know who the good people are or who was right for the job. You needed a school like the Kazaks had.

    "Jaffar, Nasser, tell me your background and training before becoming Raifah's bodyguard." I was interested in learning about their experience and qualifications. Both had joined the Army at an early age. Jaffar spent years in a commando battalion and fought in the Chadian-Libyan conflict. Nasser spent some time with border defense units and several years in a regime security brigade. They applied for bodyguard duty and were selected by Raifah. She had good intuition.

***


    We left the next day for New York. Tony's team consisted of four men and one woman. At my suggestion, his team provided two to three persons during the day and one at night outside her hotel room. I stayed next to her at all times. Nasser and Jaffar usually flanked her. And the security people usually stayed outside of stores and restaurants. Tony's people rotated during the day, but to his credit, he was part of the entourage most of the time.

    Whoever made reservations for Raifah had booked a suite at the Marriott Niagara Falls Hotel Fallsview & Spa. During the day, she visited the normal tourist spots. In the evening she met with a variety of officials and others who appeared linked to Libya in some way or the other. And she spent hours on the phone talking in Arabic. I could understand the conversations but really wasn't interested. In general, it consisted of raising money for various activities and exchanging information about politics in Libya. The third night she was the guest speaker at a fund-raiser for Senator Clantton. To the Senator's annoyance, I insisted her table be off to the side where I could stand against the wall and watch her at dinner. I felt a little jealous during her speech on women's rights. I had enjoyed my time pretending to be an Arabic woman fighting for free choice.

    The next day, she decided to take the Journey Behind the Falls tour. We had finished the walk and were standing on the lower observation deck at the very foot of the falls, when I saw a man walking towards us. Nasser saw him also. I shook my head in the negative. He wasn't a gunman. From the way his right hand was closed around something, he was a suicide bomber. If Nasser rushed him, we'd all be on the rocks at the bottom of the falls and Clare would be really pissed. I hoped he had a statement of some kind before he went to pieces.

    "LOOK! A MAN'S FALLEN INTO THE FALLS," I shouted as I slowly took several steps backward, pointing to the Falls. Everyone was intently following my finger including my bomber, as I continued backward. Curiosity killed the cat. As his head turned back to Raifah, I continued shouting. "HE'S GOING TO DIE. SMASHED ON THE ROCKS."

    Now I was only a step from his arm-the problem-a dead man's switch or button activated? It made a bloody difference-literally. He started his speech the minute I stopped to take a breath.

    "Raifah al-Ayyub, you sin against-"

    I stepped back and grabbed his right hand with mine, and plunged my knife into his armpit. Warm blood soaked my hand as it tore through skin, muscle, and more importantly, nerves. His arm went dead as I drove a knife-edged kick to his knee. It dislocated and he fell onto it, stopping him from jerking his hand away from mine. I couldn't stab for the heart without possibly setting off his bomb, so I put my knife through his eye. He collapsed. People were screaming and running into each other in an attempt to get away from the madwoman and the men, Jaffar and Nasser, who had guns showing.

    "Jaffar, I need something to tie his hand." He grabbed Raifah's scarf and we managed to tie his hand closed. Tony stood looking down at us as we finished tying the final knot. One of his two agents moved toward Nasser who stood in front of Raifah shielding her. The other stood looking at us. I had just finished when three men dressed in firemen overcoats came running in. I dove away from where Nasser and Raifah stood and past Tony, rolled and began shooting.

    "STOP. THEY'RE FIREMEN, YOU MANIAC!" Tony screamed while waving his hand. I shot the first one in the head, rolled, and fired again. Now Nasser and Jaffar were firing. It looked like a comedy act, as the two firemen bucked back and forth as bullets hit them from three directions. Diving away from Raifah had diverted attention way from her and towards Tony, a security guard, Jaffar, and me. The firemen had managed to fire several shots. Several missed everything, one hit the dead man, one hit the ground next to Tony's feet, and one hit the security guard standing in the area I dove.

    "Let go," I said waving to Nasser who had Raifah's arm. Jaffar and I fell in next to her. Jaffar had alerted the driver on the way out and her two cars were waiting.

    "Driver, Buffalo, New York," I said. Everyone stared but said nothing. I called Tony.

    "Tony, we're going to Buffalo. Can you have someone pickup our stuff and send it to Las Vegas?"

    "Why?"

    "Because Raifah al-Ayyub's bored with Niagara Falls." No response from Tony. Raifah laughed. Nasser and Jaffar smiled.

    "I'll meet you in Buffalo. Let me know where when you get there."

    "I will." I hung up and called Ann Marie. "Good afternoon my super tour director. Would you find me a ride out of Buffalo to Las Vegas for eight? Please. We left our ride in Niagara Falls."

    "For my very generous client, I'll be happy to. By the way, those seats at the Kennedy Center are excellent. Thank you."

    "Considered them renewed for another year," I said and hung up. I had booked two tickets for Ann Marie, because of all the arrangement she had made for me over the years, which wasn't part of her responsibilities.

***


    The ride was quiet. As we neared Buffalo, Ann Marie called. "Miss Fox, I managed to get Gendel's plane for the trip. It should arrive in two hours. Have a good trip." She laughed and hung up.

    "Who's Gendel?" Raifah asked.

    "One of those people that feel they owe me for doing my job."

    "Yes, you, Nasser, and Jaffar think the same."

    We only had to wait an extra hour for Tony and his team to arrive and were in the air a half hour later. To my embarrassment, our Pilot stopped back to say hello to me, and the Steward, Manny, treated me like the VIP of the party. Tony sat down next to me part way into the flight. By then, I decided he and his team were not assassins. What else do I have to do?

    "Raifah was right. You don't see the world the same as the rest of us. I have to admit that I was distracted by the Falls and failed to see his line of approach. But even if I had, I don't know what I would have done. Probably something that would have caused him to detonate the bomb-like draw my gun.

    "After having thought about it for a half hour, your shouting only caused him to look, stopped him from giving Raifah his message, and permitted you to approach without alarming him. Even had I been able to grab the hand holding the detonator, I would have tried to subdue him. I would never have considered killing him, since he wasn't armed in the typical sense. I understand the eye, but why stab him under the arm?

    "It contains all the nerves to the arm and also an artery. The knee was to keep him from jerking out of my grasp. The eye was probably unnecessary."

    "How did you know they weren't firemen?"

    "I can't imagine a fire on that platform and they wouldn't have firemen sitting around waiting for a suicide bomber."

    "What if I had been there on tour and rushed in to help?"

    "I might have made another assessment, probably not." Silly question. How could I tell? My mind somehow assessed the situation as I acted. So far, it had gone well. I know if I had to consciously reason it out, I would be long dead by now.

***


    In Las Vegas, Raifah entertained a few Arabic officials in her suite and spoke at a dinner with a senator and several representatives. She walked through numerous casinos but didn't stop to play any of the games. The third night I took them to see Jianyu. "Master Jianyu, would you mind a small demonstration for me?" I asked. "Raifah al-Ayyub wants me to help with a curriculum to train special bodyguards."

    He nodded agreement.

    "Would anyone like to try a match with Master Jianyu? Tony? Nasser? Jaffar?" I asked. Jianyu had gray thinning hair, a frail frame, and was in his sixties.

    Tony stepped up to Jianyu and threw six or seven punches in quick succession. None landed. So, he lunged in with a punch to the stomach. Jianyu swiveled right, caught his arm, and swept his feet from under him. He hit the wooden floor with a smack. Nasser stepped forward with a series of kick boxing strikes. Jianyu moved into him, hooked his arm under his leg, and pushed. Nasser landed on his back, though he did roll backward into a standing position. He gave Jianyu a head bow. "Very nice, Master Jianyu."

