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CHAPTER ONE
  



The Assignment
"I'm sorry I'm late," Annette Liang said as she entered the spacious office of the Director of Homeland Security. She wasn't sorry, but it was the appropriate response given the circumstances. The request to attend this meeting had barely given her enough time to catch the flight they had scheduled her on and hadn't allowed for any delays in flight times or D.C. traffic or negotiating building security. Her suit was crumpled and the French twist that held back her long black hair was loose, but she felt lucky she had made it at all. Of course, the distinguished middle-aged man behind the massive cherry desk wasn't interested in excuses.
"This is the beginning of many tight schedules, Ms. Liang," the man behind the desk said as if reading her mind. "The stony-faced man in the chair to your left is Colonel Matel, Special Forces. Colonel Matel, the out-of-breath late-to-arrive lady is Senior FBI Agent Liang. Have a seat, Ms. Liang, and I'll explain why you are here." He took a sip from his coffee cup while watching her drop into the only other empty chair.
The Colonel looked to be in his forties, close to six feet, a wiry athletic build, short sandy hair, and an angular face.
"People used to send nasty emails when they didn't like something someone said or did. They were easy to ignore. Then the trend became organized protest rallies, which over the years have increasingly become violent, resulting in injury and or destruction of property. They weren't so easy to ignore, but they could be contained. And usually the only people injured were participants or those dumb enough to be involved as bystanders. That was bad enough. Now it's in fashion to have the individual assassinated, and the criminal elements have been quick to seize upon the trend as a business opportunity. The FBI confirms a five hundred percent increase over the last three years of groups that provide assassins for hire. Even more disturbing is their growing level of professionalism, which is beginning to approach State sponsored groups. Over the last two years, four congressmen and two senators were assassinated, and that does not count the number of congressmen, senators, and senior members of the government who were wounded in failed attempts. So, congress and the senate have authorized the creation of a special group that will report directly to the Director of Homeland Security."
"What good does that do? Every organization has a security group of one kind or another," Matel interjected, obviously not impressed. "What about the FBI, Secret Service, and Diplomat Security? Isn't that what they do?"
Liang agreed with him but didn't think the Director was seeking her opinion.
"It's one of methodology. Those groups try to stop an assassination by investigating potential threats, monitoring the activities of known trouble-makers, infiltrating suspicious groups, checking out the area the VIP will be visiting, and maintaining a physical presence. And when they encounter a threat, they tend to be reactive rather than proactive, due to their current rules of engagement. The new group's agents will be accountable only to a special appointed court which will sanction very lenient rules of engagement. Although no one will admit it publically, collateral damage, while unfortunate, is preferable to the assassination of a senator, congressman, or VIP." He didn't smile.
"Interesting. Battle-field rules on American streets," Matel said, almost as if thinking out loud. Liang was too busy trying to imagine FBI agents with … shoot first authority.
"Well put, Colonel, although I think congress considers them new rules to meet an evolving terrorism that threatens our democracy."
"How does that affect me ... us?" Matel nodded in Liang's direction. The Director smiled before answering.
"When the congress, senate, and president of the United States unanimously agree on anything—an extremely rare event—nothing is impossible." The director stopped and took a drink of his coffee while openly scrutinizing Matel and Liang. "They have passed a bill called the Zero Assassination Program, ZAP. It authorizes the Director of Homeland Security to develop a special anti-terrorist group. This group will have special rules of engagement and immunities in order to carry out their responsibilities. Their charter is not to seek out and bring to justice assassins or groups offering assassins for hire—that's for the FBI—but to provide highly trained agents to protect individuals considered at high risk to professional assassins. You and Ms. Liang will create and manage this group."
Liang felt a growing sense of panic. She knew such a project was a quagmire that would suck the life out of her. "That will take years—" Liang began desperately searching for a way out, although in the back of her mind she knew she had no choice. The director's raised hand and wry smile confirmed her thoughts.
"You have my sympathy, for what it's worth. Producing a charter would require endless committee hearings with lawyers and special interest groups, congressional approval, the creation of new schools because the current ones aren't adequate, hiring and training staff, developing a curriculum, recruiting and screening candidates, and finally years of training—gives me a headache just thinking about it." He grinned and gave a snort. "I would estimate six to eight years before the first agent would be operational, and they wouldn't be any better than the groups Colonel Matel mentioned. Given that, I can understand your anxiety and all the excuses you’re trying to come up with why you aren't the right person for the job."
Liang nodded agreement while waiting for the but to come. He hadn’t rousted her out of bed at two in the morning for something that was going to take six years. And it didn't sound like the director was recruiting volunteers or that excuses were going to work. 
"The president was very understanding after I explained everything that would be required. He has agreed to give me two and a half years to produce the first group of ZAP agents."
"Ridiculous," Matel said in a tone used to being acknowledged as the end of the discussion. Liang agreed with him but knew by the smile on the Director's face that it didn't matter.
"True, Colonel Matel. And impossible when you consider that the president and congress expect dozens if not hundreds to be produced. Although the president is a reasonable man, he has to contend with the combined pressure of the congress and senate. Consequently, we have no choice but to produce the first ZAP agents, two or three will do, in the two and one half years. He has agreed to consider the first ones prototypes."
"Impossible," Liang involuntarily gasped out—a real faux pas. You didn't tell the Director of Homeland Security something was impossible even if it was. You just suffered the consequences.
"Difficult, Ms. Liang, but not impossible. Like the president, I'm a reasonable man, so you and Colonel Matel have no rules, no paperwork, no audit trail, and no money limitations. You want—you get." He extended two normal-looking Visa cards, which Liang and Matel retrieved. The cards looked like any normal Visa card; however, when the hologram was tilted, the Visa dove disappeared and the seal of the United States Congress appeared in its place. 
They were jarred out of their inspections of the cards by the director's voice. "These Visa cards have no limit. The only requirement is for you to verify your purchases. Ms. Anderson will send you an encrypted email once each day. You need merely verify you made or authorized those charges. No explanation or justification will be necessary—a reasonable precaution given the unlimited nature of those cards. Once you verify the charge, it will be approved and the debt paid. And yes, you may make cash withdrawals. In fact, your first withdrawal will be two million dollars, one million each. Consider that your salary for accepting this responsibility, because as of today you are officially on extended leave-of-absence from your current positions. In reality, it's more like a bonus, since you will charge all of your expenses whether business or personal to those cards: meals, clothes, etc." 
He paused, which was a good thing since Liang wouldn't have heard anything else while her rational mind tried to process the total absurdity of the situation: no paperwork, no rules, no accountability, unlimited funds, all expenses paid. It felt like a dream, and she was tempted to pinch herself. And she doubted the Director of Homeland Security was into practical jokes. Colonel Matel sat there, frowning.
"What's the catch, Director Wegner?" Matel asked the exact question on Liang's mind.
"The most powerful people in the world fear for their lives. Because they don't want to give up their power, they are willing to do whatever is necessary to fix the problem. If necessary, they will amend the constitution and raise taxes to pay for it. So in a sense, there is no catch. Of course, there is a bill that you and I must eventually pay. I'm risking my career and probably my future by placing my trust in you to deliver. Likewise, you must deliver a program that meets very high expectations, or else." He shrugged, leaving the consequences to their imaginations. 
Liang was sure whatever she imagined wouldn't be half as bad as the real consequences. Matel looked resigned to the situation. 
"I've rented the Jefferson Suite, a two bedroom unit, at the Mandarin Oriental Hotel. It's reserved for a week. After that, you will have to make your own reservations. You're accountable only to me, but I have no intention of managing you. Contact me only if you can't get something done and need my help. Well, I imagine you are anxious to get started." He rose, signaling the end of the meeting. "Ms. Anderson is waiting for you in my conference room."
Matel and Liang rose and exited the office unsure of where his conference room was located, but when they looked down the hallway, a young woman waved to them.
"I think that's Ms. Anderson," Matel said, pointing. She looked like a college kid, out of place in an area where everyone was in business attire. She was dressed casually in jeans, a green print blouse with a rounded neck and three-quarter length sleeves, and grey Basics running shoes with pink trim. 
She greeted them with a cheerful smile. "Hi, I'm Tara. I'm going to be your information technology interface. Come, I'll show you your new toys." She waved them into a room with a conference table for twenty, leather chairs, and floor-to-ceiling windows with a good view of Congress Heights and the surrounding area. "First, I have a Samsung Galaxy Note smartphone for each of you. I can change them if you prefer something else, but I thought the ease of scribbling notes might be an advantage over typing. Using G-Note, emails between us will be encrypted," she said while handing one to Liang and then one to Matel. "Then, I have two MacBook Air laptops—loaded. I've given you three secure, password controlled areas, which you can rename. Your first email from me ..." She tapped on her smartphone. "… is the passwords for your laptop and the secure areas. The password for your G-Notes is your last name and the number one, which you should change. Any questions?"
"Your phone number in case we need to reach you?"
"I'd prefer email, but my cell number is in your initial email."
* * *
Matel and Liang left after a brief tutorial on G-Notes and their new laptops, caught a taxi to the Mandarin, and proceeded directly to the room. Matel took two steps into the room and froze. 
"The damn bill for this is going to be astronomical."
Liang wandered past him into the room and after a look around nodded agreement. It looked like some rich person's house: two tan-leather couches, mahogany furniture, two maroon-leather wing-backed chairs, and black and silver granite counter surfaces. The two bedrooms, one with a king sized bed and the other with two queens, each had their own bathroom. And the main room had a picture window with a breathtaking view of the city. Matel's voice brought her back to reality.
"I'm Phillip. Phil," he said, sticking out his hand.
She shook it. "Annette, Ann." 
"What do you say we order dinner? I doubt you've had an opportunity to eat a decent meal today." He handed her a menu, smiling. "We'll make it a working meal. The first of many I suspect."
They each selected a steak dinner and agreed on a bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon. While waiting for room service, Ann used the time to change into worn jeans and a Henley shirt. When she joined Phil, he’d changed into a Hawaiian shirt and brown slacks. Dinner was a quiet affair, as she tried to come to grips with the day’s events. Fortunately, her companion seemed deep in thought as well. 
Finally, Matel refreshed Liang's and his glass, rose, and waved for Liang to follow him to the main sitting area. "Well, how would you like to proceed? I suggest we start at the end and work backwards."
Liang sat on the couch facing him. Out of his uniform, he looked less … intimidating. "Backwards?"
"Yes. Decide what the final product will look like, work on the school, and then the recruitment, etc. backwards," he said, giving her a crooked smile as though evaluating her. 
Liang sat sipping her wine for several minutes. "Yes. I like it. We can't develop training or recruit or set policy until we know what we want the graduates of the program to look like." She nodded. "College graduates. They will be interfacing with well-educated people. They must be able to understand and communicate with the people they come in contact with and not be intimidated by their environment."
"Physically fit, strong, good reflexes, into contact sports maybe—" Matel stopped when Liang snorted and gave him a wry smile. 
"You're assuming young men," she said, her lips creased into a small grin.
"There may be exceptions, but yes. I'm not being a chauvinist, just realistic. If I were to attack you, a trained FBI agent, do you think you could win?" He grinned back.
"You're trained in combat self-defense techniques and have seen action, so I'd give you a forty percent chance of winning."
"What? I'm talking about without any weapons!" Matel frowned and seemed to assess Liang's lean body mass and five foot seven-inch height. 
"I understand, but you don't. You assume I'm not as strong as you, have less body mass, slower reflexes, and am not as well trained in the art of killing. Those assumptions would immediately give me an advantage because I've studied Kung Fu for years and know a number of lethal spots that take little strength to disable or kill. Therefore, our contest wouldn't be the slug-fest you imagine. The first blow would determine the winner."
Matel stared at Liang for several moments. "Of course, you're right. We aren't looking for them to brawl or take prisoners. Combat rules—kill the opponent—no warning or negotiations or reviews afterward."
"Well educated, qualified as an expert with a handgun, master of self-defense ..." Liang said, deep in thought.
"Knife fighting and throwing, knowledge of explosives ..."
"Bodyguard protocol—"
"What do you mean?" Matel asked.
"I think we need a set of rules we expect each ZAP agent to use when guarding someone. What does he or she do when the client decides to eat at a restaurant? When the client decides to go out with other people, or on a date? What if ..."
"Now I have a headache." Matel finished his glass of wine and refilled it, then pushed it to the side. "A criterion for passing has to include a psych review." He gave her a lopsided grin. "A program like this is certainly going to attract nuts of all kinds."
"Now I've got a headache." Liang said, putting her head in her hands. "People willing to kill without hesitation but not gun happy psychopaths. Ninety-nine percent of the FBI agents would hesitate to pull the trigger unless someone was shooting at them. ZAP agents can't afford to wait or try to negotiate."
"I agree. But is that in large part due to the review afterward, rules of engagement, or ...?" He shrugged. "I know the rules for an FBI agent and a combat marine aren’t the same."
"I guess we will have to find out. Can you imagine how long some of these issues would take if they had to be decided by a committee, reviewed by lawyers, and approved by congress?"
"Yes, you and I would retire before the bill passed." Matel laughed. "I'm actually feeling a bit better about our chances of pulling this off. I'm not saying it's going to be easy, but the director has reduced the number of obstacles: no committees, reviews, or money issues."
* * *
They worked every waking hour making lists of things that needed to be done and slowly filling in the details. Late on the third evening, Liang looked across at Matel and laughed.
"I hope I don't look as bad as you do, Phil. You look like you've just come back from a not-too-successful combat mission."
"Well, if you want to maintain that hope, avoid mirrors." He smiled. "We've made good progress in the short time we've been at it, but I think it's time to prioritize. All of these items we have don't need to be done right now. Some can wait, while others can't. For example, we need a location, buildings, equipment in place before training can begin and that will take time to make happen."
"You're right. I'm going to cover all the mirrors. And about prioritizing the things that need to be done or at least started."
* * *
By the end of the fourth day they had the list prioritized:
1: Find location, begin construction, and order equipment.
2: Develop recruitment notice and places to seek candidates and instructors.
3: TBD
"That was simple and certainly brings everything into focus," Matel said when they finished. "Any suggestions on where we should hold the training?"
"Some place secluded. If they are going to be operational in two years, the candidates will have to be sequestered for the entire time." Liang wasn't confident that two years, even working seven days a week, would be enough. "Although that will probably rule out married people."
"Unless they were planning a separation or divorce. But I suspect the candidates we want will consider this position worth the cost—like being a Navy Seal," Matel said, looking off into space. "And we have to consider the staff and their families. They’ll need to be close to civilization: shopping, schools, entertainment, and doctors." 
"What about California, around the Los Angeles area? Edwards Air Force Base is near there. Maybe they would let us use a corner of their base. The base is mostly vacant desert. Alternatively, we could buy a hundred acres around Lancaster for next to nothing," Liang said, turning her laptop so he could see the Google map she had on the screen. Matel spent a few minutes checking the satellite view of the area.
"I like it, especially Edwards Air Force Base. They would already have extensive security, limited shopping, medical and mess facilities, and a landing field. We would just need to construct a few buildings to accommodate our training. That would save us months if not a year. I think this is a job for Director Wegner—from the Director of Homeland Security to the president of the United States to the Secretary of Defense to the base commander of Edwards. If we can resolve issues like this with a phone call, maybe we have a chance of succeeding, Ann."
"All right, who do we call to get our trainers and candidates? Because I doubt the director intends to do our leg work."
"Well, we had better get started then." Matel pulled a pen from his shirt pocket and smiled in reply.
 



CHAPTER TWO
ZAP School
Colonel Thurston’s office emailed that he would meet with them to work out the details around creating the ZAP training facility. Tara, their technology person, set up a help wanted ad at universities with ROTC units, military installations, and select paramilitary groups currently under contract with the government:
 WANTED: Men and women for a new division of the FBI charged with protecting high profile individuals. The job is demanding and rewarding. Those selected will be in an elite group directly combating terrorism on American soil. To apply call 1-800-000-0000.
Callers were directed to an automated survey and had to answer a series of questions that Matel and Liang planned to use to slim down the list. Questions included educational level, age, willingness to use physical force to defend a person in their charge against a terrorist, available for two years’ training, etc.
And Tara set up a second ad directed to military installations, selective martial arts organizations, major newspapers, and selective Internet sites.
WANTED: Instructors for a new division of the FBI. NEEDED: Self-defense instructors, weapons trainers, and consultants in psychology, nutrition, physical fitness, and information technology. To apply call 1-888-000-0000.
Callers had to answer a ten-question survey that included current position, years in the field, related experience, current salary, willingness to relocate, etc.
They booked two suites and a conference room at the Embassy Suites in Palmdale and flew out the next day.
* * *
Matel and Liang's new conference room located on the second floor of their new administration building was well equipped with two wall monitors, whiteboards, executive-like chairs, and a conference room table capable of holding twenty. A wall of windows looked out onto miles of flat landscape with sand and cacti.
Three months had passed and things appeared to be progressing well—actually better than could be expected. To Matel’s surprise, despite their diverse backgrounds, the two had worked seamlessly over the months, understanding each other's weaknesses and strengths. Today's meeting was the first time the core team had been assembled together. Liang took a seat at the head of the table while Matel remained standing.
"Good Morning. This is going to be a regular Saturday morning meeting to ensure we are all on the same page. Today, I'd like each of you to introduce yourself and give a synopsis of what you have been doing, what needs doing, and any potential problems. I'll start." Matel gave them a moment as he sipped his cappuccino. He felt strange being out of uniform and a little sad. The military had been his life and it appeared one way or the other that phase had ended, but his mind was still struggling with the transition. "I'm ex-special forces Colonel Matel, co-director of the new anti-terrorist group, ATG9. I'm responsible with co-director Liang for the Zero Assassination Program. Our mission is to produce at least three ZAP agents twenty-seven months from today." He sat and looked to Liang.
"I'm ex-FBI Agent Liang and I have equal responsibility for ZAP. I don’t have much to add to what Colonel Matel said." She sighed and looked toward a forty-something brunette woman sitting to her left. She was dressed casually but in style.
"My name is Dory Yancy, ex-executive secretary to retired-Senator Gilbert. I'm officially an executive assistant, which means in addition to keeping the directors’ schedules, I'm available to do whatever needs doing. One of my current projects is listening to the recorded answers from those individuals who responded to the ad for agents, sorting them into eligible and not eligible, and setting up interviews for those considered viable candidates." She opened her laptop, typed something, and the monitors lit with the questions. "Those are the questions. Each has a value, shown in parenthesis; the respondent must score sixty to get an interview. The directors typically interview twenty to twenty-five each week. My telephone number is in your handouts should you need to call me. For now, I'm available twenty-four-seven if you need to get in touch with the directors." She cut the display and looked left to a fifty-something broad-shouldered man. He looked like a steel worker with his broad, heavily lined, tanned face.
"I'm Mike O'Brien, facility manager. We currently have four completed buildings. They ain't pretty, but they're functional: the largest is a combination workout, self-defense, and general auditorium. The long narrow building is a barrack, and the short narrow one next to it is a dining facility. It turned out to be too inconvenient to use the one on the base. The fourth—this one—is a two-story combination administrative offices and classrooms. We’re in the process of putting furniture in the classrooms while the administrative offices are finished. The dining facility is partially functional and can handle the individuals currently hired. I anticipate all the facilities will be fully functional in two months." He turned toward the man seated next to him, who looked to be in his early forties by his rugged-looking face. His hair was short and he had a receding hairline but otherwise looked wiry and in prime condition. 
"I'm Matt Andrade in charge of self-defense, which includes weapons training. I've tentatively selected my mixed team of weapon instructors and martial artists and have begun developing a training program. I'm still interviewing and open to changes if someone better comes along." He nodded across the table to a middle-aged woman with shoulder-length light-brown hair.
"I'm Doctor Vanessa Duvall in charge of psychology, medical considerations, and nutrition. My job is to monitor the candidates' health during their training and to weed out those ill-suited to the program. I'm comfortable with the team I've assembled but continue to interview to ensure I have the best team to meet the needs of this program. This will be a very intense two years for the candidates. It will require close psychological and physiological monitoring." She finished with a nod and turned to Tara, who was in her late twenties and the youngest person at the table.
"I'm Tara Anderson. I'm in charge of anything electronic. I see you all have your badges, and they must work since you can get on the base. These are temporary and non-electronic. That will change when the program becomes active."
"Thank you," Matel said. "Director Liang and I want everything ready to go two months from today. If you don't think you can make it, let us know sooner than later. The candidates will have been selected two months from today and scheduled to report here three weeks later." He nodded to Liang.
"While Caesar fiddled, Rome burned. While we fiddle, people who are critical to the United States will die. So although two years is a ridiculous time frame to produce elite bodyguards, it is generous considering the need. If you have a question, don't guess. Contact Director Matel or me for the answer. If you have a problem that affects your schedule, don't waste time trying to solve it, contact us. Let's not create another government bureaucracy. Director Matel, you and I must be available twenty-four-seven."
* * *
"What do you think, Ann?" Matel asked while they sat alone in the new dining facility. Fifty candidates were scheduled to arrive in two days.
Officially she was Director Liang, but she didn't feel like a director. They had made great progress over the months, but she still felt like a worker-bee. The group wouldn't be validated until they produced successful agents, and there were a hundred unknowns awaiting her over the next two years.
"I didn't think we had a snowball's chance in a sauna, and I wasn't sure I would like working with a Special Forces Colonel—macho man used to giving orders—but I like you. We still have a long way to go and plenty of obstacles, but I couldn't have picked a better partner for this project." She smiled.
"Thanks. The feeling is mutual. I too had my doubts about working with someone from the FBI and me being military and you a civilian. But the two perspectives have produced a balanced program. I think we've exceeded what anyone could reasonably expect, but the real question is whether we will produce what they are expecting?"
"I think that's the wrong question. Let’s ask, 'What do we want this program to produce, and will it?'" Liang pushed her plate away and picked up her coffee cup. 
Matel sat quietly, gazing off into the distance. "You're right. In the end, they want individuals to protect them from professional assassins. They have no idea what kind of a person meets those criteria. We’ll have to rely on our vision. We’re responsible and will have to be actively involved in overseeing the training and monitoring the assignments."
"In fact, Director Matel, I think you and I need to qualify as ZAP agents." She put out her hand for a high-five. 
His frown slowly turned into a smile and then he laughed as he smacked her hand in agreement. "I hope we can pass."
 



CHAPTER THREE
  



Candidate Kate
I sat scanning my fellow applicants, which looked like a cross section of America: white, black, olive, tall, short ... except everyone looked relatively young and physically fit. I wasn't sure why I was here, although it did fit a pattern of my life—restless and easily bored. I had graduated from the University of Illinois with a Liberal Arts degree, but I'm not sure I had a major—more of an eclectic degree: I had taken courses in accounting, computer science, psychology, Spanish, logic, biology, mathematics, history, and English searching for my area of interest but hadn’t found it in my four years at the University. But by then I was bored with college. 
In school I had also tried swimming, tennis, soccer, and partying. I was pretty good at sports and better at partying but even too much of that got boring—the same thing with the same people repeated over and over again. So the ad had piqued my interest and even more so, the automated questionnaire. The questions were provocative and had forced me to look seriously at my life and feelings—something partying didn't require. It took me three calls to complete the questionnaire because of questions like: Would you be willing to kill someone trying to kill a person you had sworn to protect?
Would you be willing to risk your life to make a significant difference? I could have just given the answers they were looking for, but I hadn't. I had answered honestly and been surprised at what I discovered—I might be willing under the right circumstances. The follow up telephone interviews hadn't provided much additional information. The interviewer had merely gone over my answers in more detail.
My musing was interrupted when a thin Asian woman with long midnight black hair dressed in a dark blue pantsuit walked in accompanied by an athletic-looking man.
"Good morning," the woman said, stopping in front of the bleachers where we were seated. "I am Director Liang and this is Director Matel. I apologize for the vagueness of the help wanted ad. We had hoped the information we provided in the ad plus the survey questions would interest the type of applicants we were looking for. We believe it did. You're the fifty-two we selected from the one thousand four hundred who answered the ad. This orientation will give you the information you need to make an informed decision on whether you want to enter the program. First the bad news: you will be sequestered for the two years this course will require. You can write letters and make limited phone calls, but you will not be allowed to leave this facility." She paused to let the whispering die down. "If you survive the program, you will be in an elite group within the FBI, somewhat like the Navy Seals are to the military. Of course, like the Seals qualification program, the dropout rate is expected to be high. Those who qualify will protect the elite of America and in the process, save the lives of persons who contribute to the success of our way of life and to the security of the United States. They will also enjoy exceptional pay, benefits, and privileges not found in any other government agency. Questions?"
"Why two years?" asked a tall red-headed young man.
Director Matel answered, "So that you will be prepared to defend your client and yourself against the type of professionals who we expect will be trying to assassinate the people you will be guarding. You have much to learn. Although two years sounds like a long time, we believe it's the minimum amount of time necessary to prepare you."
"How are women expected to be able to fight professional assassins, especially if it’s a man?" asked a woman on the other side of the room. 
Matel again answered, "You’ll be well trained in the art of self-defense and weapons, but it's the rules of engagement that will give you the most advantage. The FBI rules are in most cases very restrictive and consequently reactive. Your rules will allow you to be proactive. That means you can act with excessive force at the first sign of trouble, and that you can shoot an unarmed man if he appears to be a threat to you or to the person you are protecting. That's why two years. We want to ensure you are equipped to protect your client and yourself under any and all conditions."
The questions went on for almost two hours. I had mixed emotions as I listened. It sounded exciting and damn dangerous.
"You have two days to think about whether you are interested and wish to continue. If you are, report back here at noon two days from today. Remember, the program is voluntary. You may leave it anytime you wish," Liang said, ending the meeting.
* * *
It was crazy. Why would I want to spend two years sequestered on a base learning to protect people—actually, to kill people? Of course, I could leave any time I wanted, and the thought of protecting the privileged of society—well watching them—did sound intriguing. For two days my alter egos and I fought, so I hardly knew what or when I had eaten, or washed, or what I saw when I walked the streets. It sounded interesting—it sounded like a lot of hard work. It sounded like fun—it sounded dangerous. It sounded like something that would be worthwhile—it sounded boring. And how long would it hold my interest, since nothing else had? On the morning of the second day, the interesting, fun, and worthwhile won—but only because I could leave if it wasn't. I washed, had a good breakfast of eggs and bacon, and grabbed a cab for Edwards Air Force Base. 
I arrived an hour before noon and found about forty candidates already there. The room was full of a low buzz of whispered conversation as candidates speculated on what to expect. By noon most but not all had returned. Directors Liang and Matel entered a few minutes later.
Director Liang held up a hand for silence. "Good afternoon. Today, we will get you registered, assigned beds, issued clothing, and given your schedules. Classes of forty-three will be too large to be effective, so until we have significant dropouts, we will break you into groups of fourteen or fifteen. And for those of you who counted the number who returned, Director Matel and I will be joining the classes. Why? Because those who survive will be the first graduates of the ZAP, Zero Assassination Program. So while we are trying to get you operational, we will be evaluating the training for the next group of candidates. Director Matel and I thought the best way to evaluate the course was to participate as candidates. We expect no preferential treatment from you or the instructors. This is not a college course where a C or even a B is passing. Only those considered 'Distinguished Students' will qualify. 
ZAP agents will be protecting individuals who will have professional assassins out to kill them. And the protocol we will be asking you to adopt will make you the prime target. To make someone a ZAP agent who isn't capable of handling the threat would be unfair to you and your client. I doubt any of you are ready for this course, so we have decided that anyone who has adequate performance but fails to qualify may automatically enroll for a second try. And I will warn everyone now, the only people who are going to pass this time are those who are willing to give one hundred percent of themselves for the entire two years. The hours will be long and the course mentally and physically demanding. We would like all of you to qualify, but I will be surprised if more than five do."
"I'm going to take roll and then assign you to a group," Matel said, and he began calling names. " ... Kate Mathis, group B ..." When he finished, he smiled. "Phil Matel will be in group A, and Ann Liang in group B. If you will follow me, we will get registered." He motioned and we followed him to the other side of the building where three tables were set up, each with a sign designating a group. I went directly to the table with the Group B sign and was the first to arrive.
"Your badge, candidate," a tall athletic man said while holding out his hand. He read my badge, reached under the table, and grabbed a knapsack and handed it to me along with a new badge. The old badge had, "VISITOR: Kate Mathis." The new one just had my name. "You will need to wear the badge for the first week until the instructors get to know you. After that you won't need it, because you aren't going anywhere so long as you are in the program. Your next stop is the barracks. The women’s entrance is B2. Good luck, Mathis," he said, pointing to a door at the far end of the room. 
I wended my way past the other candidates and outside. In front of me was a long narrow building with two entrances. The door at the beginning of the building had a sign with B1; the other door farther along had a sign with B2. Before entering, I stopped to take a good look at my new home. There wasn't much to see, mostly flat desert landscape, a bunch of Air Force buildings off in the distance, and planes of various types I couldn't identify, sitting next to several hangers. When I walked in, I was met by a young woman.
"Hi." She turned my badge so she could read it then checked her tablet. "Kate. I'm Tara. You're assigned to bed five." She turned and pointed to a double bed on her left. "On your bed are three sets of workout clothes, sweat suits, nightwear, underwear, shoes, and miscellaneous toiletries. Try them on to make sure they fit. If they do, write your name on the inside tags. If not, let me know. We used the information you gave us on the application, so hopefully they'll fit. And this is your personal tablet. Your first class will be here in an hour, where I'll go over its functionality and purpose. Put all of your personal belongings in the knapsack including your cell phone, jewelry, etc., fill out the inventory sheet, and then give it to me. It will be returned if you leave the program early or upon graduation."
"Hi, Tara, this feels like what I would think basic training in the military would be like."
"Judging by your schedule, I would say more like Hell week at some sorority repeated one hundred and four times." She laughed, then sobered. "But those that qualify will be very special people and belong to a very special group. Good luck." She turned to greet the next woman entering the building.
In the first class, I learned the tablets kept our daily and weekly schedules, alerted us to any changes to our daily routines, held reading material and class exercises, and provided a way to communicate with staff on personal issues—no Internet or email service. We got a tour of our fenced-off compound and were served dinner and told to get a good night's sleep as tomorrow would be busy. Naturally, I ignored the advice and sat around with the others, chatting and getting to know my classmates.
* * *
I jerked awake as a loud siren blasted through the barrack and a tall athletic woman entered the room. "Good morning, candidates. I'm Sara, one of your fitness instructors. I hope you had your full eight hours of sleep, because today will be busy." She smiled, I think. My eyes still hadn't adjusted to the room's bright lights—it was still nighttime judging by the windows. "You have ten minutes to jump into your running outfits and join me outside. You don't want to be late and come to the attention of our head instructor, George. He's not a morning person." She laughed and exited the building. I wasn't sure what I put on as all my clothes looked alike, and I staggered out the door just as a tall athletic man shouted.
"This isn't a social get together. Form three lines: group A, B, and C." He waited as we sorted ourselves in lines by group. "Now, spread out so you have several feet on either side of you." Again he waited. "You were awakened at six hundred hours. That's six a.m. military time. That gives you ten minutes to get out here, five to get organized, and forty-five minutes for this class. Unless you run very slowly, you should finish at seven hundred hours, just in time for breakfast. Your next class is at eight hundred hours, so if you take longer getting out here, getting into place, and performing the required exercises, you could miss breakfast—an important meal if you expect to survive the rest of the day. AM I CLEAR?" he shouted. He received a variety of mumbled responses.
"I DIDN'T HEAR YOU!" he shouted. I tried shouting back but it came out rather weak. What the hell did he expect at this time of the morning? I protested quietly to myself. The others around me sounded louder.
"Better. Although you are all young and healthy, you are not in the kind of condition you will need to be for the job you are applying to. Your conditioning affects your alertness, reflexes, and judgment. Attributes essential for a ZAP agent. So, if you are serious about being a ZAP agent, this class is essential to your success. All right, on the ground. Give me fifteen pushups."
The exercises were a combination of strength and stretching routines followed by a short three mile run. That proved a reality check on my current physical condition—poor to pathetic. The instructor had maintained a good steady pace and except for a few showoffs, I and most others were panting hard at the finish.
I staggered into the dining building and proceeded down the serving line, picking up French toast, sausages, lots of syrup, and milk. I followed Jasmin, one of the female candidates in Group B, to an empty table. I knew from my college sports that this had been a very light workout, but I was exhausted. Of course, getting up before the sun didn't seem fair.
"What do you think, Jasmin?" I asked while pouring three containers of maple syrup over my toast, hoping that would give me additional energy for whatever was to come.
"About the exercises or getting us up in the middle of the night? Don't care. I'm staying." She had a stubborn look on her face that dared me to contradict her. "I like the ZAP concept."
"Maybe you can give me a little of your enthusiasm. My brain is still asleep in the barrack. What's next?"
"A class on the FBI organization and procedures."
"I guess I should have a quick shower. I doubt the instructor will ignore sleeping in class." 
It turned out the class was interesting. The instructor, Bryon, obviously had real experience in the field, unlike many of the college professors who had never worked a day in their area of expertise. Oh, they had talked to a few people who did, which wasn't exactly the same thing. The class lasted just long enough to digest breakfast and for the maple syrup to begin to work. There was a fifteen-minute break—so I could get my ass to the big building ten minutes away—before Group B's next class, combat self-defense, which had three women: Ann Liang, Jasmin Williams, and me, and twelve men.
"I'm Gunny Sergeant Babcock. You will refer to me as Gunny. This is the first of three classes on the same topic—how to defend yourself when someone is trying to kill you. I will teach you combat techniques used by the elite groups within the military. Master LeBeau will teach you knife techniques, and Master Ku will teach you an alternative style which some of you may prefer. We'll tend to ignore techniques that don't disable or kill. Instead, we'll assume that if you are being attacked it's by an assassin or thug attempting to kill your client, not some obnoxious drunk in a bar while you are off duty." He laughed. "Although as I understand your rules of engagement, that same obnoxious drunk has no immunity if you are with your client."
Williams seemed to enjoy the class, while Liang and I found the techniques hard to perform against the bigger and stronger males in the class. And most the males seemed to take extra pleasure in thwarting our efforts at stopping their attacks. I found the knife self-defense better since they required no strength, just an understanding of the technique. 
To my surprise, Liang helped teach Master Ku's class. I thought I'd prefer his style better after I got over my tendency to fight my opponent rather than to use his force against him. Gunny and Ku's objectives were the same; it was the approach that was different—active vs passive. 
After an hour break for lunch and nursing my bruises, the next class was weapons. I found the class difficult as I had never handled a gun. Not only were the damn things noisy, but also the recoil was like a bomb when it exploded. Both affected my concentration and made aiming difficult. However, I enjoyed learning how to disassemble, clean, and reassemble the standard Glock we would carry.
Afterward, we were introduced to Master Choden, a bald-headed man in a saffron robe.
"Good afternoon, my name is Choden. You may call me Cho. My task is to introduce you to meditation. Sounds strange to teach FBI agents to meditate. Sounds almost contradictory, since meditation is associated with non-violence and you will be surrounded by violence. But meditation is the path to a clear mind—a mind without turmoil. In my opinion, that will be an essential quality for a ZAP agent. If your mind is in turmoil, how will you be expected to decide whether or not to shoot a potential threat? You won’t. And resolving the turmoil will cause seconds of delay. And that could be the critical difference between life and death—yours, the client’s, or that of the individual in question. Something to consider." 
His words were soft and somehow soothing. "Sit, please. Lotus style would be nice but it is not essential. The object is to quiet your mind. For now, that will be impossible, so I ask you to think about only one thing ... your breathing, what you had for lunch, something you learned today. That and only that."
"That was almost as bad as exercise class," said a classmate named Louis as we exited the room.
"Yeah. It was like a there was a bunch of people inside my head each battling for attention for something," said Wilber, another classmate. I agreed but had been impressed by Choden and found myself concentrating on him with some success. He seemed so content. 
Then there was another longer exercise class, which involved muscle building and endurance. Afterward, two classes on Psychology and Government. In total, twelve-hour days, if you didn't count reading assignments. By the end of two weeks, I felt exhausted to a point of collapse, had problems in most of my classes, and was chose to admitting defeat.
* * *
In the end, meditation saved me. Almost from the beginning, the hour-long meditation class felt like a cleansing from the stresses of the day. In desperation, I began getting up an hour early to meditate and spent another hour before bed. 
Over the subsequent weeks, the morning exercise became invigorating, where it had been tiring. I approached the self-defense courses without any expectations of winning or losing and began to understand my attacker. That in turn made the encounter an exercise and the techniques options for me to choose from. 
Master Ku's classes were my favorite because the attacks felt ... smoother ... less stressful ... like a graceful dance. And so I stayed and passed the first six months' performance evaluation. Three women and ten men were told to leave, although one woman and five men were told they could reapply in six months when the new class would be starting. Williams and Liang survived along with me, and the original three groups were consolidated into two.
I lost five pounds and could actually see muscles in my stomach, arms, and legs. Meditation had even helped with shooting, as the gun began to feel like an extension of my arm. Consequently, my aim improved. Like pointing at something, you don't need to sight down your finger.
* * *
The second six months were much of the same, except more intense. The targets were no longer stationary, and we were frequently moving as well. Self-defense required padded equipment as the matches became more physical and closer to what we could expect in a real-life encounter. 
And we were introduced to the ZAP rules of engagement. Unlike the FBI rules of engagement, which varied by situation and were more reactive, the ZAP rules were proactive and applied regardless of the situation. In addition, we had realistic exercises with hypothetical clients. And we were allowed less sleep: we had guard duty and unannounced night break-ins that made light sleepers of us. I should have hated the chaos but found it challenging. 
Without meditation, I would have failed to qualify if I hadn't quit out of frustration. The meditation let me enjoy each day without the worry of what would happen tomorrow or next week or whether I'd survive to become an agent. Liang, Williams, and I passed the second evaluation. That left the three of us the only women. Thirteen men were asked to leave, a few with invitations to try again, and the two groups were consolidated into one for the final year.
* * *
"Kate, I never thought you would survive two months, much less a year," Liang said as we sat eating dinner. They had given us three days off while they prepared for the next phase and registered a new group of first-year candidates.
"One course saved me," I said, reluctant to call her Ann or even Annette as she would be my superior if I managed to qualify.
"Ann, please. This year, we’re both recruits trying to qualify as ZAP agents. Between you and me, I'd just as soon Matel manage the organization alone." She grinned and glanced at him. "What was the course?"
"Master Ghoden's class on meditation. Without that course I would have failed if I hadn't quit first. Guns and physical fights aren't my style. I'm more of a party and fun girl."
"That was my impression," Ann said, nodding. "What about you, Jasmin?"
"Kate got me hooked on meditation, but for me it's hard work. I grew up in a gang-infested district, so I enjoy the self-defense classes and weapons. But I have to give her credit. It does help to clear the mind of distractions."
"That's interesting. Thanks. Part of the reason for the break is for Matel and me to adjust the training based on what we've learned over the past year. I think you're right. Meditation is important, so you'll be happy to know it will remain and be increased. It will replace an hour of sleep." She laughed.
* * *
"Good morning, my name is Dillion. I'm your Game Master. Let me introduce you to your clients. Greg Ward, Joyce Roberts, and Scott Kelly. Each day, one of you will be assigned a client for twenty-four hours. You will take your client to your classes, meals, and at night to the small guesthouse we've had built just north of the barrack. Others of you will be assigned to try and kill the client. You will be notified on your tablets the night before whether you are a ZAP agent or an assassin. For these exercises, you will be issued special Glock-looking guns loaded with paint-bullets. The players will change each day at four hundred hours. Those with a client will find him or her at the guesthouse; the assassins will meet with me at four-thirty hours outside the barrack for instructions."
"Well Louis, how do you want to split the shift?" I asked after being notified that Louis and I would be guarding Joyce Roberts the next morning. I liked Louis. He was almost like the fictional Clark Kent, Superman's alternate identity: quiet and almost timid-like. He aced all his courses, was good with weapons and adequate at self-defense, but his real strength was his ability to assess a situation and react quickly.
"I don't think they want us to miss classes, so what if we split our normal off hours so we can get some rest?" he asked, eyes downcast thinking.
"All right. That's probably the best we can do," I said, not having a better idea and not wanting to try to stay awake for thirty-six hours, as we would have normal classes the next day. At four a.m. I met Louis and found our client waiting for us at the guesthouse.
"Hi, I'm Joyce Roberts, your client. I hope you can keep me alive. I don't fancy being shot with paint balls." She smiled. Joyce looked like a typical forty-something woman probably with grownup children: average height, a little overweight, light-brown shoulder-length hair, and a round face.
"We'll try. Paint on you is a black eye for us. Stay close to us, as we can't trust any of our classmates. Louis, I think we need to stay near the back or off to the side, and one of us hang back to watch the other's back," I said, and Louis nodded.
"We can alternate. I'll hang back at our first class."
We left the guesthouse and proceeded to our exercise class and decided only one of us would exercise while the other watched. At breakfast I let Louis go through the line with Joyce and stayed back. I went through the line after they had found a table against the wall and sat. Eating breakfast with the client was impossible—trying to watch the area and eat. In the end, we took turns eating. Joyce appeared to be enjoying the game. 
My head reflectively jerked left as plates and glasses hit the floor with Max, who lay there laughing. Why was he laughing? My mind whirled as blue paint hit Louis in the back and a second later me in my chest as I reached for my gun. As I stood there with red paint dripping down my shirt and trying to breathe, Charlie stood behind the table to the left of us.
"We'll save Joyce the embarrassment of a paintball, since her ZAP guards have been zapped." He joined Max laughing and soon everyone in the dining room joined in. The exercise went on for six more hours with new replacements for the assassins Max and Charlie. We survived the next assassination attempt but were both wounded. It had been a great learning experience and a wakeup call—assassins killed ZAP agents as well as their clients.
I enjoyed the game, while others were clearly stressed when assigned a client. As a group, I thought we made a lot of mistakes and began keeping a list of why the agent failed and what he or she could have done to avoid the disaster.
Example: When your client eats at a restaurant, do not sit. Stand so you can view the room. Loud noises can be distractions. Draw your weapon and force yourself to scan away from the noise. Keep your gun hand always free …
When Jasmin found out what I was doing, she was quick to incorporate my suggestions and to contribute some of her own thoughts. We slowly became the top two performers.
* * *
"All right, what are you two doing the rest of us aren't?" Ann asked after the third phase when the six-month-review results were posted: seven men were dismissed, which left Liang, Jasmin, me, and four men along with Matel.
"We’re just good!" Jasmin said, trying to sound indignant. 
I nodded agreement, trying to mimic Jasmin's piqued expression.
"Yes, you two are good, but something else is going on, and Matel and I need to know if we are going to produce agents second to none." She stared at me, somehow guessing I was guilty of whatever it was. I opened my tablet, clicked on the file Artemis I'd been maintaining, and handed it to her. She sat there for a long time frowning, smiling, and shaking her head as she read. "You're right. These are the typical mistakes the candidates make, and your solutions are creative. "Why call the file Artemis?"
"Artemis is the ancient Greek goddess of the hunt, and her name translates to 'Safe'," I said.
"Appropriate. I hope you don't mind, but I need to share these with the men. Our goal is to save lives—our clients’ and our agents’—and these observations and advice will help." She looked to me then Jasmin. I nodded. Liang was right. I had started the list to help ensure that I passed, but I was no longer afraid of failing.
"I don't mind. Jasmin and I ... still have an edge." I gave Ann an evil smile.
"What's that?" Ann exclaimed and even looked down at my tablet as if the answer were there.
"Meditation." 
Jasmin smiled at me.
* * *
I should have been terrified to see the training end since it meant I would be in the field facing killers. But I was not only glad to see it end but looking forward to the experience. I had gotten several steps closer to achieving the old Zen saying: When you eat, eat. Simple advice with profound ramifications—enjoy what you are doing now and don't worry about what happened before or what is to come. 
As I expected, Jasmin, Wilber Gilman, Louis Brock, and I were asked to join Matel and Liang the day after the course officially ended. When we entered, Matel and Liang stood.
"Congratulations, your instructors unanimously agree you have met or exceeded the minimum requirements of the ZAP program. Given you haven't changed your mind and you're still interested in becoming a special anti-terrorist agent for the FBI, raise your right hand and repeat after me," he said, looking at each of us in turn. I nodded, surprised I would ever commit myself to anything so patriotic and dangerous. From can't-make-up-her-mind party girl to FBI agent, I smiled mentally. 
"I, Kathryn Mathis, do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies ... duties of the office on which I am about to enter. So help me God," I repeated after Matel. When he finished, he handed each of us our new identification cards and badges: a plastic card in a leather ID holder and a gold badge inside a leather pouch that could be clipped onto a belt or pocket.