    Jaffar stepped up. He began a left front kick and then in mid-kick left the ground and executed a flying roundhouse kick to Jianyu's head. Jianyu blocked the kick and let it drive him into Jaffar. When he reached Jaffar, he had his right leg caught in mid-air, had a foot behind the leg on the ground, and drove an elbow into his stomach. Jaffar left the ground with a wooof. He hit hard but managed to roll to a kneeling stance. He nodded to Jianyu.

    "Raifah, that is the difference between experienced soldiers and a martial arts master or trained Kazak. Nasser and Jaffar are excellent fighters and would do well against most opponents, yet Jianyu was able to easily counter techniques he had never seen before against opponents larger and stronger than him." I said.

    "Master Lynn neglects to mention that she would easily kill me in a fight. We," he waved at the other three, "defend ourselves by reflex but must think through an attack once we see a weakness. Master Lynn's recognition of your weakness and her attack are as close to instantaneous as humanly possible. Worse, for her opponent, she would always go for the kill or disabling technique, unless she forced herself to think about what she was doing."

    "Yes. I had another demonstration in Niagara Falls. I may have to kidnap her and bring her back with me to Libya. I thank you for the demonstration," Raifah said. "Well, Master Lynn, are you going to develop a program for me?"

    "No. But I will show you what must be done and let Nasser and Jaffar tailor it for your needs. Tomorrow we go to the Hill."

    "Can I go along?" Tony asked.

    "Yes, and your team can go if they are interested. Kazak training isn't a secret. Master Jianyu summarized it very well when we asked his advice when a friend of mine and I were interested in going to their biannual competition.

    "Don't go. You'll find the Kazaks care little about you or your wants. You will spend your time learning how to live on only a few hours sleep, ignore pain, and to give up your life to watch over people, who also don't care about you."

***


    I had the helicopter fly past the cliff the contestants had to climb to get into the school. When we landed, Master Johar met us.

    "Welcome, Master Lynn. I see you brought me very interesting guests. Welcome to the Hill."

    "This is Master Johar. He is the one who molds average human beings into Kazaks."

    "Actually, what we do is spend years trying to find reasons to make the lunatics that climb the mountain go home. Master Lynn is proof that we fail now and then." He spent the rest of the day with us getting everyone settled. Dinner was interesting.

    "Is this what the students eat?" Tony asked after pushing food around his plate.

    "Oh, Jianyu forgot to mention that you learn not to care about food. It's merely fuel for the body."

    For the next few days, we toured the school, watching students at various stages of their training. When we got to the students who had passed the final challenge. I had Jody and Megan along with their clients.

    "Here we have the Hazard. It's used to improve your reflexes by simulating a variety of situations and the various types of Assassins. I walked over to the electronic control panel. "Tony, would you like to try it?"

    Tony nodded smiling.

    "First let Jody try it so you know what to expect." I had set it to include only a few thugs and innocent civilians and the speed of incidents at moderate. Jody walked into the hazard appearing not to be looking at the buildings, cars and other places to hide. Soon men jumped out from behind various object firing paintballs while others were bystanders. Jody never missed a target or shot an innocent person.

    Tony, Nasser, and Jaffar each went through afterward. Only Jaffar made it through without being hit once. When I increased the speed and number of thugs, no one made it through without being shot twice. I increased it again adding Assassins. It had Raifah in stitches. They came out looking like psychedelic paintings.

    "Megan your turn. I've increased the speed." I said for the benefit of those watching. Megan walked into the Hazard without hesitation. It was a good performance, and she finished without one fault. "That ladies and gentlemen is what the Hill produces."

    I let Nasser and Jaffar be clients for a couple of days with the two male students, and Tony and his female agent clients of Jody and Megan.

    We flew home on the plane chartered for Raifah. She came and sat next to me.

    "Thank you, Lynn, for saving my life and for the tour of the Hill. Nasser and Jaffar can barely wait to return and begin developing a school for bodyguards. You were right refusing to develop a curriculum for me. Libya and the United States are vastly different environments. The school must be tailored to meet our unique culture. Nasser and Jaffar now have the basic knowledge to develop our school. After they got over the taboo of being with an unmarried woman twenty-four hours a day, they were interested in your one-year preparation course. That may be our first Challenge for everyone."

    The next day, Tony and I watched Raifah board her aircraft for the trip back to Libya.

    "It has been an interesting detail, Lynn. I understand now why you are a prominent member of the State Department's shit-list and how unfair. You shouldn't be higher than five." He smiled. "Thanks for the tour of the Hill."


    
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

    "Welcome back, Lynn, and thanks for next season's tickets."

    "It's not much, but I do appreciate what you do for me. If I booked my transportation I'd wind up as freight on a UPS plane and come back with hotel bed bugs."

    "I guess I'll have to continue to do your bookings. Mr. Witton would be really upset if you infested the building with bed bugs. Go right in, the boss is expecting you." She winked. I closed the door and took a seat in one of the padded leather chairs.

    "I've heard you had a good time and I haven't received any complaints-yet-and you aren't injured. Whatever happened to the old Lynn?"

    "Getting old I guess."

    "Raifah sent another letter of appreciation. She keeps trying to bribe me into sending you to Libya for the rest of your life. I keep telling her you'd be stoned to death within a month."

    "After I ran out of bullets."

    "That was quick thinking on the suicide bomber. There are always complaints about the nine years it takes to train a Kazak and how few we graduate. Your handling of the attack on Raifah validated the Hill's curriculum and rigid standards. I hear you also lost your number one slot on the State Departments shit-list. I'm very disappointed."

    "Probably moved me down because I'm slowing down. Just don't have that youthful pep." I loved trading barbs with Witton. He was a no nonsense man, but he had a good sense of humor and gave his people his full support.

    "What do you think of stem cell and regenerative biology?" Witton sat back and took a sip of his coffee, looking disinterested except his penetrating eyes betrayed him.

    "I know I can be trouble, but don't you think that would be a bit drastic. How about a little face-lift, so people won't recognize me. I'll be good."

    "I look forward to that day. You don't care, do you?"

    "No. I protect people, not morals. It seems to me that right and wrong are subjective. They depend on time and place and conditions then and there. I know what feels right and wrong for me, that's all I care about.

    "Mr. and Mrs. Askam are biologists working on stem cell research. They own a company called BioCells and are funded by individual investors and don't depend upon government funding. In a sense, that makes them more vulnerable to fanatics since the outcome of law suits to stop federal funding doesn't affect them. To make matters worse, Vanaja Askam is an atheist and has written several articles and research papers that criticize the Catholic Church's position as rooted in the dark ages. Her hate mail has escalated recently and the Committee believes there is a real danger to her."

    "What about her husband?" I asked. If they own the company...

    "Her side of the business is involved in human embryonic stem cell research; whereas, his efforts are directed at adult stem cell research."

    "What is the difference?" I asked, not that I really cared except in that it helped me identify the potential terrorist.

    "Several groups consider embryonic stem cell research unacceptable on moral grounds. They believe that gathering the stem cells requires the destruction of a human embryo and is the same as abortion. The U.S. bishops have overwhelmingly approved a statement calling the use of human embryos in such research 'gravely immoral' and unnecessary "

    "Is he also an atheist?" Again, I didn't care but.... Witton shrugged.

    "That's unclear. He keeps a low profile. His articles have been neutral with respect to embryonic stem cells and religion. They have been confined to his goals and specific achievements. It's unclear whether it's to distance himself from his wife or to differentiate the research."

    "Or to keep the fanatics away," I said. "She would certainly attract the attention of the full range of true believers and give the fanatics God's permission to punish her."

    "It's alright if God chooses to punish her; however, you are there to make sure it's left to Him." Witton smiled.

    "If He does, let's hope He doesn't take it personal that I'm guarding her."

    "Let's hope He's patient and will wait until her time's up. She will meet you at her home in Northborough, Massachusetts, tomorrow morning.

***


    Ann Marie booked me first class into Boston and had a limo drive me from Logan Airport to Vanaja's home in Northborough. It took over an hour mostly on Interstate highways. Finally, we exited onto Church Street in Northborough and a few minutes later onto Pleasant Street, a nice two-lane road with older, well-spaced homes on good-sized lots.

    "Wait until I'm sure I'm at the right house," I said to the elderly driver, and handed him two twenties as a tip. I liked him. He had managed to keep the drive from becoming boring by pointing out various points of interest, and he didn't try to interrogate me.

    The house looked like three buildings had been squashed together forming an "L" shape. On my right leg a two car garage, on the left leg a building with windows, and swashed in center another building that looked little more than an entrance. I knocked and a minute later a woman, about my height with light brown skin and long black hair tied back, answered the door. She stood there appraising me without saying a word. So, I returned the appraisal. She was dressed in a black Kurti with silver embroidery around the neck and ends of the mid-length sleeves. Although she was frowning in concentration, her skin was wrinkle free.

    "You are the Kazak Lynn?" she asked. When I nodded, she continued. "You don't look like what I expected."

    "Sorry, too late to change now. All my stem cells have already been assigned duty." I think the initial meeting is the hardest part of the being a bodyguard. It tends to be a contest of wills. If I wasn't careful, they would treat me like a servant. Governor Masson was the first and last. She gave a snort I took for a laugh.

    "Well, come in and we can get acquainted. Mr. Witton did warn me that you have rules that weren't negotiable...and that you were worth the aggravation," she said with a smile that lit up her angular face and large almond eyes. "You can call me Vanaja."

    I waved to the limo and entered the house. The squashed middle house opened up into a large open floor plan. With the kitchen, dining area, and living area in one great room.

    "You drink coffee?" she asked as she made for the kitchen. I nodded while looking around. The rooms certainly weren't cluttered with things. The dining room table had place mats for four but nothing else. The kitchen countertops had only a few containers and a Keurig coffee machine. Similarly, the living room had some books and very few knickknacks, almost like it had been staged for sale. She gave me a cup and I followed her into the living room. She sat on the couch and I found a straight back chair facing her. She said nothing so I assumed she was waiting for me.

    "My rules are simple-I go where you go." I usually liked "ignore me" but it didn't seem to fit here.

    "That does sound simple but I suspect it isn't given Mr. Witton's comments. Can you be a bit more specific?"

    "Let me put it this way. If you are out of my sight then I can't protect you. Therefore, I must be able to see you at all times."

    "That must be difficult for eight hours a day." She frowned while looking towards the floor. I could almost hear her running over a typical day with me following.

    "No, Vanaja, twenty-four hours a day, unless Witton sends me relief, which is unlikely." Very unlikely.

    "That's impossible!" Vanaja said, her large brown eyes wide open.

    "What time of the day or night do you believe those threatening you think it's unfair to attack you? While you're sleeping, working, eating? They will strike when they think you are most vulnerable and that will depend on who they are."

    "Your right, of course. But twenty-four hours a day isn't possible. You must sleep."

    "I'll sleep, possibly better than you, but I'll wake at any sound that isn't normal. I have many years of conditioning and training. You would consider it difficult to stay functional on four hours sleep for several days. It wouldn't affect my performance."

    "Are all Kazaks like you?"

    "We've all survived the Hill... The Kazak School. And while we've undergone the same intensive training, we are all unique individuals and have our own idiosyncrasies. While I won't intentionally try to annoy you, I'm not here to make you happy. I'm not your slave or your pet, and I don't do tricks. I don't care about your morals, ethics, love life, company secrets, religion, politics, or past secrets. I have immunity, so if I shoot someone it is bad for him not me. I'm here to protect you and no one else, unless protecting that person somehow protects you. And I'm willing to risk my life and your good will to save your life." I thought that summed it up nicely. Vanaja sat there with her mouth open staring at me. Then she laughed long and hard.

    "I like you, Lynn. You've managed to tell me very succinctly in only a few words what it would take most people hours to explain, and I doubt it would be as comprehensive." She laughed again. "So I guess it's not going to phase you when I protest and bitch at your rules?"

    "Nope. Few of my clients like my rules before someone tries to kill them."

    She checked her watch and stood. "Well, Lynn, it's time to go to work. Have you had breakfast?"

    "Don't worry about me. I'll eat when you do."

***


    It took less than twenty minutes to drive to her facility, located in the town of Shrewsbury, only a few miles away. The building was a single story brick building well isolated from its neighbors. The property had well-manicured lawns with well spaced maple and ash trees. A small gravel parking lot lay well off to the side of the building. The side leading to the entrance was mainly glass and gave a good view of the offices inside. Two large glass doors with BioCells, Inc. displayed on each door along with office hours and emergency numbers.

    We entered into a good-sized waiting room with a leather couch, several padded armchairs, and a young, blond woman receptionist perched behind a white marble semi-circular counter.

    "Helen, this is Kazak Lynn. Lynn this is Helen. She's our guardian angel. Helen, would you have a pass made up for Lynn. She's to have the same access I have," Vanaja said as we reached the counter.

    "I'm pleased to meet you...Miss Lynn...or should it be Kazak Lynn?"

    "Just Lynn, Helen. I'll bet your job is harder than mine," I said, thinking of all the people she had to deal with every day. I could be rude or ignore people, she couldn't. She gave me an award-winning smile that I bet could turn any man to Jell-O.

    "BioCells operates as two separate companies. I direct activities in the Pluripotent division and Kapil, my husband, directs the Stromal division. The offices you saw from the walkway to the entrance served both divisions; however, the labs are separate," she said as we proceeded down a long sterile hallway. She stopped at an intersecting corridor. "To the left is my domain, to the right, Kapil's."

    "Has he been receiving threats?" I wasn't worried about his safety but wondered if the anger was against the company, the Askams, or specific to Vanaja's research.

    "No. In fact, we are often compared-he's the good biologist and I'm the evil one." She smiled at something she found amusing. "Kapil is very intelligent and very conservative. He is not one to fight the establishment." She turned left into an office before the hallway dead-ended at door with a sign reading: RESTRICTED AREA - Authorized Personnel Only.

    Her office, by the look of it, had no clutter. A straight lined cherry desk with bow front sat in the middle of the room and off to the left a five shelve cabinet filled with books. In front of her desk, two brown-leather armchairs sat on large sand and maroon colored Persian rug. On the wall were several pictures. I wasn't sure but they looked like abstract digital art.

    "Lynn, I have work to do..." she said more like a question-what about you?

    "Ignore me." I grabbed one of the armchairs and pulled it over to the corner on the right side so I could see whoever entered. She shook her head and pulled out some papers and began reading. I pulled out my new Smartphone and began reviewing today's news. On the Hill, my instructors had emphasized the need to stay current. We operated in a wide variety of environments and a needed a basic understanding of it to be efficient. Besides, it reduced the boredom. Several hours later there was a knock at the door. Thankfully. The current inane speeches by our elected officials were giving me a headache. When I compared the latest polls on an issue to our elected officials positions, the charitable conclusions would be that they either can't read or they are in the early stages of Alzheimer's. The more likely conclusion is that their reelection contributors...