"Welcome to the FBI's new Anti-Terrorist Group nine. As the first ZAP agents, we have much to work out over the months to follow. For example, how many agents do we need to protect an individual? Two working twelve-hour shifts or three working eight-hour shifts? How long does an agent remain on a given detail, since assignments are likely to last for many months? And what can or should we expect from our clients?" Liang said, giving a slight shrug. "And how much time off are you entitled to after working twelve hour days seven days a week for an undetermined number of weeks away from home, friends, and family? The good news is your starting salary is two hundred thousand per year. You have excellent health and life insurance plans and rent-free accommodations at the ATG9 headquarters in downtown Lancaster, whether you use them as a temporary or permanent residence. Of course, that good news just confirms the level of risk associated with the job." 
When only stunned silence greeted her, she continued. "Dory has a limo waiting to take you there. I'll meet with each of you tomorrow there on the fifth floor, which is now our new headquarters."
 



CHAPTER FOUR
  



First Assignment
When we reached the limo, the driver, an elderly man in Dockers slacks and a tweed jacket, greeted us.
"Good morning, agents. I'm Freddie," he said with a broad smile on his round pudgy face. Easy to deduce as we all had our IDs hanging around our necks and badges hooked to something in plain sight. "Help yourselves to the refreshments in the cooler. I'm taking you to Meadow Circle in Lancaster. Is there any place you’d like to stop on the way?" When he heard a chorus of "No" he held open the limo passenger's door and waited to close it after we piled in.
Louis examined the cooler. "We have beer, wine, champagne, juice for the health-nicks, and an assortment of sodas."
"Give me an apple juice," I said, mentally shaking my head at the irony—a celebration and party was in order and I was drinking juice. I had decided a couple of months ago when I knew I would graduate that professional assassins and alcohol didn't mix—maybe on an extended vacation, but that was a decision for tomorrow. Louis and Wilber frowned but then seemed to understand when Jasmin also chose a juice. The men after some hesitation chose sodas. As Freddie headed for the main entrance to the base, I grabbed my identification card hanging around my neck and examined it in detail. The identification card had ANTI-TERRORIST GROUP 9 across the top, below that the FBI seal, FBI in large bold letters, and then my picture. I thought my face looked thinner and older—the new me. On the bottom line, ZAP
AGENT KATHRYN MATHIS, and the number 93. And on the reverse side:
ZAP Agent Kathryn Mathis reports to the Director of Homeland Security and is immune from arrest and or detention under Senate bill S.999 and House bill H.R.999. There are no exceptions. Signed: Allen Wegner, Director of Homeland Security. Questions: 800-999-9999.
When I looked up, everyone was doing the same thing. Jasmin had an ear-to-ear smile as she turned her identification card so I could see her picture and the number 94. All ZAP agents' numbers would begin with 9 for the group. Matel got the first number, 91, and Liang the second, 92, and for some reason I received 93.
"I know what you're thinking." Jasmin laughed. "The irony of some senator, or judge, or high-and-mighty whatever relying on Jasmin, an ex-gang member, to safeguard him."
"Or Kate, the can't-make-up-her-mind and life-of-the-party woman," I said, raising my glass of juice. "To the new us."
"To us," Jasmin and the men said in unison.
"I didn't graduate as the class Valedictorian or even With Honors," Wilber said, grinning.
"And I wasn't editor of the school paper," Louis added. "But then I doubt those types would survive the training or want the job if they could. At the end of the day, those VIPs are getting the cream of the crop. Remember, one thousand four hundred applied, fifty-two were selected, but only four ... well six graduated if you count the directors."
"Good point, Louis," Wilber said, and I saw Jasmin nod. I agreed with him. We had earned our gold shields and positions.
The ATG9 Headquarters building was a five-story light-brown stucco condominium complex surrounded by manicured lawns, flowering bushes, and towering palm trees. Just inside the door stood a marble reception counter, and behind the counter sat a male security guard and a female receptionist, both in their early thirties. The guard wore a police-like uniform and looked to be ex-military by his posture. The receptionist was a trim redhead with a friendly freckled-face and a cheerful voice.
"Welcome to The Meadows Condominiums. If you’ll sign in, I will give you your welcome packages and the key cards to your rooms. This is a full service facility with a restaurant, exercise room, swimming pool, tennis court, and a concierge service." She nodded across the room to a smiling older-man in his fifties. "Smithy can get you anything you want, from tickets and plane and hotel reservations to advice on where to go and what to see."
I signed in and took the package she gave me. A small envelope contained my key card. I rode the elevator with Jasmin to the third floor and walked with her to the end of the hall to condo 301, my new home. I noticed Jasmin was across the hallway in condo 302. According to the sign as I exited the elevator, the floor contained thirty condos: 301-315 to the right and 316-330 to the left. I spent a quiet evening reading my welcome package, which contained information about the facility and the surrounding areas of Lancaster and Los Angeles. 
* * *
I exited the elevator on the fifth floor at a few minutes to eight and stood there looking around. The entire floor looked like it was in the process of being remodeled, with workmen and painters in several of the rooms I passed. One glass-enclosed room had people hard at work on what I had come to recognize as state-of-the-art electronic equipment. At the far end of the building the rooms had been opened to create a large reception area and two large offices. Through an open door, I could see Jasmin sitting at a small round conference table with Liang. As I approached the office, Dory pointed to a bottle of apple juice and a glass sitting on the edge of her desk.
"Thanks, Dory," I said, grateful for something to do with my hands, realizing I was excited but also nervous.
"Good morning, Agent Mathis," Liang said as I entered. The office was the size of two living rooms with a large curved walnut desk at one end and a conference table at the other end where she and Jasmin sat. Today she was dressed in an expensive dark blue suit with a lavender silk blouse. Jasmin looked normal dressed in her workout clothes. She hadn't dressed up for her meeting with the Director of ATG9. I smiled mentally, realizing I hadn't either. On reflection it wasn’t surprising, as neither of us had civilian clothing except for what we’d been wearing when we arrived, and I doubted that would fit anymore, after two years of restrictive diets, exercise, and active days.
"Normally, I'd tell you to relax for a few weeks while I find you assignments. You have certainly earned it. But I need one of you on an assignment and one to take responsibility for overseeing the second-year candidates' training, since I will be out of the office. I thought your list of things to do and not to do was particularly insightful and would benefit the next group of graduates. The one who gets the assignment will be paired with me. In the future, it will be another ZAP agent, but I'm hoping the experience will help me answer some of the questions I said needed answering." She sat back and took a sip of her coffee. I looked to Jasmin, not sure what to expect. I wanted an assignment but I assumed Jasmin would also. 
"I'll take the candidates, Kate. It sounds like fun. Besides, you'd just tell them what to do. They will need hints, but they need to discover the best techniques on their own. Besides, I know you want to start annoying the rich and famous." She grinned as she reached across and took my hand. She was a good friend who I’d come to think of as a sister. I gave her hand a squeeze.
"Are you sure, Jasmin?" I asked, feeling a bit guilty that I wasn't protesting. She nodded.
"I'm surprised that was settled so quickly and pleased one of you wants to do it. And you sound like the right choice, Jasmin. We won't do any of these candidates a favor by making the training easy. I'll give you three days off while I arrange things. Until then, you are free to do whatever you want," Liang said, appearing relieved as she rose, ending the meeting.
* * *
"Where would you like to go?" I asked as Jasmin and I sat relaxing in my condo. 
"It will have to be local, seeing as we only have two days. You decide. I have no idea or preference."
"Let's try Los Angeles. It's a big city and I'm sure we can find something or someone to entertain us. At this point I'm not sure if the wild sex I remember really happened or is just the hallucinations of a sex-starved young woman."
"We should be able to find a suitable man in a metropolis of twelve million and find out." Jasmin laughed. "How do we get to wherever we're going?"
"I understand the organization has cars that we could borrow, but I'm not sure I remember how to drive. Besides, neither of us has a valid driver's license. Let try our concierge," I said, rising to go. Downstairs, Smithy called a cab and gave us a bunch of tourist brochures. The cab arrived only minutes later. 
"Where to, ladies?" asked the cabbie, a middle-aged man of Indian descent, grinning.
I looked to Jasmin, who gave me a shrug. "I haven't a clue."
After being sequestered for two years, it felt like I had been transported to a foreign country. I took out my smart phone and did a Google search for luxury hotels. While Jasmin and the cabbie sat staring at me, I found what I was looking for. Several minutes later, after typing and entering the number from my new Visa, I sat back and smiled.
"The Hotel Shangri-La in Santa Monica."
"Very nice hotel but very expensive. Are you sure?"
"Yes, we have a two bedroom suite reserved for tonight and tomorrow," I said.
"We do? We aren't exactly dressed for high society," Jasmin said, pointing to my workout clothes.
"Jasmin, we are going to be confined again, you with the second-year candidates, which I suspect isn't going to give you a lot of free time, and me on assignment. So let's celebrate our graduation: stay at a five-star hotel, buy some good clothes, eat at expensive restaurants, and have fun. We've earned it and we can afford it. They gave us a fifty thousand dollar bonus for finishing the training, we have free accommodations, and we'll be earning over eight thousand a month. We need work clothes, and we should indulge ourselves and buy party clothes for vacations.
"Thanks, Kate. This is a new world to me. I grew up in bad neighborhoods and never had much money. And my scholarship didn't nearly cover my expenses, so I had to work a couple of part time jobs to make ends meet. Now that I have money, I'm not sure what to do with it." She laughed. "Yes, let’s pamper ourselves."
 The Shangri-La was an expensive luxury hotel, which was obvious just from the people coming and going, their clothes, cars, and luggage. When we exited the cab, we got stares from everyone as we entered the hotel and made our way to the reception desk. It was no wonder since we were dressed like we just came from the gym or were here to rob the place when we put on our ski masks: everything black, cotton pants pegged at the ankles, long sleeved shirts, and running shoes. To top it off, our haircuts were short, just over the ears. It took the receptionist, a young girl in her early twenties, several seconds before she could speak. I suspect she wasn't sure whether to direct us to the service entrance or personnel, call the manager or security, or … Her training won out.
"May I help you, Ms?" she said, and a friendly smile appeared. Two years ago I would have been embarrassed wearing these clothes and would've been looking for someplace to hide. I suspect Jasmin would never have had the nerve to walk in here to begin with. Today, a small grin played on her lips, and I was feeling sorry for the girl behind the counter.
"Yes, my friend and I have reservations. Kathryn Mathis and Jasmin Williams." I took out my new credit card, which had my picture on it, and slid it across the counter. Dory had set up bank accounts for each of us, deposited our bonuses, and handed each of us a thousand dollars in cash along with our credit cards as we left her office. The woman was the epitome of efficiency.
"Yes, Ms. Mathis," she managed after a triple-look at the monitor screen that probably gave her whiplash. An older man had walked up behind her as we talked. He said nothing but took the card and ran it through the credit card machine, typed in something, probably the cost of our two-night say, and waited. His wry smile disappeared when it came back approved. What can you say to a badly dressed four-thousand-dollar guest?
After collecting our key cards, we took the elevator to the top floor and down to the end of the hallway and our two-bedroom luxury suite.
"Wow, this is nice," Jasmin said as she walked around the room, opened the French doors and walked out onto the terrace, which provided a panoramic view of the Pacific Ocean. "Look at the view. Think about it, Kate. We will be guarding people who stay in suites like this all the time."
I nodded. "Liang was right. ATG9 agents will live in a world few will ever see. They … we will get to see the people behind their daily masks." I walked around looking into each of the bedrooms. Yes, this was very nice. Jasmin and I might not have endured the training for these benefits, but they were definitely the icing on the double-chocolate cake.
"You've done well, Kate. What next?" She dropped onto one of the beige-leather couches.
"Clothes. It doesn't bother me being in this get-up, but it won't hurt to have some clothes for going out on the town or someplace nice or hunting guys—like tonight. Wouldn't want to scare them off." I laughed. I felt like a bird let out of a cage. We had a quick wash and made our way downstairs. I headed for the concierge desk.
"Hi, my friend and I are in need of some party clothes. Any suggestions?"
"Good morning, ma'am. Santa Monica has lots of clothes shops ..." he hesitated, probably wondering if we could afford anything in Santa Monica.
"Boutiques," I said and received a smile.
"You may want to stroll down Main Street. It has several high-end shops: GOGA, Sumiko, Gioia, and BNY. They have five star reviews. There are also a number of slightly cheaper shops along the street." He had a pleasant smile on his angular face. Overall a good-looking man, athletic build, wavy brown hair, and tall—approaching six feet.
"Thanks." Outside, one of the attendants called us a cab. Over the next several hours, we spent several thousand dollars each, on slacks, skirts, blouses, dresses, shoes, underwear, handbags, and a twenty-four inch carry-on luggage each to put them in. The weather was warm, so I bought a paisley halter dress for nightclubbing, and Jasmin bought a swirl print tank and maxi shirt. Neither of us bought any accessories or clothes that would restrict our movements. We had learned that accessories—not counting a Glock and knife—could be a liability in a fight, and by now it was ingrained into our psyches, even off duty.
Back at the hotel, we stored our clothes, ate lunch, and had the concierge find us a private guide who drove us around all afternoon showing us the sights and helping us decide on nightclubs for that night and the places we would like to see the next day.
That night we hit a couple of the nightspots he had suggested and eventually wound up at the 31Ten Lounge. There I latched on to a six-foot two junior executive at one of the large banks. He looked Italian, with his black hair, Grecian nose, full lips, and nice trim body—maybe he latched onto me. Jasmin danced with quite a few guys but couldn't seem to find one she liked well enough to take home. But then she was looking for something steady and not for a one-night stand, whereas I was looking for sex. I didn't think I wanted the one I found as a steady—he thought too much of himself.
I left Jasmin around one in the morning and went back to the hotel with my hook-up. By the time we got in bed, I was so ready he kept slipping out of me even though I felt as tight as a virgin. The room was dimly lit when I felt him slip out of bed. I didn't move, content to lie there satisfied in many ways. Then I heard the faint sound of the zipper being opened on my black bag, which contained my training clothes and accessories—two Glocks and several throwing knives. I had dismissed the bag as personal things when he had asked. Curiosity is fine when it comes to sex but not black bags.
I rolled out of bed just as he was about to stick his hand into the bag and drove a sidekick into his shoulder, which spun him around and sent him stumbling backward into a chair.
"You bitch," he snarled, and then a sneer replaced the previous rage as he stood and stalked toward me. "You need to be taught a lesson, bitch, and I'm the man to do it."
When he was less than a yard away, he threw a front kick at my chest, which I caught with an "X" block, locked my hands onto his leg, lifted it shoulder high, and drove my instep into his groin. He screamed—which I could understand since there was nothing between my foot and his balls. I'd bet it hurt even more than the round-house to his face, which spun him backward into the wall. He lay curled up against the wall, bleeding from his nose and mouth. Just then Jasmin burst through the door. 
"Sorry, Kate. I didn't mean to interrupt … Is this rough sex or has he outlived his usefulness?" she said trying not to laugh. 
"He called me a bitch."
"But you are." Jasmin chuckled. "I'm sure all the candidates would agree."
"I caught him opening my bag." I nodded to the leather bag on the floor. "Grab his clothes, he's leaving." Jasmin helped me drag him to the front door and throw him into the hallway. She was still chuckling as I flung his clothes out the door.
The next day we went on a few tours, ate at popular restaurants, and that evening visited a couple of the nightclubs. We went home alone. The last night had been fun, even throwing Alan out the door. But my mind was on tomorrow, and I just couldn't get in the mood.
 




CHAPTER FIVE
  



Congresswoman Patterson
Jasmin and I got up early and caught a cab back to the condo in time to put away our purchases before it was time to report for work.
"Thanks, Kate. That was fun. If it hadn't been for you, I would have stayed cooped up at the condo. I think I'll be more inclined to put my old life behind me and enjoy my new one."
"Anytime you need help, call me," I said. Jasmin caught a ride with one of the instructors back to Edwards, while I took the limo Dory had scheduled to take me to the Bob Hope Airport in Burbank.
At the terminal, I easily found the gate for the company plane—a white GulfStream jet with the Homeland Seal and ATG9-1 on the vertical stabilizer—and boarded. On board, an attractive brunette in her mid-thirties wearing a light-blue suit with a plain white blouse greeted me. She had a trim figure and a sunny smile.
"Welcome aboard, Agent Mathis. I'm Carolyn, your flight attendant. Would you like something to drink before takeoff?" she asked.
"Juice, of any kind," I said absent-mindedly, mesmerized by the luxury of the interior. It had none of the standard rows of three narrow seats. Instead, it was almost like a long narrow executive's office: a couch, two single swivel chairs, two pairs of single chairs facing each other, and one pair of double-sized seats facing each other with a table in between. Each chair was plush and covered in cream-colored leather. 
Liang sat in the middle of the plane in one of the double-sized seats with a cup of coffee and several folders on the table in front of her. "Hi, Kate," she said as I sat in the seat opposite her. "Did you enjoy your two-day vacation?"
"Yes, I'm no longer a virgin," I quipped. "Well, at least Agent Mathis is no longer a virgin."
Liang nodded. "Two years can seem like a lifetime. Matel and I are sorry we couldn't give you more time off. You certainly deserve it after two years with no rest, but Director Wegner is under a lot of pressure to show results, and circumstances have presented us with the perfect client."
"Who?" I asked, excited at the thought of my first assignment. 
Liang smiled, probably as anxious as me to have a client, although for different reasons. She wanted to see how effective the training had been, whereas I was looking forward to participating in the lives of the rich and famous. "She's a congresswoman from Oklahoma. She made a remark about blacks and Hispanics that have some folks threatening to retire her—permanently."
"What did she say?" I asked, knowing everything upset someone. I understood that, but not the present day attitude of justified violence.
"Something to the effect that the Civil War has made it possible to have a foreign born black as president, and if we don't throw out all the illegals, one of them will be in the White House next."
"Wow! I wonder what she says when no one is around." The only more controversial thing she could have done would have been to criticize the Bible. "I wonder why ... you ... or Matel want us to protect her. Seems like she deserves some grief."
"Neither Matel nor I make those kind of decisions. We are responsible for the daily operations but do not select who gets protected. Congress has a subcommittee that reviews suggestions from the various agencies within Homeland Security, and of course, their own sources. In most cases, I don't anticipate we will be guarding the individual alone. We will have other agencies' support. But we will do what they can't—aggravate the client." She gave a snort. "If a client wants ZAP protection, then he or she will have to accept that our presence will be invasive." She stopped and took a drink of coffee.
"And if they don't agree, we can leave?" I asked.
"Yes, with some limitations. I'm sure we will find situations which require us to loosen our requirements so long as we don't nullify the reason for them. If we can't use our protocols, then we would be little better than another agency or a paid bodyguard. And to answer your original question, we can only guess why they will choose to protect one person and not another. In the congresswoman's case, it may be because of her constitutional right to free speech, or that she is important to her district or some aspect in congress, or that they just don't like people killing members of congress—even if they're assholes."
"Where Jasmin grew up, it would take a lot less to get you killed," I said, remembering some of the stories she had told me. "On the other hand, where I grew up, many in the neighborhood would have agreed with her and half would have contributed to her reelection." I smiled at the irony. In my parents' neighborhood everyone had an opinion, but I doubted anyone would consider doing anything violent—too much trouble. Jasmin on the other hand came from an environment where violence was the preferred solution.
"Do you think she should be protected?" Liang asked, watching me closely.
"I have an opinion about everything, like my parents and the people I grew up around, but I leave it to the congress and you to decide who's worth the investment they have in me." Candidate search, interviews, instructors, two years training, salary, condo, medical, etc.—I knew it all made me a multi-million dollar investment. "I didn't join to be a judge."
"Good. Best not to get distracted with people's morals, ideas, or beliefs. That will only get you, your client, or both killed." 
"Do we always travel like this?" I asked.
"Yes, the benefits of the job are many: first class, private planes, condo, generous salary, and more. But I doubt anyone would spend two years in ZAP training or risk their lives for them. We each do it for our own reasons, but I doubt anyone does it strictly for the benefits."
"I suspect you're right. Doctor, lawyer, banker ... aren't my thing. I'm hoping this is. In spite of the long hours, punishing workouts, and having the male candidates trying to kill me, I loved the training." I had found each phase more exciting than the last and could hardly contain my excitement at the thought of this coming assignment. 
Liang nodded agreement or approval or maybe both.
At the airport, we caught a cab to the congresswoman's house, a one-story ranch-style building in an upscale neighborhood. The house sat on a half-acre lot with a manicured lawn. A stocky, middle-aged man with an underarm holster met us at the front door. He gave us an appraising look before speaking.
"I assume you're the ZAP agent and you're Director Liang. I've heard a lot about the new group, of course all rumors no facts," he said, smiling.
"Like you, we're FBI," Liang said, showing her identification and then turning the card around with a twist of her wrist. "However, we are allowed to do things you can't, like ignore the client’s wants—and our rules of engagement are less restrictive."
He read the back with his mouth agape. "Wow. Where do I get one of those?" He shook his head and grinned. "I'm looking forward to seeing how you and Ms. Patterson get along. I'm Chuck."
"Hi, Chuck. I'm Ann and this is Kate. I understand. You and your team have little option except to acquiesce to the people you guard. And too often they treat you like servants rather than the professionals you are." She shrugged. "But we don't do it for their approval, do we?"
"No, we don't. Come, I'll take you to meet Ms. Patterson. This should be interesting." He led us into a medium size room on the right. The house was old, and the room was smaller than today's modern houses. The room looked to act as a formal reception or front room to entertain guests. 
Ms. Patterson sat on a brocade-upholstered love seat looking at papers scattered all over an oval coffee table in front of her. She looked tall and lanky, with a narrow face which didn't look happy. Her narrow-set eyes, nearly slits, stared over a long thin nose, and her thin lips were set in a scowl. 
"Ms. Patterson, these are the ZAP Agents, Liang and Mathis," Chuck said. He looked and sounded professional, but his eyes sparkled with amusement. 
Patterson looked up, and her sour face turned to a grimace.
"I want ZAP agents, not lesbians. They're unacceptable." Her face had gone from ruddy to red. 
I stood there stunned. 
Liang nodded and flipped open her smartphone. "Director Matel, the congresswoman doesn't want us, so we are free for another assignment."
"Tell the director I want real agents!" Patterson shouted as she lunged to her feet.
"Here, Congresswoman Patterson, you can tell Director Matel yourself." Liang smiled as she handed her the phone. 
Patterson grabbed it and began shouting. "I want them replaced with real ZAP agents. They're deviates—" She stopped speaking and her face got redder. "You can't speak to me like—" She sputtered to a stop and silence followed. She handed the phone back to Liang. 
I was glad I was with Liang and not by myself or another inexperienced agent. I'm not sure what I would have done.
"You can stay … but—"
"No buts, Ms. Patterson. We have rules you will follow, or we will leave." Liang held up her hand to stop Patterson from speaking. "These rules are invasive, but they are designed to protect your life. If you don't want to cooperate, then you don't consider the threat on your life serious and we will leave. So long as professional assassins aren't involved, your present FBI detail should be sufficient if you let them do their job." Silence followed. Hearing no retort, Liang put her phone away. 
I noticed the man in the corner rub his nose to hide a smile.
"What are your … rules?"
"You will be in our sight at all times. No exceptions, unless the room you're in has only one entrance, no accessible windows, and you are alone in the room. Why? Because we can't protect you if we can't see you."
When Patterson didn't respond, Liang walked over to the far wall facing Patterson and the entrance to the room. 
I followed. "What kind of shifts do you want ... Ann?"
"To begin with, let's try sixteen on and eight off. We'll overlap eight hours until we feel it's not necessary."
"ZAP rules?"
"We will try the ZAP protocols we developed during training. But we have to be able to modify them if and when necessary—but not on a whim or to make the client feel better. The reason for the rules is to increase the odds of keeping the client alive, which is consistent with our congressional mandate." 
The ZAP program had taught a set of basic rules for protecting clients, which Jasmin and I had helped modify during our training, They were invasive, but I liked them if for no other reason than that they would keep me close to my client. I expected half the fun of being a ZAP agent to be participating in the lives of VIPs. 
And if the client's threat involved professional assassins, the ZAP protocols would be essential. The assassins wouldn’t be better trained than me, but they would have the element of surprise: time, location, weapon, and method. That would require constant vigilance and being attached to our client—if we were to even the playing field.
Liang decided we would both work the 9:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. shift. I would work the 5:00 p.m. to 1:00 a.m. and Liang from 1:00 a.m. to 9:00 a.m. Thinking about it, I could see a potential advantage to guarding a client twenty-four-seven. Where were you going to go for eight hours? Sleep? I could do that while the client slept.
Patterson rose, grabbed a light sweater, and exited the door with Liang, two FBI men and me following. Patterson turned back and shouted. "Where are you two going? I don't want lesbians following me. What will it look like?" She glared at us, fists on her hips. 
Liang flipped open her cell.
"Director Matel, we need another assignment. She doesn't want us following her. The FBI detail can shoot the assassin who kills her and won't need us." Liang listened for a moment, and then put her phone away. "Come Kate, we're off to the airport. Dory will call us with our reservations."
We left with Patterson screaming, "Good riddance. We should burn you like we did the witches. You're all going to burn in hell anyway ..." Her voice faded as I closed the door behind us.
"I didn't think we could just leave even if they were a bit wacko," I said. 
Liang had said the company had spent years training us; therefore, assignments weren't optional.
"Normally, we can't and shouldn't. If there is an overriding reason why you feel you can't or shouldn't take an assignment, it should be discussed before you start. Once you're given the assignment, it's yours for better or worse. Some clients are great people, while others are assholes like Patterson. You learn to ignore them. Liking or hating them is a luxury you can't afford, because it would affect your performance. Getting too fond of one could cause you to be a martyr, which could result in you both being killed. Hating the person could make you slow to respond. 
However, if a person doesn't want you or makes it impossible for you to protect them under our protocol, then they have chosen to cancel the assignment, not you. She probably thinks she hurt our feelings and that's why we left. I couldn't care less what she says or thinks about me. But if she doesn't want us around, there is no point in staying."
What Liang said made sense. Liang hadn't decided to quit because Patterson had called her a lesbian. Patterson had in effect fired us when she demanded we not follow her, since that was the ZAP protocol for protecting her. These were the subtleties of the job, which again made me glad Liang was partnered with me on my first assignment. She was a new ZAP agent like me, but she had been a senior FBI agent for many years and was responsible for creating the groups' operating procedures. We had just reached the airport when Liang's cell rang.
"Hi, Phil." Liang turned on the speakerphone.
"Patterson called me and said lesbians were unacceptable and wanted you replaced. I told her you were ZAP agents, and she had terminated the contract, not you, by not letting you do your job. You didn't care that she was rude and opinionated; you were professionals and would have done your job regardless. I think that upset her, because she hung up." He sounded amused. 
"When she realized whoever she called next had no influence over ATG9, she called and requested you back. I assume under normal circumstances we should give the agent a choice. Something to consider in the future. Your idea of accompanying the new agents into the field appears to have been a good one. The concept is new, and it is going to encounter resistance, which we need to understand and determine how to handle. I'm looking forward to partnering with Agent Gilman and calling Director Liang when I encounter problems." He laughed. "Patterson is probably a great test case. I'm glad it's you and not me." The connection went dead. Liang looked to me and I nodded.
 "If the powers-that-be think it's important to protect her, it's fine with me, Director Liang," I said. Unlike others, I found Patterson amusing. Spoiled rich people like her were the reason I thought I'd like the life of a ZAP agent. 
Liang called Chuck, who was the senior FBI man in charge, and found Patterson was beginning a bus-tour of her district, which extended from Oklahoma City to the Texas border. Her first stop was in the Town of Moore for a fundraising event at the Springhill Suites. 
We caught another cab and arrived to find Patterson shaking hands, giving hugs, and kissing babies. Liang nodded toward the wall, which I took to mean my position. I could see her point. We didn't need two of us standing next to Patterson. One would be enough to make the point we were going to follow her whether she liked it or not. Better Liang than me, I mused. 
I was still trying to establish the ATG9-client relationship. For ZAP training, our clients had been paid to be clients and, therefore, had been passive participants. In the real world, clients were free to express themselves, as Patterson had so eloquently demonstrated. Liang's attitude seemed clear: a ZAP agent was assigned to protect the client, not to make him or her happy. That contrasted with the FBI, who had to be careful not to inconvenience the person they were assigned to protect or risk damaging their career. 
ZAP rules were invasive but made the agent a better bodyguard. Staying close to the client at all times made it difficult for an assassin to get to the client without going through the agent. It was several times more risky for the agent but safer for the client—one of life's everyday tradeoffs—safety vs convenience. 
It would be easier to give the client more space, and it wouldn't require the clash of wills that was occurring with Patterson. It would be easier just to warn the client of the potential dangers of being out of sight and let him decide how much privacy he wanted—let him determine the amount of risk he was willing to assume. But was that what I wanted—a stress-free, easy, and carefree job? As I surveyed the room, I noticed that Chuck and his crew were doing just that. If I did, I could have joined the regular FBI and saved myself two years of hardship.
I wondered if Jasmin would have the same thoughts when she got her first assignment. Knowing Jasmin, she would be as dedicated as Liang and have no trouble telling the client who made the rules. Jasmin would consider ZAP protocol the bible. I wouldn’t, but I'd implement them just the same, for different reasons. Three years ago, I wouldn't have believed I'd love the action, challenge, and the chance to participate in the lives of those people who impact the future of America—oh, and protect them. I smiled. Get ready world, ZAP Agent Kate Mathis has arrived.
Now that those issues were settled, I watched Liang shadowing Patterson, not too close so she could maintain a view of the potential trouble from behind. Every now and then Patterson would scowl in her direction, but she didn't say anything. Chuck stood scanning the room, smiling every time his eyes passed Patterson and Liang. Eventually, Patterson made it to the podium and Liang moved back against the wall, not ten feet away. Patterson gave her a look of disgust before adjusting the microphone and smiling at her audience. 
"My opponents want to turn our state … no, our country … into a haven for lazy illegals who will take your jobs, sponge off your hard work and taxes, change our language, and take away our religious rights … " The tirade went on and on—a ten-minute speech regurgitated over and over again for hours. Well maybe it just seemed like hours since the sun hadn't set. I had to admit she had an enthusiastic audience, who clapped at the appropriate references to illegals, queers, godless, child killers, wetbacks, and lesbians. After light refreshments and more hand shaking, hugs, and kisses, Patterson left. Her staff, FBI detail, Liang, and I followed a few steps behind her like chicks tagging behind a mother hen.
"Do you have to walk so close behind us? My FBI detail doesn’t!" Patterson said to us as she turned to enter her campaign bus. "Oh, and you can find your own ride."
Liang ignored her and followed her up the stairs. The bus continued down Interstate 35, and Patterson made two more stops for campaign speeches. The bus was half full of people busy on the phone coordinating events for the next week, making reservations, and soliciting funds. Several others were on laptops, monitoring current events and writing 3 by 5 cards for her to use during her speeches. 
Her advisor, Simon, was a surprise. I'd have expected another out of control person stoking the fire in her. But he talked quietly and, while agreeing with her, subtly moderated her approach. I thought that must really be hard work. Except for impeccable clothing and penetrating eyes, he was an average looking man with graying hair. It shouldn't have been a surprise that Patterson treated the folks on the bus in an easy, friendly way, almost like family. She ignored us if you didn't count the hateful glances in our direction every five minutes. The FBI followed—stress free—in a big black Chevy Tahoe.
Around seven that evening, we stopped at a Marriott Hotel where she had a suite reserved. While Liang stopped at the desk to reserve a room for her and me, I followed Patterson up to her suite. She stopped at the door and turned toward me and Chuck, who followed behind me.
"You can stay out here with the FBI. There isn't any reason for you to be in here, and I don't want a Les in the same room with me." She spit out the last few words. Chuck looked like he was dying to say something but knew he couldn't without major consequences. What could they do to me? I had no rank, so I couldn't be demoted, and they had spent too much time and money to fire me. I smiled.
"I'm not part of your FBI detail. They're here to catch the wacko after he kills you. Not because they aren't competent, but because you won't let them do their job since it would inconvenience you. And because they are standard FBI, they can't leave. If you won't let me do my job, I can. So I don't stand in hotel hallways, and I can't be made to stand in the corner no matter how disgusting you may think I am." I needed all my recently acquired self-control to keep from laughing. Patterson's face turned several colors before settling on magenta, and spittle spurted from her lips. Chuck turned a choke into a cough.
"You deviant bitch. Who do you think you are—?" 
"I'm ZAP Agent Kate Mathis operating under ATG9 protocol. Contrary to what you may believe, I don't care whether you are a good person or bad, rich or poor, gorgeous or ugly, nasty or pleasant. You're a client who I will risk my life to protect, but I can't protect you if I can't see or easily reach you. If that is too much of an inconvenience, then you don't need a ZAP agent. Your choice." I tried to produce a pleasant smile, but it was hard when I was having so much fun. I sobered. What I said was and would always be true. I wasn't protecting Patterson—in my opinion, she was a wacko—I was protecting a VIP client. 
For a moment, she looked like she was going to slap me, until my smile widened. She whirled and stormed in, leaving the door open. Chuck stood there with his whole body shaking with suppressed laughter.
"I'll have a man patrolling the hallway. It's standard protocol," he said with a grin.
"Let him know Liang and I will be changing shifts at one a.m.," I said, entering the suite and closing the door. It wasn't fancy, but better than a standard room. I walked around the room, looking out the window to evaluate exposure, and into the bedroom. Patterson opened her mouth, but before she could speak, I held up my hand.
"I'll be watching from the chair in the other room. I'm checking the windows to determine how easy it would be for someone to target you from outside. If you don't pose in the window and close the drapes at night, it should be all right." I walked into the other room. There I turned the most comfortable chair to face the door and sat. Patterson closed the door, and I heard the television shortly afterward. Some time later, there was a knock at the door to the hallway.
"Kate, it's Chuck. We have Ms. Patterson's luggage."
I unlocked the door and stepped to the side as it opened. Chuck stood with a porter, I presumed, since he had a tie on. I waved him in. As he stepped across the threshold, my hand stopped him.
"Bags down, arms up," I said and ran my hands lightly over any loose clothing. And then I gave the luggage a quick inspection. Noticing that she had come out to see what the noise was about, I turned toward her. "Ms. Patterson, is there any extra luggage here that wasn't here before?"
She glared at me until I pointed to the bags. After a quick look she shook her head.
"You can put them wherever Ms. Patterson wants them," I said and followed him into the bedroom and back to the door. After he exited, Patterson and Chuck stood looking at me—actually, Patterson was glaring.
"Why?" Chuck asked. I thought it a good time to try and convince Patterson the FBI and ZAP agents weren't the same.
"We've been trained to be paranoid. If it's some wacko who wants to kill Ms. Patterson, chances are excellent you will catch him before he succeeds. If, however, someone has paid for a professional assassin, then there are lots of ways of sneaking past you. Dressed as a porter, he could acquire the luggage, gain access to Ms. Patterson's suite, and accompany her into her bedroom, kill her, and exit without notice. It would be hours before she would be missed. ZAP agents are only assigned when the threat is considered highly probable. In that case a professional assassin can't be ruled out," I said. 
Chuck nodded understanding and left. 
Patterson stood appraising me, a thoughtful frown on her face. Without a word she entered the bedroom and closed the door. A little while later, she came out in a blue calf-length skirt, a white V-neck blouse, blue low-heel shoes, and a plain gold necklace.
"Time for dinner," she said as she headed for the door. She didn't scowl or even glare. In the dining room, I asked the waiter for a table near the wall. Patterson remained quiet as she was seated. I moved to the wall. The two FBI agents remained in the lobby. Shortly afterward, she was joined by Simon and two others. When the waiter finished taking their order, he looked to me.
"Anything I can hold in one hand that isn't messy, and a glass of milk."
When he looked back to the people at the table, Simon nodded and continued with the discussion he and Patterson were having. Throughout the meal, Patterson kept glancing in my direction but said nothing to me. Before my ZAP training, like most people I’d had definite likes and dislikes, loved desserts, and alcohol. Those two years had changed me. Today food was just fuel to keep the body going, didn't need to be eaten sitting or at specific times, and required one hand free to access my Glock.
After the meal, Simon returned with Patterson to her suite and spent an hour discussing tomorrow's events and talking points from today's news items. On the way to the door, he stopped and looked at me.
"Is it difficult staying alert constantly? You never sit, and your eyes are continuously evaluating the people and the area."
"No, it's part of the ZAP training program and becomes natural after a while," I said. 
He nodded. "Yes, the new elite bodyguards of Homeland Security. What do you think of the threat to Ms. Patterson?"
"No one has shown me the threats, so I'd be guessing."
"They were emails sent to her personal email account. Several said she deserved to die for her positions on gays and lesbians, abortions, and illegals. One threatened to kill her if she didn't quit the race. And one said she would pay for her sins."
"I'd be guessing."
"Please."
"The ones on her positions sound like the rants people make when you've upset them. I'm not sure what they think it will accomplish, but it makes them feel better. Threatening to kill her if she doesn't quit the race is probably a more aggressive rant. The person may plan to interrupt a speech, or paint graffiti on her bus, or something like that. I'd be more concerned about the last one. Religious threats should always be taken seriously."
"Religious?" Patterson interrupted.
"Yes, the use of the word sins. That sounds more personal. Like the others, that could merely be another rant, but it could be a commitment to punish you for some perceived wrong. The good news is that it doesn't sound like the kind of threat that would justify getting a professional assassin involved. They're expensive. Of course, you understand I must assume a professional could be involved. Besides, even amateurs can be inventive and dangerous. Look at Hinckley. Regan was surrounded by FBI, yet Hinckley managed to shoot him."
"True. But you're just one more person." Simon said.
"True, but unlike the FBI, I'm not concerned with Ms. Patterson's comfort or convenience or crowd control—only her safety."
"Interesting. Let's hope the threats are all just rants and Ms. Patterson can learn to tolerate you ZAP agents. There seem to be more and more Hinckleys running around lately. Goodnight, Arlene."
Simon was a very bright and subtle man. Rather than tell Patterson why she needed a ZAP agent in addition to her detail, he made it appear as if he was seeking to understand the difference. And the reference to Hinckley at the end was the coup de grâce. After checking the door, I settled into my chair and fell into a restful meditative state of awareness.
* * *
Liang and I quietly exchanged places at 1:00 a.m., and I went to the standard room she had rented. Not really tired, I made a cup of coffee and sat reviewing the day. It had been interesting … fun … and I had learned a lot. I understood my role better today. And I began to wonder about sharing assignments with other agents, length of assignments, and time off. The problem with twelve-hour shifts was where were you going to go with your twelve hours off? You couldn't party because you needed to be alert the next day. Even simple hookups would be difficult. By the time you found someone you wanted to sleep with and got to the hotel, you would have to be getting ready for your shift. 
Better to get the directors to compensate you for not having to tie up a second agent. I thought Liang would consider giving a lone agent a month or so of leave after a couple of months on assignment alone. After all, on an assignment of three months, a lone agent would have saved the organization three months of another agent’s time. So, if they gave her a month off, they saved two, and in all probability they would have to give agents time off even for twelve-hour shifts because you were on assignment away from home. And with a month off, I could travel to someplace nice, like the Caribbean or the French Riviera, and have time to relax and party. I went to sleep knowing I had made the right choice two years ago.
* * *
"What did you do to her, Kate? We aren't puppies to be ordered around, but we're not allowed to beat them into submission," Liang quipped during our second bus ride.
"Searching the porter when he delivered her bags helped, but Simon gets most of the credit. He's a very shrewd man. When he was alone with her, he questioned me about being a ZAP agent, pulling out the pertinent information to emphasize the difference between her normal FBI detail and ZAP agents. My reference to Hinckley didn't hurt." I grinned and Liang gave a quiet chuckle.
"I'm impressed. I think you're going to do well. I might have been inclined to ignore her, which would have been awkward—for her. You've managed to finesse her. Have you had any thoughts about shifts?"
"I'd like to try working alone and believe Jasmin might also—if we can convince the directors they owe us extra time off for saving them having to assign two ZAP agents."
"That would certainly be helpful, especially in the beginning with so few agents and the high demand for them we expect. I'll run it by Matel, but I like the idea. You certainly can't do much with twelve hours off, and you don't get weekends. And I wouldn't mind getting back to the office. It's important for Matel and me to understand the kinds of situations our agents are going to encounter, but there are lots of other issues he and I should be working on."
* * * 
For the next couple of weeks, I was the one who stayed the closest to Patterson and she seemed resigned to having me there. At least, she stopped giving me dirty looks. Liang had said usually FBI security details were boring. She thought it would be roughly the same for ZAP agents except for that one-percent of the time, when they were fighting for their client’s life and their own. I thought that was the part the men would love. I felt sure I'd love the challenge, but I found the life of the client interesting, which reduced the boredom significantly. I thought it would be even better when I had him or her twenty-four-seven.
As the time passed, I wasn't sure whether to dismiss the threat and concede the emails just rants or to be concerned that the individual had a plan and wasn't going to pull a Hinckley and just walk up and try to shoot her. Liang seemed to have similar thoughts, because her paranoia seemed to have ratcheted up a notch—if that was possible.
It was midday when we exited the Homewood Suites where Patterson had given a campaign speech. A small crowd had gathered in the parking lot close to her bus, waving signs and chanting, "Bigot, Racist, this is America not Iran." I was scanning the crowd while we walked toward her bus looking for any hostile movements when I heard the two shots and breaking glass. 
I spun into a snake stance, drawing my gun. As I a rotated through the 360 degree turn on my way to the ground, I saw Liang pointing in the opposite direction of the crowd and a car speeding away with its rear window shattered. Liang had obviously seen something where I wasn't looking. I berated myself. But she had that covered, so I continued my rotation into a sitting position, facing the crowd again. The FBI had all turned to face the car, while two had begun moving to get between Patterson and the car. Just then, a man with a gun pointing in Patterson's direction stepped out from behind a woman waving a sign that read "Bigotry is a disease."
I fired, hitting him in the chest and driving him backward. He jerked again as another bullet hit him—Liang's. I fired again, hitting him in the head. By now, everyone had dropped their signs and were running or lying on the ground. Scanning the area, I saw the FBI had Patterson by her arms and were propelling her toward the bus. 
Damn, I had been too busy watching in the direction of the crowd to notice the car on the other side. Good thing Liang was here. Then a thought struck me, and I spun out of my sitting stance and raced toward the front of the bus. I passed it at a run, noticing out of the corner of my eye Patterson had just reached the landing. 
As I cleared the front of the bus, a man was raising an assault rifle to his shoulder. I dove forward, firing as I flew toward the ground. Fortunately, I hit him somewhere, because he jerked sideways, firing as he spun. The steady stream of bullets created a trench in the pavement around him as asphalt, dirt, and stones sprayed into the air. I hit the ground, still firing. Blood splattered and gushed from his side, back, and head. I was getting ready to shoot again, but even at this distance, I could see it wasn't necessary. I scanned the area as I rose onto one knee and then stood just as the bus drove off, with the FBI's Suburban following.
"I guess they don't need us anymore," Liang said as she walked over to me. Now, people could be seen peeking out from behind cars and through windows. "That was good thinking and shooting."
"I screwed up!"
She shook her head. "The car? The man in the crowd was the real threat. That car was meant to be a distraction. It was moving when the guy in the back fired. I doubt he expected to hit anything. He might not have even been trying. You got the guy in the crowd before me. But the guy behind the bus was quick thinking."
"Yeah, I got the guy in the crowd a half-second before you." Although behind the bus was good, I mused.
"None of us are perfect, Kate, and a half second could make the difference between life and death. That was a well-planned attack with automatic weapons. The man in the crowd had a Glock with a thirty-three round magazine. And that rifle is an AK-47 with a seventy-five round magazine. It fires at a rate somewhere around ten bullets per second." She eyed the rifle thoughtfully. "I'd almost bet there was another car here, and that right now it's tailing the bus." She pulled out her cell phone and tapped something.
"Hi, Director Matel. We've had an assassination attempt, two dead. Agent Mathis and I are unhurt, although her clothes are ripped to hell. Anyway, the FBI detail ran off without us. We're stranded and our feelings are hurt." She laughed and then listened quietly for a minute before hanging up. "Matel said he would get back to us when he knew something. Let’s get you cleaned up." She nodded toward the hotel.