    "Come," Vanaja said, looking up at the door. It was Kapil who entered.

    "Am I interrupting?"

    "No. This is my bodyguard, Lynn," Vanaja said, nodding in my direction. It was interesting that she didn't mention I was a Kazak. Of course, he may already know.

    "No offense, Lynn, but I would feel better if you were a six-foot six muscle man."

    "But six-foot six muscle men are bigger targets," I said while evaluating Kapil against Vanaja's earlier remarks. A small, thin, of Indian descent, about his wife's height and coloring, but everything about him said American-the modern cut suit, his hairstyle, modern glasses, and lack of any discernible accent. At least on the surface, he appeared a very conservative man. He grinned.

    "And he couldn't follow my wife everywhere she went. I'm hoping these threats are just a few angry individuals who want to scare her into dropping her current line of research." Kapil dropped eye contact with me and turned to Vanaja. I think my steady appraisal of him made him nervous. I suspect staring at someone didn't qualify as polite but then I didn't consider it part of my job description. Although I had no reason to assume the people threatening my client had or would employ an Assassin, I had to assume he could be an Illusion Assassin. "Would you like to join me for lunch, Vana?"

    "That would be nice, Kapil. I'm sure Lynn could use a change of scenery."

***


    The BioCells facility didn't have a cafeteria, so Kapil drove us into Worcester, to the Brew House. When we entered, I looked around and pointed to a table along the wall. "That table, please." I added the please in an attempt to get off to a good start. Vanaja gave me a why look.

    "What if that table isn't acceptable?" Kapil asked defiantly. His eyes held mine.

    "I guess you won't be eating with your wife then."

    "Why," Vanaja asked before Kapil could respond, holding her hand up to quiet him.

    "I like my back to a wall and need to be able to see any line of sight access to you."

    "That's ridiculous," Kapil said with a forced laugh.

    "I won't tell you my theory on stem cells if you won't tell me your theory on protecting your wife." I continued to maintain eye contact. Vanaja laughed.

    "I can see this is going to be an interesting adjustment. That table is fine."

    Kapil didn't continue his protest, but he was clearly unhappy. When they sat, I leaned back against the wall."

    "Do you eat standing up, Lynn?" Vanaja asked with a frown.

    "Yes, order me something I can eat with one hand while standing."

    "That's ridiculous. Everyone will be looking at us." Kapil seemed more concerned about appearances than her safety and the fact she needed a bodyguard.

    "That's the object. Anyone who wants to harm Vanaja will know I'm here. If that doesn't discourage him, then he'll know he has to take me on first."

    Kapil shook his head and picked up the menu. Vanaja sat staring at me, obviously deep in thought. Finally, she nodded and picked up a menu and extended it towards me. I shook my head.

    "Anything I can eat with one hand."

    "You don't care?"

    "No. Actually, the worse the food is the better, since it's less likely to distract me." I grinned although I was serious. Vanaja snorted and began perusing the menu. When the waiter arrived, Vanaja ordered a Salmon Calabria for herself and a Turkey burger for me. Kapil ordered a Chicken Picatta. The waiter, a boy in his late teens, keep sneaking looks at me, so it didn't surprise me when he had to return to the table to verify their drink orders. Eventually, Kapil managed to forget about me and the conversation turned to finances. I continuously scanned the restaurant, which had a steady flow of customers and waiters coming and going. Nothing interesting happened and no one looked like a threat.

    When we returned to the facility, Helen waved a red and white card at me. "...Lynn, I have your badge. When the system scans your eye at the lab door, you can enter a password and it will be activated."

    "Thank you, Helen," Vanaja and I replied simultaneously. Kapil and Vanaja separated at the intersecting corridor, each heading for their respective labs. After we had our eyes scanned and entered passwords, we entered a large room partitioned into three separate compartments. One area was enclosed in glass with a locked door, the second a working laboratory with large microscopes, centrifuges, beakers, refrigerators, and other equipment I couldn't begin to recognize. The last area looked to be a combination conference, reading, and thinking area with comfortable leather chairs, desks, tables, and computers.

    "Here Lynn, put this on." She removed two white smocks from a small cabinet and handed me one, which I slipped on while scanning the room. She led me over to an Asian-looking women sitting at one of the desks. She was presently engrossed in a computer monitor. She flinched when Vanaja spoke.

    "Liu, this is Lynn, my bodyguard. She'll be following me around. Ignore her if you can. Lynn, this is Liu. She's one of the leading biologist in stem cell research in the world."

    Liu was tall for Chinese decent, standing a few inches taller than me. Judging from the grey streaks in her otherwise long black hair, she had to be in her fifties although her skin looked smooth.

    "Hello, Lynn. Are you pro or con on embryonic stem cell research?" Liu looked up at me, her oval brown eyes twinkling.

    I noticed the two men in the room were looking in our direction waiting for my reaction. I surmised Liu was always very outspoken.

    "I'm pro Vanaja," I said, which provoked a grin.

    "Can't be too careful," Liu said, smiling up at Vanaja.

    "Joban, Daniel, this is Lynn, my bodyguard. She will be following me wherever I go, so try to ignore her," Vanaja said in a slightly raised voice. The two men mouthed "Hi, Lynn," and then went back to whatever they were doing. I snagged one of the chairs and rolled it back against a wall were I could see the door and the rest of the room and sat there evaluating the three individuals. Joban was a medium height, thin, middle-aged man of Indian descent. James was a short and stocky white man with a shaved head. Vanaja spent time with each individual and worked on something by herself. I didn't detect anything worth detecting-unfortunate since I didn't like using my iphone when other people were in the room with Vanaja. I don't know what I thought could happen, but...it would ruin my whole month if Vanaja got killed while I fiddled.

***


    Back at the house, I made Vanaja give me a tour of the house. The ground floor had an open floor plan that included a modern kitchen with black-speckled-ivory granite tops, dining area, family room, and a large living room. A hallway led back to a formal dining room and a media room. The floors were covered with Brazilian cherry hardwood. The walls and doors to the terrace had too many windows, providing easy access and visibility. Out the terrace doors, a large deck which over looked a professionally landscaped back yard. A large number of trees blocked the view to the neighbors. Upstairs there were four bedrooms. The master one had its own bathroom suite. The basement had a media room and a library, loaded with books, CDs, and DVDs.

    Vanaja spent the next hour preparing a traditional Indian dinner of chicken Malsala, Naan, and a Mulligatawny soup. I ate sitting off to the side on a small end-table where I could see them, doors, and windows. The open design helped. They spent the evening downstairs, I stayed upstairs close to the stairs. I had to make a decision: not to trust Kapil and stay with Vanaja downstairs or trust Kapil and watch the ground floor. Because of the easy access into the house, I decided the upstairs posed the greatest risk.

    Around ten Vanaja came upstairs. "Lynn, I'm off to bed. There is a spare bedroom upstairs if you would like to sleep there."

    "No thanks. I'm going to move a chair upstairs on the landing. I'll sleep there."

    "You're kidding?" She stood there shaking her head like a dog just out of the water.

    "I'd prefer a chair in your bedroom, but I've decided to compromise." I grinned, although I actually meant it. This house had far too many access points and windows for snipers to shoot into. I had a headache. I would prefer her sleeping downstairs, but had settled for thick curtains on the bedroom and bathroom windows since the bedrooms were on the second floor.

    "Are you carrying this a bit too far?"

    "To tell the truth, I don't know. If I were giving odds, I'd say no. The most likely threat is from fanatics and paid thugs. They are most likely to strike at night or when you are outside. Because of their special skills, professional Assassins will attack anytime or anywhere." I paused for her to digest what I said. "But I don't believe in playing the odds with a client's life. Therefore, I must assume the threat is real and you could be attacked by anyone at anytime."