* * *
We got a taxi into town, where I bought a sweat suit to replace my torn pants suit since my luggage was on the bus, and then we found a small diner to pass the time in while we waited for Matel to get back to us. We were sitting in a booth having milk and cherry pie for dessert when Liang's phone rang.
"Are we still employed?" she quipped, a small grin on her lips. 
I admired Liang. She sat there as relaxed as if nothing had happened today, whereas I felt like throwing a party. I had been in my first shootout and had shot—killed—two men who’d been trying to kill my client. But I had noticed a sparkle in Liang's eyes and a little bounce to her step. She closed her phone without saying anything. I wondered if this was how combat troops felt after shooting someone who was trying to kill them or their comrades—and survived. I had taken a life ... but I had saved a life. Patterson was an asshole in my opinion, but she didn't deserve to die because I or anyone else disagreed with her convictions, and she had a constitutional right to express them.
"As I suspected, a car did follow the bus. They killed Patterson when she exited the bus at her next scheduled stop. Two FBI agents were also killed and three of her staff injured. Two were minor but one is serious. Dory will call us with reservations back to Lancaster."
Just then, four policemen and a lieutenant entered the restaurant. The lieutenant was a broad shouldered man in his early forties, curly dark-brown hair, square face, which looked flushed and angry. Liang flipped open her smartphone, tapped the speed dial, and put it on speaker.
"Director Matel, I've a police lieutenant and four cops marching down the aisle toward us. They look like trouble. You might want to hear and intervene if necessary. This assignment certainly has been educational."
"You're under arrest for leaving the scene of a crime!" the lieutenant shouted before he even reached the booth.
"We're Homeland Security agents."
"I don't care. You broke the law, and you’re both are under arrest," he snarled.
"First, you should check with your captain, who knows we are in the area. Second, we are ZAP agents," she pulled out her identification, first displaying the front and then turning it around and moving it closer for him to read. "We can't be arrest—"
"The hell you say—"
"Lieutenant, STOP!" Matel's voice. He must have screamed because it came through loud and clear.
"Who the hell are you?"
"I'm ATG9 Director Matel. Give me your name, and I'll have your captain call you and explain. It's in your best interest, Lieutenant."
"Screw you," the lieutenant said. Waving for his men to come to him, he reached for Liang's arm. As he touched her arm, the barrel of her Glock rammed into his stomach. I rose drawing my Glock, grabbed the lieutenant's head as he bent over with the pain, and since his hand was still on his revolver, drove his face into the table. He slid off the table and onto the floor, his nose spurting blood.
"If anyone draws a gun, he dies!" Liang said loudly. "I think you should call someone, Matel. Eventually, one of these nice policemen is going to feel heroic and reach for his gun."
The phone went dead. I hoped Matel could perform some magic before one of them did something stupid. Liang wasn't trying to scare them. She would have to shoot, and I doubted she would risk our lives by trying to wound the officer.
"Where do letters of complaint go?" I asked Liang, curious since it appeared ZAP agents would accumulate quite a few in the normal course of a day—from clients, other FBI agents, bystanders, and police. 
"To the ATG9 Directors. There is no procedure yet, but I'd assume the committee will want a quarterly or semi-annual report which should include any complaints. However, I doubt they'll care so long as our client lives—while in our company." She shook her head at an officer whose hand was moving toward his weapon. "Really bad idea, officer. Your superior is being informed of the situation as we talk. Be a shame if you died over a simple misunderstanding." She shook her head. "I'm afraid this is the typical macho response you get from some men. If we were men, the lieutenant would more than likely have listened and even called his captain. But we are women and somehow don't deserve the same courtesy. You have to get aggressive, or you let jerks like him," she nodded to the floor, "manhandle you. It's happened to me and it will to you." Liang fired a shot into the ceiling. "The next one's in your head, stupid. In case you forgot those dead guys back at the hotel, we don't miss." 
Carrying her milk, Liang moved to a stool at the counter opposite our table. I rose and sat on the back of the booth, gun resting on my thigh. Everyone, including the two behind the counter and the two couples sitting in two other booths, remained frozen. Every once in a while, someone would look like they were going to move, until Liang or I shook our head at him. 
What seemed like hours later, a police captain entered with his empty hands extended in front of him.
"I'm Captain Deckert. If you'd let these officers return to their duty, I'll have the medic outside take a look at Lieutenant Phillip."
Liang nodded, and Deckert waved the officers out and then to a medic standing by the door. He approached, his hands still in front of him, although he didn't appear armed.
"I apologize for my lieutenant, but it appears he paid for his stupidity. I understand you explained you were a ZAP agents and asked him to contact his superior." 
The medic now had Phillip on his feet. He was starting to say something until he looked at Deckert's face. The medic supported him as they left the restaurant. 
"I know you don't have to, but would you mind telling me what happened at the Homewood Suites?"
"We were with Ms. Patterson when we exited the hotel …" Liang gave him a detailed account of the attack. I couldn't help but feel a sense of pride when she gave me credit for most of the action. One thing about Liang, she was comfortable with herself and not concerned with image. Of course, I had to admit—to myself—I did all right for my first action, but I was glad Liang had been there.
"Thanks, agent Liang. I appreciate you filling in the details. Would you really have … shot the officers with Phillip, if they drew their guns?"
"Yes. They were warned," she said without smiling or a hint of an apology.
Deckert shook his head like he couldn't believe what he just heard. "But they were just following Phillip’s orders."
"They would have shot us, without cause." Liang looked past Deckert as a short older man entered the restaurant and smiled. "Nice meeting you, Captain Deckert, but we have to leave. Our ride is here."
Deckert stood there with his mouth open as Liang and I strolled by him toward the man at the door. He smiled as we approached.
"I guess you're the two Homeland Security agents, Liang and Mathis? I'm your ride to the Lawton-Fort Sills Airport."
* * *
"This has been an interesting couple of weeks. The ZAP training taught me how to recognize a potential threat, use modern weapons, etc., but not how you interact with the outside world. I guess an agent's first assignment is supposed to do that?" I said, wondering if the training should include something on the topic. 
Liang shook her head. "No. Only experience can do that. This is my first assignment as a ZAP agent, but I have years as an FBI agent. I can tell you that experience helped. However, the ZAP concept is not only new but also radical. You were taught the rules: you have immunity and can't be arrested or interrogated; you are not your client’s pet, slave, or friend; and you are there to protect him or her at the risk of your own life. I believe each of us will interpret those rules according to our unique personalities. For example, would I have shot Phillip or one of his men? Yes, I would have. Why? Because I did everything I could to discourage them from drawing their weapons, and we weren't doing anything to justify deadly force. Deckert, judging by his response, probably wouldn't have in similar circumstances. For the safety of themselves and their client, ZAP agents have to reconcile our rules of engagement with their conscience quickly. Gaining experience is a very slow process. Your response today is a good example. If you had hesitated, Patterson would have been killed entering the bus. The FBI detail would have caught her killer, but not saved her life."
"What would the committee do if you had shot one of Lieutenant Phillip's officers?" I asked, interested in case the situation ever came up again, and I thought it might, based on Liang's comments about macho attitudes of men in authority.
"Don't know. Don't care. I had reconciled it in my mind. That's all you can do. I ... Matel and I have to hope the agents we produce are aggressive, decisive, and responsible. It was the reason we had Doctor Vanessa Duvall, a psychologist, on the team of instructors monitoring each of you. Several were dismissed because Duvall recommended it, not for poor performance."
On the way to the airport, Dory called. Liang put it on speaker.
"Director Liang, Director Matel currently has the company plane, so I've booked you and agent Mathis on an American Eagle flight to Los Angeles International. I'll have a limo waiting to drive you back to headquarters."
* * *
Liang asked me to stay on call—available within twenty-four hours—while she flew off the Washington DC. The congressional sub-committee overseeing ATG9 had requested her presence to discuss the Patterson incident and to give them a status update on ZAP. I decided to spend a few nights in Los Angeles to check out the nightlife and booked two nights at the Shangri-La Santa Monica.
But before going I stopped in to see Jasmin. It was late afternoon by the time I reached Edwards Air Base and the ZAP training facility. Master Ku was just finishing his one-hour class when I arrived.
"Kate!" Jasmin shouted as I entered the training center. "Did they kill your client already?" The eight candidates stood watching as she grabbed me in a bear hug.
"Actually, she is dead. She was such a bitch, I shot her so I could get another assignment," I said, maintaining the required serious expression. Knowing me, Jasmin caught on right away. 
"What did Director Liang say?" she asked, her hand at her mouth appearing shocked.
"She said I needed to learn self-control." I shrugged.
"Candidates, out of the goodness of my heart, I'm going to give you an extra hour break for those who wish to stay to hear ZAP Agent Mathis try to justify her callous behavior." She had no sooner finished than all of the candidates formed a semi-circle around us. Ku and a few of the other instructors in the facility also joined us.
"Agent Mathis, it's nice to see you again. You look happy. Killing clients must agree with you." Ku's eyes sparkled and he gave a slight nod. "If you don't object, I'd like to hear your explanation."
"Why not, agent Jasmin has all but called a major news conference to hear my shameful story." I hung my head as everyone stood there looking eager to hear. "Director Liang and I were assigned to guard a congresswoman from Oklahoma …" I had a good time recounting many of the incidents, which in retrospect were amusing. Noting the candidates' reactions, I thought it helped put the life of a ZAP agent into perspective. 
"All right, back here at 6:00 p.m.," Jasmin said into the silence that followed. As the candidates ran off, she turned back to me. "I'm jealous. I chose to take the consultant assignment in order to rest. I've had to fight to survive all my life. I only survived the training because I was willing to do anything to be an agent. And I like the idea of maybe helping some candidate to shed his or her past. Hearing you and the bitch Patterson story, I'm looking forward to my first client. Do you know what's next?"
"Not yet. But I'm hoping Liang will let me work alone." I stayed late into the evening talking about my reactions to the Patterson assignment before leaving for Santa Monica.
* * *
The nightlife was good, but I was too hyped over my last assignment and curious about what the committee would say to concentrate on finding company. Drinking juice didn't help. I hadn't realized how much getting drunk helped when looking for a hookup. Sober, most of the guys were self-absorbed and boring. I wasn't looking for a husband, but I wanted someone a least a little interesting and fun to be with, in and out of bed. 
Liang called the evening of the third night.
"Kate, can you make it back to headquarters tomorrow?"
"Anytime you want. I'm in Santa Monica and free."
"Good, see you at three p.m. in my office." The phone went dead. 
I was dying to hear what had happened and would have caught a cab that night if she had asked. Instead I spent most of the evening meditating, which helped to bring me down off my high and to prepare me for the next day.
After a leisurely breakfast, I caught a limo back to Lancaster. I had decided I didn't need a car, since I wouldn't be spending much time at my condo, and although limos and cabs were expensive, so was maintaining a car I would seldom drive. I arrived back close to one-thirty, washed, put my clothes away, and then made my way up to Liang's office.
"Hi, Agent Mathis—" Dory began, holding a bottle of grape juice out in my direction.
"Kate, please."
"Kate, go right in. Director Liang is ready for you."
I grabbed the bottle, took a swig, and went in. 
Liang rose from behind her desk, while waving me to sit at the small conference table. She joined me with her cup of coffee.
"The committee was concerned over Patterson's death and was quick to assign blame to us for not being there. The Director of the FBI apparently gave them a rather biased view of the incident. After I explained the incident outside of the Homewood Suites—and that the bus and the FBI sped off without waiting for us—they were impressed with our performance and the quality of the agents the school is producing. They have ordered the Director of the FBI to brief their agents on the responsibilities of ZAP agents and how they differ from theirs. Of course, Director Wegner is pleased since he is getting credit for the speed at which he got the section up and running and the initial results. They had no problem with our rules once they understood the reason behind them. My only concern is that their expectations are much too high, even though I went to great lengths to explain we are not robots and will not always be successful. I doubt they heard that." She stopped to take a drink, and I assume await my comments. 
When I didn't say anything, she continued.
"The committee gave Wegner the authority to select clients when they didn't have any to give us, which will probably never happen. Between representatives, senators, and major contributors, I doubt we will ever be able to fill all of their requests." She gave me a long, considering look. "Which brings me to you. You indicated you may want to try working alone. Are you still interested?"
"Definitely. My reasons for wanting to be a ZAP agent are probably different from the others’, but I find watching the client and being involved in his or her daily life the interesting part of the job. Being with them twenty-four seven would give me the real person. Besides, the free twelve hours aren't enough to really relax and have fun. You need a couple of weeks off: a few days to wind down from the job and a few days at the end to get mentally ready for another assignment."
"Excellent. I'll let you take this assignment alone as a test case. You must keep me updated and be honest about any stress or problems that develop. If this works out well and others are interested, it may help us be more responsive to the congressional oversight committee, COC."
"Who's the client?" I leaned forward eager to know, not that it mattered.
"There is a woman CEO who has been getting threats on her home phone, cell, emails, tweets, and normal mail. The FBI has been opening all her letters and any packages she doesn't recognize. After someone shot out a couple of her house windows, the FBI is now providing twenty-four-hour surveillance on her residence."
"What did she do to attract such attention?"
"She's the CEO of Shale Energy Corporation, which is a major player in extracting natural gas from deep shale rock formations using Fracking techniques. They have major exploration and extraction sites in Pennsylvania, Michigan, North Dakota, and Texas. Over the past year, there have been several lawsuits filed against the company, claiming the process has resulted in contaminated drinking water and even earthquakes. The various lawsuits are seeking damages for a variety of health problems, birth defects, property damages, and even a wrongful death."
"Where do I find Mrs. or is it Ms. Fracking?"
"I've arranged for you to meet Ms. Vansise at her Chicago office tomorrow at 9:00 a.m. It's at 101 Wacker drive, fifteenth floor, suite 106."
"Any advice?"
"No. You have our ZAP protocol, but it's still a work in progress, particularly with how you deal with the client. You and the other agents in the field are going to be instrumental in writing the formal operating manual. Even then, it will only be a general guideline, because each client and their environment are unique. So in the end, the agent in the field will have to adapt it to the current circumstances. I'll warn you that the committee will be watching Jasmin and you closely because you're women. Frankly, they were expecting all men. Questions like: will your approach be fundamentally the same or different from your male counterparts, and if so, does that affect the final outcome. A good example is your wanting to work alone. No advice, but feel free to call me with any questions, and I want you to check in with me weekly—at least for this assignment. Check with Dory on the way out. She'll make the necessary reservations for you."
 




CHAPTER SIX
  



Shale Energy Corp: Ms. Vansise
Dory booked me first class on American Airlines out of Los Angeles International Airport into Chicago's O'Hare. I checked my luggage with airport security using my Homeland Security authorization, as it contained guns, knives, and a baton—which I preferred in a non-Uzi fight—and reclaimed it from airport security at O'Hare. 
Fortunately, I didn't need a rental car. After four years in college and over two with Section Nine, I not only didn't have a driver's license, I was sure I didn't want one after watching the traffic from the taxi window. The trip to Wacker drive was short but seemed like we had taken a wrong turn and somehow wound up on the track at the Daytona 500. I was tempted to kiss the ground when the cabbie finally stopped the car and I was on firm ground again. I had no trouble finding the Shale Energy offices and their middle-aged, red-headed guard dog.
"Good morning. May I help you?" she said in a cautious tone. 
Couldn't say I blamed her. People dressed head to foot in black were immediately suspicious. Unlike the normal FBI, the ATG9 unit had no standard dress code, except for a generalized guideline to maintain a clean appearance. Today I was wearing a loose fitting pantsuit, silk blouse, and running shoes—in matching black.
"Yes, I'm ZAP Agent Mathis. I believe Ms. Vansise is expecting me," I chirped, feeling good about being on my first solo assignment—and having survived the taxi ride. 
"Yes, she is," she said, relaxing with a visible sigh of relief as she reached for the phone. "Ms. Vansise, The ZAP agent is here." After a slight delay, she turned back to me. "Go right in, Agent Mathis. Ms. Vansise will see you now."
I walked over to the door she pointed at and entered into a large room, well lit from the wall of windows facing several parks, the Chicago Yacht Club, and Lake Michigan. Ms. Vansise stood near one wall alongside an oblong table filled with drawings and pictures. She looked to be middle-aged, dressed in an expensive tan pantsuit and an orange open-neck blouse. She stood appraising me like a hawk deciding on its next meal. I returned the appraisal. She was several inches taller than me, thin, with a narrow face. Her dark-brown hair was cut in a short shag-cut that rested over her ears and hung slightly longer in the back.
"You aren't what I was expecting."
"You were expecting a Navy Seal, a Shaolin monk, or maybe a sumo wrestler?"
"That's very rude."
"I'm ZAP Agent Mathis. You may call me Kate after you get over your disappointment." I smiled at the arrogance of the rich and powerful, who thought only they were entitled to be rude, tactless, and speak their minds. She stood there silently glaring. Then she gave a small shrug and walked over to her desk and sat.
"All right, Kate. You can sit in the waiting room. I won't be leaving until six or seven. I seldom go to lunch, but when I do it's with someone and we're usually gone for an hour or two. Susan can order you a take-out lunch when I stay in, but you'll have to wait for dinner until I leave for home," she said, sounding like she was lecturing a new employee on her duties. 
I laughed and sat down.
"I don't know what you were expecting, but it definitely wasn't a ZAP agent. I'm assigned to you to protect your life, because the powers-that-be not only believe the threat is real but that your life is worth special protection. What I am not is your for-hire bodyguard or standard FBI security." I held up my hand when she looked like she was going to say something. "A bodyguard you pay. He is, therefore, an employee who must cater to your wishes, even if it exposes you to unnecessary danger. FBI security would typically sit out in the waiting room and provide area security. They would stop anyone from forcing their way into your office and have someone follow you at a distance to prevent someone from walking up and shooting you. I'm a ZAP agent. We are assigned when the threat appears not only real but could involve professional assassins. I'm not concerned with pleasing you if it potentially exposes you to harm. Therefore, if your convenience is more important than your safety, then you don't need me. Hire a bodyguard." I managed a smile, although the look on her face warranted a good laugh. 
She stood frowning, considering her response. Eventually, she decided to be condescending. "What did I say that indicated you couldn't protect me? I'm safe in my office. No one is going to create a scene in a restaurant, and the FBI is watching my house."
"If you are convinced the threat is from some troublemaker who wants to throw paint on you, then you need a bodyguard and I can leave. A ZAP agent will not presume to know who is threatening you or what means they will use to seek retribution or when or where they will strike. If it turns out to be an average person with a gun, then a couple of bodyguards who are allowed to stay close to you at all times may be sufficient. If it's someone with military experience, they won't be enough. And if someone with money wants you dead, they will hire a professional assassin. In that case, you need a ZAP trained agent, and you must be willing to be inconvenienced."
"How inconvenienced?" She sat worrying her lower lip as she re-appraised me.
"You will always be able to see me by turning your head, but like a perfect child, I won't speak unless spoken to."
"I'm not safe in my office? Besides, there are company secrets …"
"Ms. Vansise, professional assassins can get by your secretary and any security you have sitting in the waiting room. They will have false identification or be impersonating people you've dealt with over the phone. They could walk right by me into your office, kill you, and walk out without me knowing. If, however, I'm in your office, they will have to kill me first if they plan to reach you. As for secrets, I don't care whether you are a part-time prostitute or file false claims to the government. I only care about your safety. And, under the law governing ZAP agents, you have the same privacy protection with me that you do with your lawyer."
"No, you're not what I expected. I've apparently made several erroneous assumptions. What you would look like, what a ZAP agent was, and the potential seriousness of the threat." She stopped and took a sip of water from a glass she had on a tray with a Thermos jug. "What kind of qualifications do you have?"
"College and two years at the Zero Assassination Program qualification school. I was one of four individuals who graduated out of the one thousand four hundred who applied for admission."
"I understand why you don't consider yourself a bodyguard. And why ZAP agents are scarce." She stared at me for a long time before continuing. "What you are trying to tell me is that I have to determine if the inconvenience is worth the safety you provide."
I nodded. "Although the threat may be minimal or nonexistent, I have to assume it's going to be professional assassins. In that event, I have to be close enough that they have to disable me before they can attack you."
"All right, Kate. Rather than have you explain all the gory details—which I'm sure I won't like—stay and we'll see if we can tolerate each other. Do you need anything?" she asked. 
I shook my head, stood, pushed one of her chairs into a corner so I could see both the door and her, and sat. 
She frowned before picking up a document and beginning to read it.
Nothing much happened for the next several hours. She made and received several phone calls, typed on her laptop, and read. 
Around noon, Susan opened the door and walked in.
"Ms. Vansise, would you like me to order something for you?" she said and snuck a quick look in my direction. When Vansise nodded, she handed her a sheet of paper, which Vansise proceeded to mark with a pencil. "Kate, I assume you're not going to lunch?" When I nodded, she continued. "What would you like me to order?"
"Anything I can eat with one hand with nothing messy inside that can drip or fall out. Milk or water to drink."
"You don't care?"
"No. At the ZAP training, you learn not to care what you eat and to keep one hand free while you do. Or not to eat at all when it's inconvenient."
She continued to stare at me as Susan beat a hasty retreat. 
Susan returned a half hour later with several Chinese dishes for Vansise and a tray of pot stickers and a glass of milk which she set on a small table next to me. It was perfect, since the pot stickers had small skewers that were easy to pick up with one hand.
"Thank you, Susan. That was a good selection," I said and was rewarded with a pleased smile. 
It was after three when Vansise answered a buzz from her phone.
"Send him in, Susan," she said, watching me until a man opened the door and walked in. He appeared to be in his late forties or early fifties, with gray streaked brown hair, a few pounds overweight, and a round clean-shaven face. Definitely a lawyer, I mused as I assessed him as a potential threat. 
When he saw me, he stopped and turned toward Vansise.
"Harold, meet Kate. You're aware of the threats I've been receiving. As a result, Homeland Security has assigned me a ZAP agent from the FBI's anti-terrorist group as a bodyguard."
"Nice to meet you, Kate," he said, giving me a warm smile. 
I nodded, still evaluating him. Vansise appeared to know him, but you had to stay vigilant. Friends, co-workers, and employees aren't always loyal and don’t always agree with your causes. Therefore, you look for the telltale signs Dr. Duvall had taught us to look for. 
After a long pause, he turned back to her.
"We need to talk—alone."
"Kate says discussions with ZAP agents have attorney-client privilege, and from what I've learned so far, I don't think she plans on leaving."
"Kate, Ms. Vansise and I need to talk," Harold said, straightening his posture and glaring in my direction, an interesting reaction right out of the animal intimidation handbook—make yourself look bigger and stronger.
"I understand." I did; he didn't.
"Alone."
"Sorry." I maintained eye contact. When he took a step in my direction, I laid the gun which had been concealed by my leg onto my lap. 
He froze and then stumbled backward. 
"Harold," I said, "someone is threatening to harm, maybe kill Ms. Vansise. This is not a game where you or she can call for a timeout. Until Ms. Vansise no longer needs or wants my protection, she stays within my sight. And yes, I'll enforce that rule with deadly force if necessary."
"Harold, pull up a chair," Vansise said, picking up the phone. "Susan, get me Director Liang." 
Harold glared at me while Vansise's eyes glanced from Harold to me and back. "Director Liang, ZAP Agent Kate seems a bit— ... Yes, that's the word ... Oh. She claims ZAP agents have attorney-client privilege ... And she threatened one of my associates when he confronted her ... Oh ... Thank you, Ms. Liang." She turned and looked in my direction for a minute before turning back to Harold, who was glaring at me.
"Is this Liang her superior? Hopefully you can get her replaced."
"Yes, Ms. Liang is the Director of the Anti-terrorist Group. She agrees the ZAP protocols are invasive and confirms all ZAP agents have attorney-client privilege. She says Kate will be justified shooting anyone she feels endangers my safety. She emphasizes that ZAP agents are presently in short supply and says she could use agent Mathis on another assignment if I don’t want her."
"I'd hire a couple of bodyguards if I were you. She's a lunatic."
"I don't know. Based on what Kate has told me about ZAP agents and her actions, I believe her logic is correct ... it depends upon the level of threat and the risk I'm willing to assume. I think I'll wait to decide. Besides, I find the ZAP concept intriguing." 
Harold reluctantly stayed. 
They soon became immersed in the details of a lawsuit arising from an issue at one of their sites and forgot I was in the room. I didn't care about the specifics of the issues accept to assess reasons individuals might want to hurt Vansise and the level of threat that might represent. He gave me a hostile look as he left the office. I was nice and didn't wave goodbye, although it was tempting.
"You were good to your word—seen but not heard." She looked toward the back wall at a large stainless-steel wall clock with moving gears. "I guess it’s dinner time. Are you joining me or going home?"
"If you're going to dinner, so am I." I stood and stretched my legs, debating whether I should stand in the future, but standing all day also had its disadvantages. 
Vansise frowned but said nothing. I followed her to her car, a blue BMW 550 with a light-blue leather interior. Rather than use Interstate 290, she used Clark Street to West Madison Street going west. She was quiet on the thirty-minute drive to Forest Park and the Francesca's Fiore restaurant. Inside, we clashed over my stipulation that her table be next to a wall, preferably in a corner. It took the restaurant manager another fifteen minutes to arrange for a table acceptable to me and come to terms with my refusal to sit to eat.
"You're very conspicuous standing against the wall. It's embarrassing," Vansise said at just over a whisper, her face slightly flushed. "I won't be able to show my face here again."
"In less than five minutes, the novelty will wear off and life will return to normal."
"Maybe for them. I assume you're going to eat standing up with one hand. I don't think they have a stand-up-and-eat-with-one-hand menu," she said with a got you grin.
"If they can't handle a special request, that’s all right," I grinned back.
"You're more aggravating than the environmentalists plaguing every one of my sites. Never mind. What kind of food do you like?"
"I don't care. The more tasteless the better," I said as a good-looking waiter in his early twenties warily approached the table.
"Ms. Vansise, what can I get for you tonight?" he asked while trying not to look in my direction. 
"What would you recommend, Raymond?"
"There's Swordfish on the menu, and it came in fresh this morning."
"That sounds good. The house Chardonnay, a Caesar salad, and the Pesce Spada Mia Notte. And ask Chef Lionetti if he could prepare something a person can eat with one hand, not too messy, and as tasteless as he can make it." She gave me a smug look over her shoulder. "And a glass of milk."
"Perfect," I said while continuing to scan the restaurant. By now, everyone had returned their attention to their companions and meal, with only an occasional glance in my direction, which was quickly averted when they caught me looking at them.
"Yes, Ms. Vansise," Raymond said, and he beat a hasty retreat. After she had finished her salad, Raymond returned with her Swordfish dinner and what looked like a meatball sub without sauce. "Is there anything else I can get for you?"
"Yes, Raymond. Another glass of wine," she replied and as he departed, "I should probably order a bottle or two."
"Don't. You'd have to sleep it off in the car because I'm not suicidal and don't have a driver's license." 
She shook her head and began eating. After dinner and the second glass of wine, she seemed to relax and to forget about me standing behind her. She lingered with coffee and Tiramisu for dessert. 
It was only a short, and thankfully peaceful, drive to Maywood and her house. When we arrived, there were five people walking up and down on the lawn in front of her house. A car was parked on the opposite side of the street. Since all the other cars were in driveways or garages, I assumed it was the FBI agent who was supposed to be guarding her house.
"Damn it," Vansise said, stopping the car at the curb because two men were standing in the driveway. They had baseball bats with a baseball glove hanging around each one. Nice touch, since it gave the appearance of two men returning from a game. But the game was Vansise. I got out and walked around the car as two other men and a woman came strolling toward the car with signs reading "Frack Shale Energy," "Frack Vansise," and "Fracking the world and its children."
"You come to Frack us?" said a tall athletic man in his thirties as he moved to meet me. As I continued to approach him, he stopped, unsure what to do. When I was only a few feet away, I drove a front kick into his groin, kneed him in the face as he bent in pain, and snatched the bat out of his hand. As his mate watched, I rotated the bat over my head in a circle, ending at his kneecap. He screamed and collapsed. Couldn't blame him, it must have hurt more than the kick to his balls. 
Now the biker-looking man's face had turned ugly. As he strode to meet me, I nodded to Vansise to proceed into the garage. 
"You bitch, I'm going to teach you a lesson you'll …" He stopped as he realized the garage door was opening and Vansise was slowly entering the driveway he was no longer blocking. He smiled—at least I think that was what his contorted face was attempting to do. "After I Frack this bitch's face." He raised his bat, preparing to smash the driver's window. I shot him in the chest. As he staggered back, I fired two more shots into him. When I turned toward the three with signs, they were backing up. After a few steps, they dropped their signs and scattered at a run.
"Drop that gun and get on the ground," a man said as he got out of the parked car.
"I guess you've finished your coffee and donuts." I turned and walked up the driveway. 
Vansise leapt from the car, waving her arms over her head. "Don't shoot! She's a ZAP agent."
"Stop or I'll shoot," he shouted again while trying to open his cell with his other hand. 
I touched her arm and gently guided her into the garage.
"He could have shot you!" she said as the garage door slid closed.
"No. He's standard FBI security. He wouldn't shoot unless I shot at him—too many repercussions. He'll call for backup. It's easier and safer."
"What's going to happen to you?"
"Nothing. Now if I let him hurt you, Director Liang would be very disappointed, and I would be depressed for months." I hit "1" on my speed dial and put it on speaker.
"Yes, Kate?"
"Director, I've got an FBI clown outside wanting to arrest me for shooting … correction, killing a man who was attempting to damage Ms. Vansise. He's probably calling for backup as we speak."
"Try not to shoot anyone else." The phone went dead.
"A lady of few words. Hopefully, the situation will be resolved before I have to shoot anyone else."
Vansise walked unsteadily into the front room and collapsed onto the couch. "Why?" She put her head in her hands. "The country needs an alternative source of energy, and we have an abundance of natural gas. Admittedly, Fracking is new technology, but if the technique has issues, we need to address them. Killing me isn't going to make the technology go away."
"This is Captain Wilson, Illinois State Police. The house is surrounded. Come out with your hands in the air" The voice sounded like it came from a megaphone. When I didn't answer, he tried several more times. On the fifth try, the phone rang and Vansise answered.
"Yes? ... No, I’m not a hostage ... She's my bodyguard ... No. She's a ZAP agent." Vansise put the phone down. "He's coming to the front door, unarmed."
A few minutes later, there was a knock at the door. "I'm Captain Wilson and I'm unarmed. I've just talked to Director Liang."
I stopped Vansise when she started toward the door. 
"Is it locked?" I asked. She nodded. "Just one minute, Captain." I moved Vansise to a place where she couldn't be seen when the door opened, then went to the door, unlocked it, and stepped back so I could see who entered but wasn't in a direct line-of-sight from the street.
"Come in, the door is unlocked," I said after I was comfortable I could handle a multiple-person attack through the door. 
The door opened slowly and a tall, broad shouldered man entered with his hands in plain sight. He closed the door behind him. Smart man.
"I apologize for the confusion. The FBI man who called in the request for backup failed to mention it was a ZAP agent who shot the man and took the owner into the house. The officers who arrived assumed she was being held hostage." He shrugged. "If you would show me your badge and give me the basics of what happened, I'd appreciate it."
"Ms. Vansise, if you wouldn't mind getting the Captain and yourself something to drink? We can relax, and I'll answer Captain Wilson's questions. Vansise nodded, looking somewhat dazed.
"Wine or coffee?"
"Coffee please, although the events probably call for something stronger," he said with a grin. I walked over to him and produced by identification then reversed it so he could read the back. He spent several seconds examining it.
"Interesting. This is the first ZAP ID I've seen. That's equivalent to the authority of a combat marine in Afghanistan."
"The powers-that-be are tired of people hiring assassins to kill our citizens because they disagree with them, so they created a special branch of the FBI with rules of engagement to deal with them," I said. He seemed like a reasonable man and there was no reason for me not to be sociable. Besides, I thought it would help relax Vansise, who was having a bad day—getting used to having a ZAP agent, an attack on her person, seeing a man killed, and a swat team threatening to storm the house. 
Several minutes later, Vansise came walking over to the table, placed a cup of coffee in front of Wilson, a glass of milk in front of me, and sat with a glass of wine. I remained standing—better if I had to move quickly.
"As we arrived back at Ms. Vansise's house …" I gave a reasonable account of the events. I was just finishing when the door opened. I spun down into a snake stance, gun out. 
The man at the door stopped and Wilson had the sense to remain motionless. "Freeze," I said as the man's hands moved toward the front of his blue FBI jacket where he probably had his badge, hanging around his neck.
"I'm FBI agent Babbino. I'm in charge of Ms. Vansise's detail."
"Are you the one whose agent failed to alert the police that men with bats and threatening signs were blocking the entrance to Ms. Vansise's house, and who failed to come to her aid when they attacked her? That senior agent?" I asked. 
He took a step forward. 
"One more step, and it's your last. I don't know you, and will assume you intend to harm Ms. Vansise."
"I'm an FBI agent!"
"This bullet won't care. As far as I can determine, the FBI has provided Ms. Vansise no protection and caused Captain Wilson and his men a great deal of unnecessary trouble. And now you feel you have the right to barge in here without being invited and demand attention. If you want to talk to Ms. Vansise, call for an appointment. Now, out!" I pointed to the door with my left hand, which had a knife in it. 
He glared at me for a few seconds, then backed out the door and shut it. 
I uncoiled into a standing position. 
That would probably get me a complaint, but what was the alternative? Wilson had apologized for his officers when it wasn't their fault, and he had been respectful of my position. I had reciprocated by being cooperative, although I didn't have to. Conversely, if Babbino's agent had provided Vansise the promised security, this problem would never have happened. Now Babbino believes he's in charge, entitled to an explanation, and blames me for the problem—not his incompetence. I began to understand the problem Liang warned me about—some men's cave-man instinct toward women.
"Well, thank you, Ms. Vansise, for the coffee. And thank you agent Mathis for your time. It's been interesting." Wilson left grinning.
"That's it? You shoot someone and no charges, no investigation, no statements. And you can throw the FBI out of the house. I saw it, but I don't believe it." She finished her half–full glass of wine in one gulp. "A bodyguard would have had trouble with those two men with bats, and I doubt he could or would have stopped that man aiming his bat at my head. And if he shot someone, he'd be in jail. I was considering getting rid of you and hiring a bodyguard. Now I understand the difference. For the extra protection of a ZAP agent, I get extra inconvenience. My head's spinning."
"Too many grapes."
"You're driving me to drink."
"Can't. I don't have a license."
"Let me see that ID," she said, rising and walking over to me a bit unsteadily. I handed her the card. She stood there reading it and handed it back to me. 
"I'm going to bed. I guess you’re staying?"
"Yep." I took her arm and walked her around the house, checking out windows and access into the house and potential exposure in each room. The house was an older three bedroom red-brick ranch-style with a bow window in the front. The property backed onto trees, brush, and eventually to a small river. Not good. I made sure all the windows were locked and more importantly covered with something heavy enough to avoid seeing shadows from the outside.
"Alright, the house is as safe as this house can be."
"Are you going home now?"
"Ms. Vansise, I'll be a constant itch until you decide you don't need or want me."
"Day and night? Seven days a week? No one can do that." She stared at me in horror.
"Yes, I'm trained to do just that. What time of the day, day of the week, or place do you think you're safe from the whack-jobs who want to hurt or kill you?"
"Are you coming to bed with me too?" She looked exhausted.
"No, I'll move a comfortable chair so I can see the door to your room as well as the front and rear doors. Please leave your door open."
"Good night, Kate. If someone breaks in, don't wake me." She staggered off down the hallway and into her room. I didn't hear a shower, so she must have gone straight to bed.
* * *
The next three weeks settled into a more-or-less normal routine, and I was pretty much ignored. She prepared breakfast at home, arrived at the office around 7:00 a.m., held a staff meeting at 9:00 a.m., worked through lunch, left work between four and seven, and ate dinner at one of several restaurants—once with the company lawyer, Harold Vanderhoff, and once with the company geologist, Charlie Creeden. They each made a good attempt at ignoring me. By now, Vansise forgot I was there most of the time, resigned to losing any argument with me concerning her safety.
 I had spent two long years chasing a dream and wasn't disappointed. My assignments were everything I had hoped for—I got to watch VIPs up close and personal and to see behind the façades they wore or projected. Vansise was a good example. In public, she listened to people like she was interested, would consider their positions, and meant to follow up on their suggestions. She avoided confrontations and never got angry. In private, she was a no nonsense person who did her homework, had reviewed alternative views, understood the issues, and knew where she was taking the company. The work Vansise and the public Vansise were two separate and distinct persons. I liked the real Vansise, who bothered to understand the issues and was not above compromise.
At one of the morning staff meetings, Vanderhoff announced the company had acquired the natural gas rights in the north-eastern part of Montana. Afterward, Vansise met with Creeden and decided to visit the proposed Montana site at the end of the week.
* * *
That morning a limo arrived for Vansise and me at 7:30 a.m. and drove us to O'Hare, where Luxury Air Jets had an eight-passenger Citation waiting. There we were met by Creeden, Vanderhoff, and Gary Waller, who was responsible for the project. Waller was a stark comparison to Creeden, who was a heavyset mountain man with a full beard and mustache and Vanderhoff, who was tall, clean shaven, and distinguished looking with his gray-streaked brown hair. Waller was short and thin, had receding hair, and wore glasses. The only thing they all had in common was the brown-leather briefcase each carried.
I entered behind Vansise and after surveying the seating—eight leather seats with two sets of two seats facing each other—I directed her to the rear of the plane.
"Why?"
"So I can see everyone."
"Why? You know everyone here." She sounded frustrated. 
I couldn't blame her and decided the protocol could be loosened without endangering her—unless the flight attendant was an assassin. I need to keep an eye on him, I mused and laughed mentally at the new Kate.
"True. I'll sit here. You can sit wherever you want." I smiled and nodded, conceding her point. 
She snorted and sat down where I had indicated, facing me. 
Creeden and Waller sat across the aisle from us. 
Once we were in the air, a good-looking male flight attendant served us a light lunch and drinks. Vansise spent most of the time discussing the proposed schedule, potential production, and cost of the new site. The flight to Williston North Dakota was short as it was less than a thousand miles, and we arrived well before noon. A new-looking Land Rover and a Jeep Cherokee were waiting when we arrived. Since I insisted on sitting with Vansise, only one of the others could go with her. Creeden won, which didn't please Vanderhoff, who looked to have taken it personally. 
We left Williston on Interstate two heading west and reached the Montana border in a half-hour. Five minutes later, the driver turned off onto a two-lane road designated as Route 1004.
"Ms. Vansise, our rights extend from the North Dakota and Montana border to Route 1004 to Route 2054, which is approximately five miles from Interstate 2. A total area of approximately twenty-five square miles," Creeden said, waving his arm in a semicircle to encompass the area.
"That's very mountainous terrain. We need roads, and that limits the available drilling sites," Vansise said, slowly scanning the area. 
Greeden nodded agreement.
"True, however, I've been over it in a helicopter. I believe there are forty to fifty potential drilling sites. I've visited a dozen of those sites, and they could potentially contain huge gas fields. The best part is that the area isn't inhabited. An excellent place to try new technology and work out any problems before using it near populated areas."
 We continued down Route 1004 to an area a hundred yards short of the Route 2054 intersection, where Creeden had the driver stop, and we got out. Creeden walked slowly with Vansise, giving her a short dissertation on why this area potentially had large deposits of natural gas underground. I couldn't see Vanderhoff, who I assumed was off somewhere pissing. Waller stood only a few feet from the second vehicle talking to the driver, who was pointing to something to the east. Our driver had stayed in the vehicle and was talking on the phone, which struck me as strange since my cell indicated no coverage.
"Back to the vehicle," I said quietly so only Vansise and Creeden could hear.
"Why?" Vansise asked while Creeden stood frowning at me.
"Something's wrong." 
I had no sooner said it than two Hummers approached: one from Route 2054, which stopped next to the Jeep Cherokee, and the other from Route 1004, which stopped next to the Land Rover. One man from each vehicle exited with an AK-looking weapon.
"When I start shooting, run for the Jeep and leave," I said, realizing they weren't there to rob us. Validating my thoughts, both drivers got out. The one near the Land Rover stood behind his vehicle with his rifle pointing in our direction; the other exited, turned away, and fired—I assumed at Vanderhoff, who I couldn't see.
"Now!" I shouted, firing at the man standing near the Jeep and hitting him in the chest. Then I turned and shot twice at the man behind the Hummer. He was just turning back when at least one bullet hit him in the throat or head and blood sprayed in a halo as he spun away. 
Vansise and Creeden raced for the Jeep. The other two, near the Land Rover, froze with indecision. 
As I turned toward them, they turned their guns toward me. I shot the one in front of the Hummer in the chest and dove sideways. The ground exploded where I had been standing. I got off two more rounds. I missed, but it caused the shooter to duck back behind the car. 
SHIT! When I looked to see how Vansise was doing, I saw the man I had shot in the chest rising to one knee and reaching for his gun. I realized he was wearing a bulletproof vest—and probably the others were, too. I tried to ignore the rock and dirt blasting around me and took careful aim, shot, and rolled back in the direction I had been standing. Pain scorched my leg—a bullet or two in addition to exploding rock. 
The good news was the Jeep was moving away; the bad, I was in the open and needed cover. I jammed in a new clip and jumped to my feet, firing off another couple of shots. I ran limping toward some small trees. With every other step, a stabbing pain shot though my leg as my left foot hit the ground. 
Although I was aiming at their tires, it had the effect of making them seek cover. 
I dove when I saw the embankment leading down to a small creek a few feet past the trees. The impact knocked the breath out of me, as my chest and ribs hit multiple rocks in the shallow water. I lay there exhausted, weak, and bleeding.
One thing those that survived the ZAP training learned was to control pain, injuries, and exhaustion. You found that place deep inside you that somehow overcame those inconveniences—at least temporarily. Those that couldn't failed or quit.
I rose to the roar of automatic weapons, bullets tearing through trees, ground, and rock. My only thoughts were my three opponents as I made it to the top of the small bank just in time to see one of the men running hard toward me. He looked berserk, laughing and firing as he ran. I fired twice, hitting him in the thigh and knee. His leg collapsed. As he hit the ground, I put a bullet in his head. 
I idly wondered how many rounds they had left. I was running low—only a clip and a half remaining. The firing had stopped, and the driver was back on the phone. That didn't bode well for me. While there was a lull in the fighting, I tied off my leaking thigh and calf. Sometime later a truck and another Hummer pulled up. Six men jumped out and the group huddled for several minutes. Then most took cover with their guns pointing in my direction while one of the Hummers slowly made its way to the berserker, dragged him into the vehicle, and drove back to join the others. Seemed strange until I realized they were cleaning up and leaving. The Hummer with the flat tire was hooked to the truck and they drove off.
"Where’re you going? The party is just starting!" I shouted as loud as I could, which got me several bursts of automatic fire as they drove away. I laughed hysterically and immediately regretted it. I had lost my inner-control, and pain shot up my leg and consumed me. It took some time to get control again. Besides the wounds to my leg, I had the river version of road rash: my clothes were ripped to shreds and the skin underneath was scraped and bleeding where flying shards of rock had penetrated the cloth. 
For a moment, I considered walking to the cars, but it didn't seem worth it. I rolled back down and lay in the freezing water. It felt wonderful. I must have slept—ZAP agents didn't pass out—because the sun was beginning to set when I heard the chop chop of helicopters. I crawled to the bank as one landed and six men exited in swat gear while the other chopper circled the area. I hoped they were my ride home—my adrenaline rush was long gone and I was bone tired.
I crawled over the bank, hands in the air, and began hobbling toward the helicopter. "I hope they're friendly," I mumbled just before I stumbled and collapsed.
* * *
I woke in bed, my leg raised in a sling and a man standing there—no—a ZAP agent, since he was standing against the wall and not sitting.
"Hello, Agent Mathis. I hear you're an out of control ZAP agent. I guess that explains why Director Liang has set up a complaint board—which looks like it's specifically for you, since only you have anything posted. You have a complaint from police Lieutenant Phillips. Seems you were aggressive and uncooperative during a routine questioning. And then there is a second one from Senior FBI Agent Babbino. He claims you used excessive force and should face an inquiry." He smiled. "I'm ZAP agent Ritter, newly graduated. Jasmin sends her regards."
"What day is it? And why are you here, Ritter?"
"It's Saturday evening. They had to operate to get the bullet out of your thigh. It cracked a bone, so you're in a cast and the tape is for the rib you cracked. That must have been some party. Director Liang wants to make sure the party doesn’t continue here."
"Why?"
"The boys you partied with were from an anti-government paramilitary organization. You were apparently aggressive and out of control, again."