    "I don't know what I expected when I was told I was getting a Kazak bodyguard. I guess I expected a young athletic man who would sit in the lobby and go home at night. I think I've been spending too much time in the lab." She laughed. "Alright, I'll leave the bodyguard business to you."

***


    The months dragged on. I knew I needed a new iphone when it claimed it had been only three weeks. Each day much the same as the last: up around seven a.m., dress, eat, and go to the BioCells facility, office and lab, out to lunch, back to the facility, home, cook dinner and eat, read, and go to bed. Neither Vanaja nor I had received so much as a dirty look. Even Kapil had stopped giving me hard looks. The most exciting thing in the evening occurred when a few cars drove by.

    It caught my attention when I heard a car stopping on the street outside. I got up and propped a chair under the doorknob to the basement, so Vanaja and Kapil couldn't leave and crawled over to the front door. I opened the door a crack and saw a man splashing a liquid from a can onto the driveway as he made his way towards the garage. His back faced the garage so I could only see his side, so I shot him in the arm and waited to get a better shot. The bullet spun him around to his knees and into the shadows. Before I could shoot again, shots rang out and several bullets hit the door and side window. When the shooting stopped, the car sped away. The man I shot was no longer there so I had to assume he made it to the car. I could hear Kapil trying to get through the door from the basement. I closed the front door and walked over and removed the chair. Kapil's head appeared.

    "What happened?"

    "Call 9-1-1, someone shot at the house and I suspect that was gasoline they were emptying on your driveway."

    "They could have killed us!" he shouted at me as he ran for the phone. I stopped Vanaja from leaving the stairs.

    "Vanaja, stay there until the police come, and we know they have left the area."

    "Why didn't you chase them?" Kapil shouted shaking his fist in my direction. I ignored him. He stopped shouting at me to scream at the 9-1-1 operator. After his hung up, he stood staring at me until the police arrived-three police cars and two fire trucks. When Kapil let the police in, I allowed Vanaja out of the basement. Kapil was clearly agitated, his voice going from his normal baritone to a tenor.

    "My wife's damn bodyguard was too afraid to chase after the thugs...." The policeman waved for me to join them. I ignored him and followed Vanaja as she headed to the door to look.

    "What happened, Lynn?" she asked. The driveway swarmed with activity. Firemen were spraying a foam onto the surface, two policemen stood in the road trying to keep the traffic moving, and two could be seen walking down the road searching the side of the road-for bullet casings I assumed.

    "A car pulled up and someone jumped out with a can and began splashing it on the driveway. From the look of things, it contained gasoline. I shot him and someone in the car returned fire. Then they drove off."

    Just then the police sergeant came over, followed by another policeman with Kapil tagging behind.

    "I need a statement from you," he said sounding peeved. Kapil's face was tight and red with anger.

    "A car with several men in it stopped on the side of the road, about half an hour ago. One man jumped out with a can and began emptying it on the driveway and headed for the garage. I shot him. I suspect he will need medical attention with at least a bullet in the arm and maybe one in the side. The men in the car returned fire and then they drove off."

    "You shot him?" He asked frowning. I nodded. "I'll need your gun and you'll have to come down to the station and give a statement."

    "No to both. I'm a Kazak," I said pushing up my sleeve to show my tattoo.

    "I don't care what you are. Harry, take her gun and escort her to the station."

    "Call your captain. He will tell you that you have no authority over me no matter what I did." I could tell this guy was not going to be reasonable. Of course, I wasn't going to be, either. He pulled out his Glock and raised it towards my chest. As he did, I stepped towards him turning a torso away and grabbing his gun hand. I twisted the hand, which extended his arm, and drove my forearm through his elbow. It cracked. The gun dropped to the floor. I drew my gun as I swept his feet from under him. The officer was just coming to terms with what happened as the sergeant hit the floor.

    "Unless you want to die today, officer, I suggest you don't draw your gun." He moved his hand away from the holster. The sergeant lay stunned as I picked up his gun. I took out my iphone and hit "1" on my auto dial. Witton answered.

    "What."

    "Someone attacked Vanaja's house. I shot him but he got away. The police sergeant here tried to take my gun and insisted I go to the station. I have him and his sidekick under house arrest, but the sergeant is going to need medical attention. I broke his elbow and maybe his wrist."

    "Try not to kill anyone." The phone went dead. I watched as Kapil slid towards the phone. I walked pass the officer, took his gun, and met Kapil at the phone.

    "If I were you, I wouldn't reach for that phone." I doubted he and I would ever get along, which became his problem.

    "I'll testify at your trial and celebrate when they take you away."

    "When did you stop caring about your wife?"

    "How dare you. I love Vanaja."

    "You want me to chase after a car full of gunmen and let your wife be unprotected. You want the police to take me to the station and leave your wife unprotected. You want me to go to jail for wanting to stay close to her. You had me fooled." While I talked, Kapil's tan skin slowly turned a dark crimson. Vanaja had walked over to us and now stood looking back and forth between us. Like everyone else in the room, no one had thought about the consequences of what was happening.

    The silence was broken by the sergeant's personal hand-held radio.

    "Sergeant Sims. This is Captain Clarton," the speaker squawked.

    "Corporal, I think you should get that. I don't think the sergeant's up to it," I said nodding to the other policeman. He unhooked it from Sims's belt.

    "Sir, this is Corporal Jackson. Sergeant Sims has been injured...by Mrs. Askam's bodyguard," Jackson said sneaking a nervous look in my direction.

    "Get Sergeant Sims medical treatment and leave the Kazak alone. She's authorized to carry weapons of any kind and is not subject to our jurisdiction. Sergeant Sims should have checked with headquarters when she identified herself as a Kazak. The Askams are lucky she was there."

    Over the next hour, the firemen finished their inspection, Sergeant Sims was treated and taken off to emergency for x-rays, and Kapil went off to sulk somewhere. Captain Clarton stopped by as the last vehicle was leaving.

    "Mrs. Askam, I want you to know that I've assigned a police detail to keep surveillance on your house until further notice. I understand you've been getting threatening emails and letters. Fortunately, most times no one follows up on them. Hopefully, the incident with the Kazak will discourage them from trying it again," he said and turned his attention on me. "Kazak Lynn, I'm sorry Sergeant Sims pulled a gun on you. He should have called headquarters first. But I think he's paid for his over reaction."

    "I agree. I told the sergeant but he may have forgot in the excitement that I wounded one of the men. He will need medical attention. You may want to alert the medical facilities."

    "I will. Mrs. Askam, I'm sure you're in good hands, but I'll keep a patrol car in the area. Goodnight ladies," he said before turning and leaving. Vanaja remained quiet as she poured herself and me a cup of coffee.

    "You were very hard on Kapil, Lynn. He means well but he doesn't handle crises well. He likes an orderly world. It's one of the reasons his research is on adult cells-there's little if any controversy about them." She gave me a weak smile. "I'm still having trouble coming to grips with the events tonight. I know some people feel very strongly about embryonic stem cell research but I didn't think they would try to kill me."

    "I don't think they were trying to kill you. I think this was meant to be a warning. Shots were fired only because I shot one of them. Otherwise, you would have some fire damage to your garage and siding but little else."

    "If you wounded one, won't that stop them?"

    "I doubt it. Fanatics tend to escalate their violence when threats don't work. They believe they are above man's law. Ironically, they want the full protection of man's law when they're caught."