"I do seem to remember having a few arguments."
"OK, let's hear your version," Ritter said with a smile. "Everyone back at Edwards is interested."
"It started when my client decided to go to Montana to … " After I had finished, they brought in a dinner tray. Although I didn't feel hungry, I ate, knowing I needed food. I think I fell asleep sometime during the meal.
* * *
When I opened my eyes, Liang was sitting in one of the two wooden armchairs. Ritter was standing in his same spot. She rose and approached the bed when she saw me move.
"Well, Kate, I'd prefer our agents came back in condition to go on another assignment," she said, looking serious except for the twitch of her lip. "We agreed you could have time off after your assignments, but the ZAP agent you saved me for another assignment you need to protect you in the hospital.
"Ah, but now I need convalescent leave."
"There is that," she said, nodding. "Agent Ritter has given me the highlights, but I'd like to hear the details from you. Consider it your weekly report, which is late by the way." She smiled and sat. She asked several questions as I described the fight, probing my reasoning and thoughts before and after. When I finished, she sat looking at me like a horse she was considering buying. I was tempted to grin so she could see my teeth.
"That was good work, Kate. You're proof that the ZAP school produces well-trained agents ready for field assignments. Not only did your client get away unharmed, but so did all of her staff. Yes, even Vanderhoff. The first shot produced only a superficial wound, and before the man could shoot again, you began shooting and distracted him. 
When they reached Williston, the police chief got the local FBI involved. The FBI—supported by several Comanche attack helicopters—searched the proposed Shale Energy area and discovered a militia group had created several camps: one for military exercises, another as a firing range, and a third for their stash of military grade weapons and illegal items including IEDs, grenades, plastic explosives, car bombs, and a couple dozen portable ground-to-air missiles. The FBI believes they were trying to disrupt Shale Energy from beginning operations until they could establish another base further north and move their equipment." 
Liang stopped to take a few sips of her coffee. "From what the FBI has learned so far, the plan was to harass Vansise, hoping to delay the start of operations in Montana. When you foiled that and they learned she was coming to Montana, they decided to kidnap her and hold her long enough to get their operations moved, although their shooting Vanderhoff makes one wonder if they would ever have released her."
"Damn, I should have been watching those drivers. I knew my mistake when I saw him on a phone when there was no cell reception." I banged the bed and immediately regretted it when every cell in my body sent multiple complaints to my brain.
"Yes, and you wouldn't be in the hospital and I wouldn't have to give you time off," Liang said, clearly pleased with how everything worked out. She stood. "Given the client survived your mistake, and it led to the discovery of an anti-government militia, the committee will pay for your vacation." She left smiling.
* * *
I stayed five more days in the hospital. I had spent some time on crutches when I was younger and wasn't in a rush to repeat the experience. I was told if I waited, I could get along with a cane. I felt like Grandma Kate when they finally discharged me. Liang had provided the company plane and a limo to deliver me back to the condo. There I spent another week eating, sleeping, and meditating. I was convinced my regular meditating sessions had been a significant factor in my surviving the firefight. When your mind is at peace you can make those split-second decisions necessary to survive. I had seen everything clearly because I wasn't thinking about dying, being hurt, or living. Considering it a future investment, I spent hours in meditation reviewing the assignment, the fight, and finding that quiet place of peace. Five days later, I was feeling better and bored and decided to visit Jasmin, who I learned was still at Edwards Air Base.
* * *
It was late afternoon by the time I reached the training facility, and Jasmin was critiquing the new second year candidates.
"Kate! Lose another client?" she shouted as I limped toward her. Of course by now she had heard at least an abbreviated version of my assignment. "And got all shot up in the process. Embarrassing."
The candidates, two women and eight men, stood watching, wide-eyed as she grabbed me in a bear-hug.
"Actually, I think she paid some thugs to get rid of me. We didn't see eye-to-eye over the ZAP protocol," I said, maintaining a thoughtful expression.
"What did Director Liang say?" Jasmin asked as if interested.
"She said I needed to be more like you and sent me for remedial training. So here I am."
"Candidates, this is a good time to review the ZAP protocols. Obviously agent Mathis didn't give us her full attention when she was in training. Agent Mathis, would you like to tell us how you managed to disgrace the organization?" 
She had no sooner finished when the second year candidate and even the instructors found a place to sit near us.
"It started when I entered Ms. Vansise's office ..." As I recounted the story, Jasmin and the other instructors used it as a training opportunity, questioning my reasoning and pointing out my use of the ZAP protocols. Afterward, Jasmin and I went off to dinner alone.
"Director Liang has asked me to stay on for this year's second year candidates. She thinks I’m good at helping the candidates internalize the ZAP protocols and that you are proving how important they are. I'm anxious to get an assignment, but I don't mind working with the candidates. It's rewarding, and I feel like I'm making a real contribution. She promised I'll get the first assignment after this class graduates."
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
  



Intermission – party time
Dory had booked me a limo to Los Angeles International Airport. There I found I was in first class, and it was on the company's dime. Since leaving the training, it felt like I had died and gone to Heaven, or maybe Valhalla would be more appropriate. After I had been seated and served tomato juice, a good looking, young, well-dressed man sat down next to me.
"Hi, I'm Jason. Are you traveling to Vegas?" He asked, followed with a gorgeous smile. And the rest wasn't bad. He had a pleasant angular face with blue eyes, straight nose, and kissable lips. While he looked athletic but not muscular, he was thin and around six-foot, which I like, since I'm five-nine. And he didn't have a wedding ring on, not that it mattered as it was unlikely we'd ever see each other again.
"Yes. Are you going on business or to break the bank?" I asked with my own I'm interested smile, which I've been told would make any man look twice. Of course, I wasn't exactly dressed to kill in my striped cotton hoodie and jeans, although they were of good quality and expensive.
"Sort of. I'm attending the annual PGA Expo in Vegas. I'm a golf pro in Naperville, Illinois," he said. "What about you, planning to break the bank?"
"No. I'm on vacation." 
We spent the all-too-short flight to Vegas evaluating each other. As we were getting ready to leave, he took the plunge.
"How would you like to meet for a drink or better yet, dinner?" he said, and I would’ve bet from the look on his face that if I could have seen the hand behind him, I would’ve seen that he had his fingers crossed. 
"I'd like that." 
"How about eight p.m. in the lobby at the Venetian Resort and Casino?" he said, handing me a slip of paper with a phone number. "In case you need to get in touch with me."
We separated when we deplaned, as I had to retrieve my leather sports bag with my weapons—in case Liang needed me to go directly on assignment. From there I caught a taxi to the Bellagio Hotel, where Dory had booked a small suite. Normally I'd prefer a standard room. Why waste money when I didn't plan to spend much time there? But Dory had insisted, as the COC was paying for it. I had to admit it was spacious and the view breathtaking from the fifteenth floor. This was the life I wanted: interesting work with plenty of time off and the money to see the world in comfort.
* * *
When I entered the lobby of the Venetian, I saw Jason sitting off to the side in a small waiting area. He stood when he saw me and waved. He had dressed casually, with a short-sleeved US Open dark-blue pullover, white slacks, and tennis shoes. I approved. I wore a knee-length short-sleeved flared summer dress, blue and V-necked almost to the waist, where it transitioned into gold and faded to white toward the bottom, and a pair of blue sandals. My only jewelry was a rectangular Chinese mother of pearl gambling-chip hanging from a smoky topaz beaded necklace. He must have approved, because he stood there with his mouth open for several minutes, eyes wide.
"Wow! Sorry, but you look … gorgeous."
"You didn't like my hoodie?" I couldn't resist. He stuttered and blushed slightly. I smiled. "Well, now that I'm overdressed for McDonalds, where are we going?"
He shook his head and smiled. "I guess Wendy's is also out. So, lovely lady, what kind of food would you prefer: Italian, French, Asian, Continental, Steak, or something else?"
"Italian, and I'll let you pick the restaurant," I said. He scored points letting me pick the cuisine, but since I didn't know what he could afford, I let him pick where. He took out a slip of paper and scanned it.
"How about Lavo?"
"Lead on," I said, and hooked my arm in his. The Lavo was a beautiful restaurant and lounge, overlooking the Strip. I imagined this was going to cost him a pretty penny. Of course, I was worth it. After a slow dinner, we went up to the Lavo nightclub. I liked the fact they had table seating, which gave us an opportunity to talk as well as dance.
Jason was single, so he claimed. It really didn't matter—I was single and not breaking any vows—but I believed him. He was a graduate of the University of Ohio with a Liberal Arts degree. He had entered some small tournaments and done well but hadn't managed to get his PGA tour card yet. He had attended Q-school several times and had managed to reach the second stage. He entertained me with highlights of the school and the wannabe pros he had met. Then it was my turn.
"So what do you do for a living?" he asked. 
I lied. I'm proud of being a ZAP agent, but I felt the truth would make most men uncomfortable.
"I work for a small security firm in Los Angeles. We provide security for large estates and private security for special occasions. Boring mostly." Except for uninvited guests with AK-47s and professional assassins, I mused.
"I notice you have a slight limp. Job related?" he asked nodding toward my leg.
"No. A recent car accident, and it hasn't healed completely."
"Bad accident?" he asked. 
I made up a story about some drunk running a red light and then spent an hour giving a condensed version of my ZAP training into a few watered-down stories. In retrospect, there had been some funny incidents, if you looked at them as a spectator and not as a student.
"Rough school," he said after I finished.
"Yes, but necessary when you're dealing with rich clients. You not only need to know what to do but also what not to do."
"Like get in the way of a bullet?"
"More like when to call the office and when to call 9-1-1," I said, producing a hearty laugh.
"I notice you don't drink a lot. You didn't finish you wine at dinner, and you've only had two drinks here."
"You don't need to get me drunk." I grinned. 
He blushed. 
"I'm more fun when I'm sober." In fact, both of my drinks contained no alcohol. I had bribed our waitress on my way to the Ladies. "So unless you're planning on ditching me, we could retire to somewhere more private—like your room," I said and was rewarded with a stunned nod. 
After he paid the bill, we made our way back to the Venetian. He wore a silly grin all the way back. He had a standard room, which I approved. Why waste money when you knew you wouldn't be spending much time there? Just someplace to keep your clothes and accessories.
In the room, I put my purse in the drawer of one of the night tables, knowing I would wake if I heard it being opened. Under my skirt, especially on a date, wasn't a good place to hide a gun and knife, so I had bought a purse large enough to hold one of each. 
While exploring tongues, we managed to strip and landed on the bed. There I relaxed as he kissed my face, eyes, and began working his way down my neck. He spent luxurious minutes on my breasts. It produced a nice, warm feeling that spread throughout my body. As he slowly worked his way to my stomach, my pulse quickened, and I knew I was wet and ready. I felt like a nun who had left the convent after two long years.
Before I knew it, he was at my crotch, and I felt my body spasm. I automatically scissored my legs around his head and pulled him into me as I climaxed. Fortunately for him, I realized he couldn't breathe and let go. He knelt back, gasping for air. He shuffled forward and slid easily into me, then slowly moved in and out, like I was a virgin. I locked my legs behind him, and he began moving faster. All too soon, he climaxed but managed to continue until I did—again. To his credit, he didn't collapse on me, but rolled on his side, facing me.
"That was nice, ready to go again?" I asked. He choked. "All right, if we can wait a few minutes." This time I laughed, and then I laughed long and hard when I saw the look on his face. 
* * *
The next five days were fun. We usually skipped breakfast—after a late night and morning delight—for an early lunch at one of the casino's cafes. I attended several seminars and workshops with him. We managed to drive out to see a few of the many surrounding attractions: the Hoover Dam, Valley of Fire, and Red Rock Canyon. Before dinner, we sometimes spent a few hours in the casino. The slots were boring, craps too difficult to understand, and blackjack too fast to enjoy. After watching for a while, we settled on Pai Gow. When we sat down, I dropped two hundred-dollar bills and got a stack of ten-dollar chips, which I split and slid half to Jason.
By the end of the second week, Jason was a couple of hundred ahead and me about eighty down. He offered to return my hundred and split the profit, but I refused. By then he must have spent a year's salary, but then I'd bet he had no complaints. We were having dinner at the Hofbrauhaus when my cell buzzed with a tone that signaled Director Liang.
"Yes, ma'am." I said excitedly, knowing it meant a client. The time off had been wonderful, but I was ready for another assignment.
"Kate, I know it's short notice, but I expect you in my office two days from now, at eight a.m." The phone went dead before I could respond.
"She's not much of a talker," I quipped. "I have to leave tomorrow. The company has an assignment for me."
"I also have to leave tomorrow. I'm going to miss you, Kate. I hope we can see each other again sometime. Illinois and Los Angeles aren't too far apart—by air." He grinned.
"I also had a great time and would like to see you again. But I travel a lot for my job. I'll make you a deal: if you plan to attend the PGA convention again next year and aren't attached, I'll try to meet you here."
"Deal!"
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
  
  



NHL Player: Mr. Harkin
"I’m sorry to have cut you vacation short, but we have a rather urgent case and no one immediately available," Liang said as we sat in her office.
"It was a good vacation. I'm healed, rested, and ready for an assignment."
"This assignment should be interesting. You'll be guarding Doug Harkin, a six-foot-two hockey player for the Arizona Coyotes. He killed some seventeen-year old gang-banger in a bar fight a week ago. Fortunately, the Coyotes have had away games for the past several days. They returned three days ago. The next night he was almost killed when leaving the locker room. He was lucky a new security guard was standing at the rear exit opening the door for the players while trying to get their autographs for his son. When Mr. Harkin stepped out the door, the firing started. Harkin is probably alive today because the guard pulled him back into the hallway and locked it. He wasn't so lucky. He received multiple gunshot wounds and later died at the hospital. Harkin got off with only a minor flesh wound to the arm."
"The team owner got the FBI involved. They want him confined to his house while they try to find who was responsible for the shooting. But Harkin insists he wants to play in the upcoming games and needs to practice if he is going to be ready. The owners are reluctant to allow him to play because of potential lawsuits if someone gets hurt at a game or practice. But he's one of their star players, and they need him if they hope to get into the playoffs. It turns out the final seven games will be critical. So, they have reached a compromise—a ZAP agent."
"And you picked me because I'm cute." I batted my eyelashes. "Sounds like fun." And interesting, I
mused. What could be more fun than following some hunk of a star hockey player around—night and day? Of course, every client—whether sexy, brilliant, stupid, kind, cruel, or ... would be merely an object to be protected ... still.
"He's expecting a ZAP agent tomorrow morning to accompany him to practice," Liang said, studying me. 
Then it hit me.
"He's expecting a ZAP agent, not a woman. And you haven't enlightened him!" I gave her my best evil look and then smiled. "That's all right. I think it will be fun. I'm sure he'll love me." I rose, snatched the paper Liang was holding, and skipped out of the office, grinning.
* * *
Dory arranged for me to take the company plane. The next morning, a limo picked me up at four a.m. for my five a.m. departure from Burbank Airport. It was only a short flight to Phoenix and there was no time difference, as we were on daylight savings time. When I entered the plane, Carolyn was there to greet me. Today she wore a dark-blue jacket with a plain white blouse, white skirt, and her usual sunny smile.
"Good morning, Ms. Mathis. You're our only passenger, so you can sit anywhere you want. Who could stop you anyway?" She smiled, waving toward the cabin. "Can I get you anything before we take off?"
"Kate, please. I'm not sure I can handle complex decisions like where to sit and what I want to eat or drink this early in the morning. You make the decision. Whatever you have handy to drink." I shook my head at having a private plane all to myself. She turned into the galley as I wandered down the aisle and found a seat midway. Carolyn magically appeared while I was still admiring the interior and placed a glass of orange juice and a cup of coffee on the tray in front of me.
"I hope this isn't too much of a decision." She grinned.
"I'll drink both. That way I won't have to decide," I quipped. Carolyn not only had a cheerful personality but also a good sense of humor. "Thanks. It's perfect."
After the plane attained cruising altitude the pilot visited and Carolyn served me the kind of breakfast I would have expected in a good restaurant. We arrived at Phoenix Sky Harbor shortly after 6 a.m.
"I hope you've enjoyed your flight with us, Kate."
"No," I said, and Carolyn's face turned to stone. "You've ruined traveling first class for me. After you, first class is going to feel like traveling on a UPS mail carrier. Thank you, Carolyn, for a delightful experience." I left her blushing.
I caught a taxi and was treated to a good look at Phoenix—crowded, dry, and flat. The terrain improved as we left the city proper, entered the suburbs, and approached the foothills. Before long, we were passing very large houses bordering fairways. After checking his GPS unit, the cabbie pulled into a large, circular, bricked driveway. 
I'm not sure what I was expecting. The house appeared large and had a three-car garage, but it seemed modest for the money I was sure a star NHL payer demanded. The house was radically different from what I was use to in the Northwest. It looked like several round structures of different heights attached together. The exterior was gray adobe and had lots of picture windows. 
As I exited the taxi, an average-looking man in dark blue slacks, a white shirt, a flak jacket with FBI on the front, and a cap with FBI in large letters left his black Suburban sedan. They weren't taking any chances after the shooting at the rink, where automatic weapons had been used. The message was clear—you're shooting at the FBI. The taxi beat a hasty retreat as he approached with his hand on the gun holstered at his side.
"Can I help you, ma’am?" he said, and then he drew his gun as he scanned me and realized I was armed. "Raise your hands, or I'll shoot."
"I'm ZAP agent Kate, and Mr. Harkin is expecting me," I said, raising hands palm up—I didn't want to reach into my jacket with him pointing a gun at me—turned, and walked toward the steps to the front entrance.
"Stop or I'll shoot," he hollered. I knew he wouldn't, since he would have to shoot me in the back and the consequences would be disastrous. He would get on his phone to whoever was inside. I continued walking up the four semi-circular steps set between large boulders and down a path surrounded by a variety of cacti. My peripheral vision showed him tagging along, gun pointing in my direction. At the front door, a tall older man stood waiting, hands empty.
"Agent Mathis, I assume. I'm Kevin Wickman, the senior agent in charge of Mr. Harkin's detail. Can I see some identification please?"
"Good morning, Agent Wickman." I opened my jacket to show the badge clipped to the inside pocket, reached in and pulled out my leather identification case, flipped it open and held it up for him to see. He looked at it and nodded.
"Thank you, Agent Mathis. I'm looking forward to introducing you to Harkin." He grinned and waved me into a large open area, which seemed to be two or three circular rooms separated by walls which extended only partway into each room, like partitions meant to define each room. A semi-open floor plan, which I found interesting, if awkward in a firefight.
"Kate will do," I said as he led me to a curved stairway which led up to a large circular room with a panoramic view of the surrounding mountains and golf course. Seven or eight plush leather chairs were dotted around the room, and a very large LED television hung on one wall. Three men were in the room. Two sat engrossed in a hockey game on the TV. A third, a big man, sat off to the side glaring at me. An underarm Glock was clearly visible. When one of the two men looked up, Wickman spoke.
"Mr. Harkin, this is the ZAP agent you were expecting."
"Very funny, Wickman. I don't know why you let her in, but show her out." He turned back to the TV. I picked an empty wall and went and leaned against it. Wickman stood there grinning, knowing he couldn't throw me out since I was a Federal agent and authorized to be there. Besides, I suspect he was enjoying this and wanting to see what would happen when Harkin realized I wasn't leaving. 
Ten minutes later, the same young man turned off the TV and rose. "Well, it’s time to leave for the Ice Den." He looked well over six-feet, muscular, short straight sandy hair, and a square rugged-looking face.
"Wickman, why is she still here?" Harkin asked, frowning.
"Sir, she's a ZAP agent and has FBI clearance to be here. I can't throw her out. You can, but I can't." He tried not to smile, but only partially succeeded.
"You're a ZAP agent? Rubbish. I could kick your ass with one arm tied behind me." He sneered, which ruined his good-looking features.
"Please don't try. My boss would be unhappy," I said, leaving off the putting you in the hospital part. I wondered if this was what Liang had been referring to. She thought it frustrating; I thought it amusing.
"Mack, throw her out." Harkin pointed at me. 
Mack got out of the chair with a smile on his face. He was as tall as Harkin, but he massed half again Harkin's weight, and except for a bit of a stomach, it looked to be all muscle. He was bald, clean-shaven, and had a prize-fighter’s scarred face. He looked like a bouncer in a biker bar. 
I moved away from the wall as he approached.
"OK, bimbo, that way." He pointed toward the stairs and smiled.
"Sorry, Mack, but Mr. Harkin has confused thugs with professionals." Rule something or other, get your opponent so mad they stop thinking.
Mack's face twisted in anger but his eyes sparkled with excitement. He stepped closer and threw a head-sized fist at my face. 
I twisted sideways, and my right arm blocked and guided his fist only inches by my face. Like a revolving door, as I twisted right my left fist slammed into his temple. It felt like I had hit a stone wall. I uncoiled, twisting back to the left and delivering a back fist to his left temple. 
He looked frozen, but showed no sign of collapsing. 
I shrugged. My instructors had stressed when you have the advantage you don't give your opponent time to recover. Mack was used to knock down bar fights and had a head like granite. Placing one foot behind his, I drove my knee into his groin and my elbow into his solar plexus. 
He stumbled backward gasping for breath, hit a chair, and tumbled over it. He rolled over, moaning. 
I leaned back against the wall and smiled at Harkin. He glared back at me for several minutes. The way Wickman stood looking at Mack, there must have been bad feelings between them.
"I'm not having a woman following me around. I'd look like a wimp. What can you do that my bodyguard and the FBI can't?"
"Your bodyguard would be good protection from your fans and drunks. The FBI, while extremely competent," I thought that a nice touch, "will catch your killer and make sure they do jail time—after you’re dead. That may sound harsh, but most FBI on security details have never shot another human, and they know shooting one will be scrutinized afterward by people who will expect the agent to have used minimal force regardless of the situation. Therefore, they will be inclined to shoot after your killer has taken a shot." I looked to Wickman, who unconsciously gave an imperceptible nod of agreement.
"And what about you?"
"I'm a ZAP agent. I'll shoot if I think someone intends to harm you. And before you ask, yes, I've killed people. More importantly, my client lived through the experience because I did. None of that matters. No ZAP agent: no training and no playing on the ice."
"OK, so I want a ZAP agent, just not a woman."
I took out my cell, hit "1" on the speed dial, and put it on speaker.
"Put Mr. Harkin on," Liang said. She obviously anticipated the problem. Harkin moved closer to me.