    "That's not a comforting thought." She stood looking at me. "I thought you were being ridiculous insisting on staying close to me. I still think you overdo it; but, I'm glad you're here. If you're right and it escalates, I'll be glad you're overdoing it."

***


    Another week of boredom, which tends to be a problem since everyone relaxes-except me. No action means the fanatics are being cautious and therefore will have a better thought out attack. I've decided that the people after Vanaja are most likely normal upstanding citizens pretending to believe in democracy-so long as you believe what they do. Of course, a few failures could mean they would hire better thugs and even Assassins at some point. Meanwhile, I waited vigilant and bored.

    "Time for lunch," Vanaja said as she rose from her desk. Kapil hadn't joined us since the incident at the house and had done his best to avoid me. I watched everyone in sight as usual, since anyone could be involved in this kind of deeply rooted issue. I noticed a car parked off to the side, as Vanaja stepped into the road on her way to the parking lot. As she did, the car started moving. I pretended not to notice and slowed so I was a step behind her, hoping the car intended to sideswipe her, which would mean I wouldn't be in danger. Suddenly, a horn blasted and the car jumped forward as the driver accelerated. It was a good technique because the noise froze Vanaja. I stepped forward with one leg-providing me with a wide-rooted stance, grabbed her arm, and waited a second for the car to get closer. When it was only a second away and the driver committed, I yanked her and my forward leg backward. As she stumbled past, I let my momentum spin me 360 degrees and drew my gun. The car had gone about fifty yards by then and continued to accelerate. One man was staring out the back window shouting something. I took careful aid and fired three times. The back window shattered and the man in the back screamed. The car weaved from one side of the road to another before gaining control and disappearing up the street. Vanaja lay sprawled on the sidewalk with scrapes on her forearm and a torn pant leg. As she rose to one knee, I saw tears in her eyes.

    "They're gone," I said hoping to reassure her the immediate threat had passed. I noticed the office windows were crowded with people staring at us. Two men came running out and over to us.

    "Can we help, Vanaja?" one said as he helped her stand. The other stood looking at me like he would a wild tiger.

    "Help her to the car. I'll take her to the emergency so they can look her over and treat the scrapes." Fortunately, her Cadillac had a Navigation unit.

    "You were right. The violence is escalating, and you need to be close to me." She didn't smile or look at me. "Did you hit anyone?"

    "Yes, maybe two. One is either dead or will require emergency care."

    We arrived ten minutes later. When we entered, they were just putting a man on a gurney. He looked dead, which was confirmed when they pulled the sheet over his head. Another man was being seated in a wheelchair by an orderly, while a medic pressed a pad into his shoulder. I walked over and stood in front of the wheelchair.

    "Step away," I said nicely. Well, I didn't snarl.

    "Out of the way, idiot. This man is bleeding and need immediate medical attention," the middle-aged medic said, waving for me to move off. I drew my gun, but kept it lowered and scanned the room. Sure enough, a small weasel of a man was moving toward the door.

    "Stop and face down on the floor or you'll be joining your friend. The one on the gurney," I said for clarification. He stopped. People were now out of their chairs and backing away from him and me. I waved Vanaja behind me. "Vanaja, call 9-1-1. We have the people who tried to kill you. You!" I said to medic. "Back away from him. If he tells me who wants my client dead, you can wheel him away. Otherwise, he can sit here and bleed to death."

    "The Pope." He grinned. I waited while continuing to scan the room for trouble.

    "He's going to die if you-"

    I raised a finger to my lips. "Maybe his friend the Pope will come to his funeral."

    "You will burn in hell!" the man in the wheelchair screamed. I remained silent waiting. His shirt was now stained to his waist and blood was dripping on the floor. "You'll go to jail for life if you let me die." It sounded like a plea this time. I waved my gun at the medic when he began to inch towards the wheelchair.

    "Lynn, the operator said the police are on the way. Shouldn't you let them take the man into surgery."

    "No. He's choosing to die a martyr."

    "Father Callahan. He said Vanaja Askam was the devil's spawn, killing God's children. The Bishops and the Pope have confirmed it's direct killing. He said she needed to be stopped in God's name for the sake of our future children."

    I stepped back and motioned for the medic to take him away and walked over to the one lying on the floor. "If I were you, I would plead guilty because if I see you again you'll be joining your friend on the gurney."

    Just then two police officers entered the room and shortly afterward, Captain Clarton.

    "What happened this time, Kazak Lynn?" He nodded to Vanaja as she came up beside me.

    "Someone tried to run Mrs. Askam down. I shot at the retreating car. When we arrived here to have her cuts treated, I found the driver and his friends. One's dead, one is in surgery as we speak, and him." I nodded to the one on the floor. "The one in surgery claims Father Callahan encouraged him and others to stop her in God's name. Seems to me he forgot a couple of commandments: thou shall not kill and taking the name of God in vain."

    "What about you?" Clarton asked frowning.

    "Like soldiers and policemen, I don't do it in God's name."

    Clarton spent a few minutes with Vanaja listening to her tell what she saw during the action. Then I accompanied her back to get patched up, much to the Doctor's frustration.

    "You can't come in. Wait out in the hall if you must. You've caused enough trouble today. That man almost died," he said loudly. His face twisted in anger. I guess he forgot those three men started the trouble. When I walked by him without answering, Vanaja said, "It's alright, doctor."

    He stripped her down to her underwear, and gave her a thorough inspection before applying salve and wrapping her arm. Vanaja drove and decided to go home.

    "You could warn me next time. Thinking back, I realize you saw the car and knew what was happening before the car moved."

    "If I had, where would you have run that the car couldn't have followed? In that case, he would have been able to anticipate your movements. Thinking we hadn't seen him, he thought you were frozen in place and didn't anticipate you moving. It was the best solution at the time." I shrugged. She snorted.

    "What next?" she asked, resignation apparent in her voice.

    "All you can do is go on with your life and let me worry about keeping you safe." I wish I knew. It would be so much easier.

***


    The next evening Father Callahan stood in the entrance when Kapil answered the doorbell. They had just finished dinner and putting things away.

    "Good evening, Father," Kapil replied. "Please come in. You're most welcome."

    I kept careful watch as he entered. Priests were not above abusing the Ten Commandments they hold up as God's word. And I was not above shooting a priest or rabbi or... He walked directly over to Vanaja and nodded.

    "Good evening, Mrs. Askam. I came to assure you I do not condone what those men-"

    "Yes, you do. You just don't like being called to task for it," I said.

    "How dare you-" Kapil began, but stopped when Callahan shook his head.

    "You must be the Kazak that murdered Mr. Herbert."

    "And the Kazak that is going to continue murdering your avenging angels until you run out of parishioners or I run out of bullets."

    "You are a very disturbed young woman. I can only hope that God will have mercy on your soul."

    "I'd worry about your soul. I don't remember Jesus sending his disciples out to kill people. If I were God, I wouldn't want my ambassador on earth preaching hate and tinkering with my ten commandments. I doubt God thinks the one about not killing is poorly worded." I dislike hypocrites, especially when they want others to do their dirty work so their hands don't get soiled. Vanaja coughed in an attempt to stifle a laugh. Kapil's face was twisted in fury. Callahan stood silent for a long time.

    "Mrs. Askam, I know you are an atheist, but I would appreciate it if you would attend church services tomorrow at ten a.m. I am not asking you to participate, just listen. I'm afraid my passion has been misinterpreted and I need to correct that. I still oppose embryonic stem cell research in any form and want my congregation to fight it in every legal way they can-legal way." He turned and left without another word.

    "She's an abomination, Vanaja. Get rid of her!" Kapil shouted when Callahan closed the door behind him.

    "Lynn, I'm impressed. Your tongue's as deadly as your gun."

***


    Vanaja did attend services the next day. I sat with her in the back. Kapil sat up front. True to his word, Callahan did spend over a half hour the expounding on the church's moral opposition to embryonic stem cell research but then emphasized God did not condone violence. Their opposition should be directed towards legal remedies. I wondered if I had struck a nerve or if he just could not afford to lose more parishioners.

    The next two months were more boring than the previous months. Vanaja continued to receive hostile email and tweets, but they seemed more like the normal rants frustrated people give when someone doesn't agree with them. I looked forward to being taken off this assignment and a week's vacation to see Clare. I had earned it. I decided to lobby for an end to the assignment.

    "Hi, boss. This is your extremely bored Kazak who is in need of a good therapist to unscramble my brain."

    "Her office couldn't be in Denver?"

    "She's the best in the country at putting new life into this worn out Kazak." Just the thought of Clare brought a smile to my face and a tingle through my body.

    "I'll check with the Committee. Things do appear to have settled down." The phone went dead. I'd bet he was as rude with his clients as I can be. I loved that man.

***


    I woke to the sound of two cars pulling off the side of the road in front of the house. When I made it to the bottom of the stairs, I could see men running up the driveway and several heading for the side of the house. I counted six but there could be more. I took up a position in the kitchen. It provided reasonable cover and had a good view of most of the doors-and hit "1" on my speed dial.

    "Yes." Given the time around three in the morning, the muted response acknowledged he understood the seriousness of my situation.

    "Two car loads of gunmen just dropped in-" My mouth dropped open when I heard a key in the lock and the front door swung open. A head peeked around the corner, then he and another slipped into the room. I shot the first one twice in the chest. As he staggered back against the wall I shot the other one twice. He hit the door. Neither man fell. The first one raised his gun and fired in my direction. SHIT, it's Leesun all over again, the bastards are wearing bulletproof vests!

    Just then, I heard windows being smashed from down the hallway to the media and formal dining rooms. I pulled out my backup gun and began firing at both men's legs-the room was barely lit by the three-quarter moon and they were moving which made the legs an easier target than the head. If I had been Jesse... My stomach ached from the thought.

    Shots and glass from the sliders onto the deck exploded inward as a heavyset man came crashing through and stopped. His gun arm rotated as he looked for a target. Coming up from behind the marble counter, I shot three times. The moonlight and his stationary position made him an easy target. The first two hit home and his head spraying blood in every direction as his momentum drove him backward in the room. Bullets slammed into the counter and ceiling, which meant the two from the front door were on the ground-hopefully bleeding to death-and the counter blocked their fire. I dropped into a split as two men came creeping into the main room from the dining room hallway. That caused the man coming around the corner to hesitate, while he searched for me. By the time he found me on the floor, I had a clean headshot. I scored a direct hit on the first one but missed the second one as he jerked back. He peeked back and we both fired- and missed.

    Just then the door to the garage opened, which was on the opposite side of the house. No shots followed. Having arrived late and in murky light, I doubt they knew where to fire.

    "What's happening," a voice from the door shouted.

    "She's in the kitchen!" one voice came from the floor by the door and the other from the entrance to the dining room. Logically they will be looking for me to exit from around the counter away from the door, since the man on the floor and the one in entrance to the dining room had the other way covered. So, I took two crouching steps and rolled toward the entrance to the dining room. Several shots rang out as I rolled to a standing position against the hallway wall with my gun ready to shot. To my surprise, the man in the hallway was staggering backward-the man on the floor most likely shot him in the process of shooting at me. I shot him in the head to be on the safe side. As I turned back, the man on the floor was crawling forward so he could look into the hallway. I shot him in the head, twice. Pain seared through my side as two blasts rang out. Kapil stood halfway up the stairway with a shotgun.

    As I put four shots into his chest, it all became clear: his attitude towards me, the efforts to have the police arrest me, the key in the lock, and the shotgun in the bedroom. I just hoped he hadn't killed Vanaja yet.

    I didn't know how many were left, but the shooting had stopped. At least temporarily, we seemed to have a standoff. That suited me because I could see the staircase so no one could get up to the bedrooms. The only possible problem came from the blood running down my leg. I couldn't afford a long drawn out stalemate. I tore my shirt off and held the rolled up cloth tight against my side.

    "What's the situation out there? Who has the shotgun?" a voice from the door to the garage shouted.

    "That was Kapil. He hit her but I don't know if she's dead or wounded. We might be the only-" the voice by the sliders was interrupted by sirens and flashing red and blue light danced on what was left of the windows. I have to admit that I was happy to see the boys and girls in blue. More shots.

    "Down on your knees, hands behind you head. Now!" several voices shouted from the outside.

    "Vanaja, are you alright?" I shouted and crossed my fingers.

    "Yes," she said from the top of the stairs, and then she screamed. "KAPIL!"

    "Stop!" I shouted and fired a bullet into the ceiling to get her attention. "Stay where you are. There are still several gunmen running around. The police will be in here in a few minutes. Wait for them." I was tired and slid down the wall to a sitting position. The last thing I remembered was noticing my hand had turned a pretty shade of red.


    
CHAPTER NINETEEN

    I woke to the smell of antiseptic and Al the Cheetah leaning against the wall in the corner.

    "Hi, Al. We have to stop meeting this way."

    "Witton wanted me here to make sure you didn't shoot any of the nurses or doctors. We could have avoided this medical stuff, if you had invited me and some of the boys to your party. I thought we were friends."

    "I called Witton to invite everyone, but no one showed."

    "Next time, give us some notice and we'll bring the entertainment."

    "How long have I been here?"

    "Three days. They've kept you heavily sedated...for their protection." Al grinned. "They had to operate. You had a slug in your calf and multiple shotgun pelts in your side and arm. And you had lost a lot of blood."

    "Why are you here?" I asked. "Is the Committee or Witton mad at me?"

    "Actually I'm here to protect you. You've upset a bunch of people: a few of the local police for breaking the sergeant's arm and for not being held accountable, most of Callahan's congregation think you should be tried for killing a good church going man, friends of the dead gang members probably would like revenge, and Vanaja hates you one minute and loves you the next."

    "I did her a favor."

    "Witton doubts anyone would try to kill you, but he thought you deserved some peace and quiet. Vince the Panther is guarding Vanaja, although I doubt it will be for long. The serious threat seems to be over. The police investigation has concluded that Kapil had encouraged some of Callahan's parishioners to convince his wife to stop working on embryonic stem cells. When one got killed, he saw an opportunity to stop his wife permanently and hired a local Boston gang. And Vanaja is considering a long vacation while she decides what she wants to do with BioCells.

    "That's good. I need a vacation. Do you know if Witton called Clare?" That was going to be about as much fun as being in a room full of African bees.

    "He's not stupid, Lynn. He'll give you lots of time off and your plane in return for you telling her." Al laughed. "I've met Clare. She's a sweetheart, but she's a little sensitive when it comes to you."

    I had a conference call with Witton the next day, which pretty much confirmed what Al that told me-he hadn't called Clare, I had the Company plane when I was fit to travel, and I had as much time off as I needed. Al kept me company for the next six days, although I said he didn't need to if he left me a gun. Secretly I was glad he stayed. He helped make the days go faster and his experiences were interesting and good information for future clients.

***


    "Good morning, Kazak Al, Lynn. The pilot informs me we are cleared for takeoff in ten minutes. Can I get you anything while we wait?" Katherine said in her normally cheerful voice.

    "Good morning, Katherine. You look beautiful as usual," Al replied. "I'd like a glass of Bordeaux if you have it; otherwise, any red wine will do."

    "Coffee and dessert. Anything sweet," I added. It seemed I felt constantly hungry. My body's desperate plea for calories to repair the damage I had caused it. And the pain to remind me it was unhappy.

    "One super sweet dessert coming right up," she said as she headed up front.

    "Are you staying overnight in Denver or are you continuing on today?" I asked. Al was going to California to escort some VIP to and from Mexico.

    "No, I'm continuing on today. My VIP leaves tomorrow. I'm hoping associating with you will attract an Assassin or two. Of course, you seem to have hit a dry spell. I don't think you've shot an Assassin or even got a complaint on your last couple of assignments."

    "They probably don't know who to send it to."

    Katherine returned with a Dark Chocolate Cheesecake. I had two slices before we were airborne. I slept most of the time when I wasn't worrying about meeting Clare. She was far too quiet when I called her yesterday saying I was coming today.

    It was late afternoon by the time I departed the plane. Clare stood waiting just past the security checkpoint. She looked pale. I hoped it was my imagination but knew it wasn't. I knew it wasn't my fault I had been shot, but I felt guilty anyway because I knew how much it hurt her. Conversely, she was angry with me for being shot although she knew I couldn't leave when the shooting started, but she was worried sick and had to release the frustration on someone. Love's wonderful but can be stressful.

    "Can I kiss you without breaking something?" she asked as she cupped my face in her hands. That look hurt worse than my injuries. I leaned forward and gave her a long tender kiss. "Don't worry, love. I called Witton this morning and screamed at him so I'm mostly over my rage. I've actually become fond of the man. He's willing to listen and understands my need to blame someone other than you."

    "Yes, I like him too. He's been there himself and takes the time to understand his people and their mates. He's not only a good boss but a friend." It was true. Witton did make an effort to understand me and extremely supportive of me, my Rules, and Clare.

    A relaxed silence existed on the drive back to the Condo. I was home with my love again-an alternative universe for me. One I couldn't stay in permanently, but one I loved with all my heart. Back at the Condo I lay on the couch in Clare's arm listening to her tell me about her life over the past months. Neither of us wanted to talk about my work for now. That would be a story for later.

    In bed that night, Clare examined every scar, stitch, and bruise, gently touching and kissing each one. By the time we fell asleep, I felt healed.

***


    I mostly stayed home over the next week except for two visits to the local hospital to have the stitches removed and x-rays. One night we went to a show and had dinner out.

    "Well, I have everything cleaned up and have a week or so off. Do you have something planned or do I get to pick?" Clare asked while kissing my neck.

    "How am I supposed to concentrate when you're doing that?" Her hot breath sent goose bumps down my whole body. "Don't stop kissing. Just stop asking trick questions."

    "I thought maybe we could go to this little cozy lodge...in New Zealand," Clare paused for only a second to look at my face before rushing on. "The Kazaks are probably paying for it and if not you have plenty of money. I always wanted to see New Zealand."

    "We have plenty of money. A six star lodge?"

    "I would've but five is the top. You've spoiled me-private planes, suites at five star hotels and resorts, expensive restaurants, and...well you get the idea."

    I picked up my iphone and dialed Ann Marie.

    "Ann Marie's travel agency," she answered. "How can I help you, Lynn?"

    "Clare has decided my recent injuries entitle her to a vacation in New Zealand."

    "Tell her I agree."

    "Me too. She's decided she'd like a suite at the Matakauri Lodge and a private plane if that's possible; otherwise, first class will do in a pinch," I couldn't help but laugh at the foster care child booking five star hotels and flying on private planes.

    "I'll call you back with the details."

    We were midway through breakfast the next morning when Ann Marie called. I put the phone on speaker.

    "Good choice, Clare. I've got booked you for ten nights, Gendel is sending his plane, which will wait there for your return, and I got Witton to pay for the lodge, since Lynn's not using the company plane and has her own private nurse and shrink."

    "We owe you, Ann Marie," Clare said. "Tell Witton I take back some of the bad things I said to him and I'll return her in...fighting condition."

***


    "Welcome aboard, Miss Lynn, Miss Frazer. It's nice to see you two again," Susan, Gendel's stewardess said as we entered plane. "I hope you fly with us more often, you pick some nice places to go and we get to wait for you. Would you ladies like something to drink before we takeoff?"

    "I'll have some red wine and something non-alcoholic for Lynn. She's trouble enough when she's sober." Clare giggled like a little girl. We walked by and settled for a chair with a table between them. "I wonder what's for dinner?" She giggled again. "Damn, this giggling has got to stop but I can't help it. I've got my love home with me and we're flying in a private jet to a five star resort in New Zealand where we have suites. The Queen of England couldn't do any better. Oh, and I have a private Kazak bodyguard."

    "Yes, my love. There is no one in the world I'd trade places with right now. My life is perfect since I met you."

***


    It was a fourteen-hour flight to New Zealand, so we had a layover in Hawaii. We ate dinner in the hotel and went to bed early in anticipation of an early departure the next day.

    We landed at the Queenstown Airport where a limo waited. The driver, a broad man of Maori decent pointed out the local attractions as we drove through Queenstown to the Lodge. The Matakauri sat on a hillside overlooking Lake Wakatipu and a looked out over the Cecil and Walter Peak mountain ranges.

    Unlike a stateside lodge, there were no log beams and dark wood. In contrast, the walls and wood were white, the ceiling high, and the rooms modern looking. Each room had floor to ceiling glass windows with a spectacular view of the lake and mountains.

    "Lynn, look at the view. With all this glass, it looks like we're outside, and look, a terrace. It's beautiful, even better than the pictures on the Internet." Clare wandered into each room and onto the terrace talking nonstop. I don't know what Witton was paying, but I would have paid triple to see her so happy.

    The ten days flew by. We took a hot air balloon ride, a helicopter flight over the Southern Lakes and the South Island, a hair-raising Jet Boat Ride through the incredible Shotover River Canyons, took in a live performance by Queenstown's leading Kapa Haka group, explored Queenstown, and visited the spa several times. And fell in love again and again. Being with Clare was like drinking from the fountain of youth.

    But like all fairy-tale vacations, midnight comes and the coach turns back into a pumpkin and life returns to normal. Fortunately, my normal life held everything I could wish for.

***


    I was surprised when Witton called shortly after we returned from New Zealand, since it had only been three weeks and he usually waits for me to call him.

    "Lynn, how are you feeling?" he asked. A strange question.

    "I'm healed enough to take an assignment." Mentally I felt well thanks to Clare, but physically minimally functional. Clare stood shaking her head and looking ready to scream. I put my finger to my lips. This wasn't like Witton.

    "Tell Clare to relax. It's not for four more weeks," he said. I could almost see him smiling.

    "You almost gave me a heart attack," Clare shouted.

    "Megan and Jody will graduate four weeks from now. You are going to be their mentor. Something we normally do with new Kazaks but never did with you. Somehow, you didn't seem to need or want one. The question is whether Megan or Jody is like you and can handle assignments without backup or need a partner. One of them will take responsibility for the next batch of women candidates. You will mentor the other one. They will be arriving here twenty-five days from today. I want you here when they arrive."

    "That's not four weeks," Clare shouted but she was smiling.

    "Enjoy the extra time." The phone went dead.

    Yes, I appreciated the extra time. I had entered a new chapter in my life quietly without realizing it. I had found a home and a life-partner that I cherished. I felt complete. I didn't know what tomorrow would bring but it didn't matter. Today was perfect, and I needed to enjoy every second.
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