"I want a male ZAP—"
"Mr. Harkin, you have been assigned ZAP Agent Mathis. If she isn't acceptable, I have other clients who need a ZAP agent and would welcome her. But in that case you go to the bottom of the list. I warn you, the list is long because ZAP agents are scarce." Liang had the nerve to disconnect.
"Well?" I asked.
Harkin stood there in shock, looking from his friend, to Wickman, to Mack, and back to me several times. 
"You can stay, but you will keep out of sight!"
"Sorry. I'll be a good girl and not talk, but you'll be able to see me by turning your head. One of the reasons the FBI have trouble protecting individuals is that the individuals don't want to be inconvenienced. Therefore, they can't always be where they know they should be to protect the person they are guarding. Instead, they try to keep the trouble away from you by securing the area. I on the other hand don't care what you think. I'll be close enough to you to force the killer to take me on before he can get to you. In that case, the FBI will be in action and you should live through the experience. I will not compromise with your life. I can't protect you if I can't see you."
"What if that is unacceptable?"
"I leave."
"What am I going to tell my team mates?" He stood there shifting from one foot to the other obviously nervous.
"To treat you well. I shoot people who I think are going to harm you."
"What do you think, Sean?" Harkin asked the other man who had been sitting with him watching the TV. He shrugged, although a grin creased his lips.
"You're going to get a lot of ribbing, but the threat is real and serious. Isn't that worth the inconvenience and some ribbing?"
After a few minutes looking at the floor, Harkin shrugged, picked up his black-leather bag, and headed for the stairs. At the bottom of the stairs, he cut through the kitchen and then through a door into the garage. There he stood, surveying the area. The garage had three cars: a Mercedes-Benz SL convertible, a Jaguar F-type convertible, and a BMW X6 SUV sedan.
"That one, unless Sean has his own transportation," I said, pointing to the BMW. The convertibles were two-seaters.
"The FBI has their own transportation." He stood staring down at me.
"I don't have a driver's license. Even if I did, you could lose me in traffic or I could have a flat and I wouldn't be there when the gang drew even with your car and the AK-47 shredded you and your vehicle," I said. 
He looked a bit pale when I mentioned AK-47.
"And what can you do if that happens?" Harkin grinned again. 
I didn't know what he had to grin about since they would be shooting at him.
"Well this is the West, so think of me as riding shotgun," I said, patting my Glock. "I repeat, I can't protect you if I can't see you."
Harkin said nothing. He turned and went over to the BMW, with Sean following us. When we reached the car, Sean looked to me. I nodded toward the passenger's side and took the rear seat behind Harkin.
"Shit, we're late," he said as he accelerated to well over the speed limit—no matter what it was. As I scanned the area, I couldn't help but be fascinated by the names of the roads—Running Deer Trail, E. Dynamite, N. Cave Creek , Agua Fna Freeway. After he ran the second red light, I wondered if I might have more to fear from him than whoever wanted him dead. I'm not sure if I was more surprised that we made it without an accident or that the cops hadn't stopped us. 
As we pulled in the parking area, I scanned it but didn't see anything suspicious. We parked in reserved parking, which was only a short walk to the entrance. As we exited, Wickman and another man left their Suburban. The security guard on duty nodded as we entered the building.
"Good morning, Mr. Harkin, Mr. Aaronson."
"Hi, Tony," Sean said as we proceeded down the hallway. When we reached the locker room, Harkin stopped with his hand on the door and turned toward me.
"This is as far as you go, Agent Mathis. You can sit with Agent Wickman and watch us practice. Another agent will be guarding the hallway." He nodded to the man accompanying Wickman.
"Are you going in there?" I asked. When he nodded, I shrugged. "Where you go, I go. No exceptions."
"Women aren't allowed!"
"It will help if you stop thinking of me as a woman. At the ZAP school, I was a candidate—not a woman candidate. Now I'm a ZAP agent—not a woman agent."
"But you're a woman!" His voice rose a couple of octaves as he talked. "I'll let agent Wickman come in and guard me."
"Then you don't need me and I can get another assignment," I said, pulling out my smartphone. "Oh, no point in you attending training. I think the condition of you returning was a ZAP agent as a bodyguard."
"Wait. There has to be some compromise we can reach."
"Mr. Harkin, think for a moment beyond your own needs and wants." I held my finger to my lips before he could respond. In reality, the concept was probably new to him. "If a gang were to enter the hallway and kill or disable agent …"
"Billings," the agent with Wickman said, as amused as Wickman.
"Billings, and enter the locker room, they would not only shoot you but also several of your teammates as well. Some of those will be trying to save you while others will just be caught in the crossfire. Your mere presence puts everyone around you in danger. The least you can do is provide them some protection."
Sean had paled as I talked. I don't think he realized being close to Harkin exposed him to danger. A security guard had lost his life for that exact reason. 
Harkin looked to Sean and then nodded. He opened the door and waited for me to enter. I shook my head and held the door while he entered first. As I fell in behind him, I noticed Wickman followed. He was enjoying the interaction between Harkin and me.
"I wouldn't miss this for the world. I thought this assignment was going to be boring," he said, smiling as his eyes swept the room. The reaction was comical as the players and coaches realized a woman was in the room. Some became suddenly coy in their half-naked state, others smiled, and still others became outraged—like the coach.
"Get out. This room is off limits to women!" shouted a stocky gray-haired man. He had to be the head coach. From my experience, they seem to like screaming as their first choice of responses. Harkin spoke before I could decide on a response. I guess I was a bit slow, as I was enjoying the situation a little too much.
"Charlie, she's the ZAP agent the owners have insisted I be assigned as a condition of me returning to the team. Agent Wickman is the head of my FBI detail." Introducing Wickman was a clever attempt to draw attention away from me, but it didn't work.
"I don't give a rat's ass. She can guard the entrance to the room!"
"Charlie, no point me guarding the entrance to the room since Mr. Harkin won't be there. If I leave, he leaves," I said and realized it was a waste of breath.
"I make the rules here," he shouted, moving in my direction. We now had everyone's attention: some were amused, others muttered encouragement, and a few looked to be making wagers.
"Let's go, Mr. Harkin. The coach makes the rules here." I grabbed his arm and pushed him in the direction of the door. Charlie took two steps and grabbed my arm. When he did, I let him pull me toward him. As I crashed into him, I drove my knee into his groin, my head into his nose, and then swept my left leg through his legs. He went horizontal and crashed to the floor with a resounding thud.
"Rule number one," I said into the deathly silence. "Never touch a ZAP agent. Rule number two, never get between a ZAP agent and her client. Rule number three, ZAP agents are not circus animals. They do not respond to commands or do tricks. Any questions?" That was treated with stunned silence, if you didn't count Charlie on the floor.
"You mad bitch," he screamed between intermittent gasps for breath.
I ignored him. "Now that we've had a chance to get to know each other, do Mr. Harkin and I stay or do we leave?"
To his credit, he got to his feet and didn't look too much the worse. He stood staring at me as he wiped the blood around his nose with his sleeve and debated whether to attack me.
"Charlie, this is not a game. People are trying to kill Mr. Harkin. Do you think a hockey rink is off limits to the gangs? They won't care who is next to him when they try. I would think you'd be happy to have someone around, not sitting in the stands, if it happens here."
Charlie stood staring at me, mouth open. Slowly, the tension in his body eased. "The party's over. I want you all on the ice in five minutes," he said in his normal megaphone voice. "You too, Doug. We've got the Kings in three days, and it's a must win game." He headed for the door.
"I wouldn't have missed that for the world," Wickman said, grinning. "I've never worked with a ZAP agent before, but I've heard a few rumors. They all agree ZAP agents are dangerous."
"The only thing you need to know about a ZAP agent is that their only concern is their client. Nothing else."
"What about the FBI detail?"
"I don't mind the extra security. You do what I can't—check out the area. That reduces the risk. It’ll be best if I know at all times who is on duty and his or her responsibility. ZAP agents are extremely paranoid, and our rules of engagement allow us to shoot anyone we think intends to harm our clients." I certainly didn't want to shoot another agent, but a stranger appearing with a gun at the wrong time could be easily be mistaken for an assassin.
"I'll brief my team."
* * *
I wasn't much of a sport's fan, unless you counted scrimmages with boys at parties, and I'd been out of touch for several years. I knew what it meant to score in all the sports but little else, so the practice was interesting. Coach Charlie and his assistants ran the players through a series of drills and discussed the Kings’ strengths and weaknesses. The practice lasted a little over an hour. After another weigh-in, the players spent an hour in the weight room—lots of hot muscular sweaty bodies. Other agents might have considered this boring. I didn't. I thought it interesting and entertaining. This was a significant part of the ZAP life I was looking forward to—seeing up close and personal the lives of the VIPs I guarded. 
Afterward, Harkin spent some time with the team's strength and conditioning coach, discussing his current weightlifting and diet regiments. Apparently diet was a critical part of maintaining a hockey player’s fitness for the eight-month-long season.
Having identified each of the team players and coaches by now, I let Harkin shower in peace, although I was waiting as he and the others exited. I got a lot of wise cracks, dirty looks, and cussing when I wouldn't leave Harkin—and by extension the others—out of my sight.
"That was damn embarrassing," Harkin said as we left the locker room. Wickman stood waiting as we exited, with a smile on his lips.
"I know that you and the others considered it unnecessary, and today it was. And if I knew if or when someone would try to kill you, I could sit and read a book until then. However, I don't, so I have to assume it could be any minute of the day." This was a waste of breath, as Harkin just wanted to whine and wasn't listening as he rushed by me.
On the way back to his house, he drove a bit slower. I doubt he exceeded the speed limit by more than twenty miles per hour. Back at the house, I discovered he had his own private chef, who prepared his meals when he was in town and intended to eat at home. She looked to be in her late twenties or early thirties with a mature figure, light-blonde hair, and a pretty round face.
"Hi, Doug. Coach Phillip sent me an updated diet. According to your tweet, you will be eating at home tonight, but you didn't mention a … guest."
"Susan, this is ZAP Agent Mathis. She's my … bodyguard, who I'm hoping is now off duty and leaving." He smiled in my direction.
"Hi, Susan. I'm Mr. Harkin's live-in guest for the foreseeable future, so you can assume I'll be here for all meals; however, I'll be happy with anything that can be eaten with one hand, is not messy, and is preferably bland tasting. Water, juice, coffee, or whatever non-alcoholic liquid is available."
Harkin’s mouth hung open for several seconds. "Live in?"
"Yes, twenty-four seven, unless you know when someone will try to kill you. Oh, and who would be helpful."
"No one works twenty-four hours a day seven days a week."
"ZAP agents do. Since I don't know who wants to kill you, or how many, or who they may have hired, or when or where they plan to do it, I have to keep you in sight twenty-four hours a day until the situation is resolved. You should go about your business as normal and let me do my job, which is to keep you alive."
Harkin stared at me for a long time before he sat, and I moved over against a wall. No one spoke as Susan began placing food on the table: a platter with cooked chicken breasts and thighs surrounded with tomatoes, onions, olives and other miscellaneous things I couldn't identify, a large bowl of brown rice, and another with vegetables of some kind. It looked like enough food to feed a family of four. She returned to the kitchen and several minutes later returned with a sandwich on a plate in one hand and a glass of milk in the other. I took the milk and set it on the floor and then picked the sandwich up off the plate.
"Thank you, Susan. This is perfect." It didn't leak when I picked it up.
"You don't know what it is. It may be something you don't like. And it's going to be tasteless, because I didn't put anything on it since you didn't tell me what you like or don't like."
"Susan, it's perfect because it's food, I can hold it in one hand and eat, and it's not dripping." 
"Don't you have likes or dislikes?"
"Yes. I'd prefer my food didn't move, wasn't greasy, and was free of anything that would prevent it from being tasteless." 
Susan's face looked at me in horror, like I had claimed Harkin preferred road-kill to chicken. "You can't mean it," she said, staring at me like she was waiting for me to smile at the joke. From the smell of the chicken, I'd bet she was a good cook and was eager to please.
"I know I may appear silly standing against the wall and wanting food I can eat with one hand when I could be sitting at the table feasting on all that wonderful food you've prepared for Mr. Harkin." I nodded to the table, where Harkin was plowing through his second or maybe third helping of everything. "The chance that anyone may come bursting through the door blasting away with an automatic weapon is close to zero, but my boss pays me to act like the odds are close to one hundred. She insists our client be alive when the contract ends."
"Seems silly ... standing and eating that is ... and it's not healthy." Her cheeks flushed as she turned to Harkin. "Sir, is there anything else I can get you?"
"No, Susan. The chicken cacciatore was delicious," he said as he leaned back with a glass of milk and sighed. Susan smiled and returned to the kitchen and began cleaning up. He finished the milk and rose.
"I'm going to take a shower and change. You can watch television or listen to music if you want. There are a couple of hundred albums in the iPad on the Bose SoundDock in the living room," he said, pointing left in the direction of the stairs leading up to the recreation room, then turned and began walking right toward a hallway. I followed. "Where do you think you're going?"
"Wherever you're going. Think of me as a sweet little puppy which can't stand to have you out of sight."
He stopped and turned to face me. "You plan on sleeping in my bed too?" he said with a sneer.
"No, I've been told my Glock, knives, and baton make sleeping next to me very uncomfortable." I patted my holster. When his sneer faded, I took pity on him. "Mr. Harkin, I understand your need for privacy at times, like sleeping, showers, and so forth. And so long as it doesn't subject you to unnecessary danger, I'm willing to accommodate you. All I want to do now is to check out your sleeping area and assess any potential danger. I don't need to be in your bed, shower, or bedroom so long as there is only one access point which I can guard and all windows are covered with material that doesn't permit you or your shadow to be seen from the outside."
Harkin stood staring at me for a long time before he turned and continued walking to the end of the hallway and into a large bedroom. He stopped and waved me in, frowning in resignation. The bedroom had a king-sized bed with a night stand on each side, a padded chair, a sixty-something inch television hanging on the wall above a long cabinet containing electronic boxes and CDs, and a wall of windows with a panoramic view of the golf course and the mountains beyond. I picked up a tablet-looking device, turned it on, found the window controls, and lowered the shades. They looked reasonably room darkening. The bathroom had a tub the size of a queen-sized bed, a walk-in shower with a built-in television, radio, and intercom combination, a long counter with two bowls, cabinets underneath, and a mirror that stretched the entire length—and more windows with shades like in the bedroom . On the other side of the room was a walk-in closet half the size of the bedroom. I was surprised it didn't have windows.
"Well?"
"So long as there is no access except this hallway to these bedrooms and you close the shades when the lights are on, I can position a chair to guard the hallway and see entrances to other access points into the house."
"You're going to sleep here, in a chair? Are you crazy?" his voice rose with each question and his face reddened.
"Yes, I'm your twenty-four-seven house guest, and yes, I'm crazy because I'm going to compromise on my you'll be able to see me by turning your head statement." I shrugged. 
He stood with his mouth open staring at me as I left. He shut the door. I strolled down the hallway looking into each of the other three bedrooms. Then I pulled out a chair from the dining table and sat facing the hallway. Susan looked to be just about finished cleaning up.
"Do you really think someone would come out here to … harm Mr. Harkin? The police said he acted in self-defense and that killing that kid was an accident. Surely that settles it," Susan said, looking across the island in my direction. "He can be a little hot tempered at times, but he's really a good man and does a lot for the community."
"I have to assume they might. Whether Mr. Harkin is innocent in the eyes of the law or a good person doesn't matter if the gang members feel otherwise. If Mr. Harkins had killed one of his neighbor's kids, they would most likely sue him, or send nasty or threatening emails, or petition to have him removed from the country club. Gangs tend to like more direct action. They believe more in ‘an eye for an eye’," I said as Harkin came strolling down the hallway, dressed for going out.
"Where are we going, Mr. Harkin?" I asked, and alarms began ringing when he didn't protest.
"A drink with friends," he said as he continued walking down the stairs and into the garage, with me following. He stopped and surveyed his cars as the garage doors opened. He eventually walked over to the Mercedes, jumped in, and started the engine while I walked around to the other side. As I reached for the door handle, he hit the accelerator. Tires screeched and left a smoking-trail from burning rubber as the car lurched forward and out the garage. I smiled as I pulled out my Glock, took careful aim—didn't want to kill my client—and shot out both the rear tires. I was impressed when he managed to keep the car mostly on the driveway as the tires exploded. The FBI men stood there looking from the Mercedes to me and back to the car, which stood leaning up against a Saguaro. One drew his gun but hesitated when I put mine away and began walking toward the car.
"Why did you shoot him? You could have killed him," one of the FBI men shouted at me. I ignored him and continued to walk toward the Mercedes. The car door flew open and Harkin leaped out. He was screaming; his face twisted in rage as he shook his fist in my direction.
"You god damn lunatic. You could have killed me! I'll have you arrested. You're insane!"
"You've hurt my feelings, again I might add. And after I forgave you for running off without me. I thought about leaving, but I decided you just forgot, so I decided to give you another chance."
"What are you babbling about? I hate you," he shouted. Wickman stood off to the side with a slight smile, like he was watching a funny sitcom. I noticed he had kept his agent from interfering. 
"If I had left when you sped off, your hockey season would be over. If you knew that, I apologize, and I'll leave immediately." I smiled, hardly able to contain a laugh. 
His face went from flushed-anger to open-mouth confusion to open-eyed realization to a closed-eyed sigh of resignation.
"… You're right. It was thoughtless. A night with the boys isn't worth it."
"I don't mind spending a night with the boys. Let's go."
Wickman smiled, and he and his agent began walking back to their car in quiet conversation. 
Harkin stared at me for several minutes, and then nodded. "Why not. I'll go get the beamer." He proceeded back to the garage and returned driving the BMW. He stopped and I hopped in the back, behind him. He went around the Mercedes and onto Dynamite drive. After that it was hard to see the street signs because the sun had set and it was too dark. I thought traffic was light considering Phoenix is a large city. About a half hour later he pulled into a parking lot and got out with me following. He wasn't talking, so I think he planned to pretend I wasn't tagging along. 
He showed the man at the door something, and we were admitted. Once inside, I saw that the place was larger than it looked from the outside, with its the small modest entrance. The crowd inside looked to be in their mid-twenties to early thirties. There were several rooms: a lounge, a dance floor, and a karaoke room. Harkin headed for the lounge, where a tall young man stood waving at him from a table with five others. 
A young girl was sort of dancing on a small raised stage as she stripped. She didn't appear to be the prime-time attraction, more like background entertainment. 
"Hi, Doug, wasn't sure if you were going to make it," Sean said, nodding toward me.
"Leave it to you to get a good-looking woman for a bodyguard, Doug. Hi, I'm Rick," a man said while giving me a head-to-toe inspection. Rick and the other two men were in their mid to late twenties and looked like athletes, although obviously not on the Arizona Coyotes team—as I had seen them all. Rick was a few inches shorter than Harkin but wider and all muscle. He was all smiles, but his eyes said he could be nasty. "That's Leone and Jerry. The girls are Lynda and …"
"Sandy," the blonde said cheerfully with a wave. Leone and Jerry were both tall and muscular judging by their biceps and wide chests—football if I had to guess. 
"Doug, what do you want to drink? And what about you, sweet thing?" Rick asked as he motioned toward the three empty chairs next to where he sat.
"Heineken," Harkin said to the waitress who magically appeared as he sat. He looked to me. I scanned the room and decided the bar gave me the best view and shook my head, then headed for a stool at the end of the bar.
"Not very sociable, is she?" Rick said. 
Their voices faded into the background noise as I approached the bar. When I sat, a trim thirty-something brunette approached and wiped the area in front of me before she put down a coaster.
"What will you have, hon."
"Anything nonalcoholic," I said, laying a twenty on the bar before she could protest. "That yours for the inconvenience."
She smiled, grabbed the twenty, and waltzed off. A few minutes later, she returned with a martini glass full of clear liquid to the rim with an olive on a stick in it. I took a sip—water.
"Perfect. You can get me another one every half hour." I said, knowing that would keep her and management happy.
"I'm Alice." She nodded and walked away smiling. 
I hadn't been there ten minutes when a good-looking middle-aged man sat down on the stool next to me.
"Hi, I'm Bert. Can I buy you a drink?" he said, holding out his hand. The lady behind the bar watched while pretending to be cleaning the bar where no one had been sitting.
"No, thank you, Bert. I have a drink and I'm a lesbian." 
The look on his face was priceless. His mouth dropped open, his cheeks turned pink, and he looked away. He mumbled something I couldn't hear and left. 
Sometime later my bar-lady came with another drink, and I handed her another twenty.
"Thanks. That's a great line, hon. I'll have to remember it when I don't want company. Not only discouraged Bert-the-flirt but everyone else in the lounge. What happens if a woman sits down?"
"Then, I'm a transvestite." I smiled. She choked and went away laughing. 
To Harkin's credit he only had two beers. Several women dropped by his table, and he danced with two over the three hours he stayed. 
The first time I got up to follow, I caught Alice's attention. "Get me another drink, and save my seat." Following him from a distance was the best I could do. At least I could survey the room, looking for suspicious gangbangers with AK-47s. I think Alice was sad to see me leave when Harkin finally decided to call it an evening. 
As he drove away, he looked over to me.
"What would you have done if I decided to bring one of the ladies home with me?"
"Mr. Harkin. I'm not a chaperone or policewoman or undercover Federal agent. I don't care about your sex preferences, drug usage, or any cons you may be running. Those are someone else's job. My sole interest is protecting your life. So long as you stay in my sight or a room I can guard, you are free to do whatever you like."
He laughed. "Alright. I don't like having a woman bodyguard, but I owe you for not leaving when I tried to ditch you. Hockey's my life and the Coyotes are important to me. The owner would have locked me out if you had left. And you were inconspicuous tonight." He was quiet on the rest of the ride back to his house. He spent some time watching hockey tapes and retired around midnight. I found a comfortable chair and pushed it to where I could see the hallway and the only possible entrances to his bedroom.
* * *
I returned to consciousness when I heard Harkin get out of bed. I pushed the chair back to its original position and made myself some coffee. Just before eight, the FBI had a change of shift. Shortly afterward, I heard the front door being unlocked and opened. 
"Kate, it's Wickman and Susan. Don't shoot." He didn't laugh, but he was smiling when they appeared in the entrance to the open area living/dining/kitchen area. "I'll say one thing, having you here has certainly reduced the normal boredom. You're the first ZAP agent I've had on the job, and if I'm not mistaken you seem to be having fun."
"It's a fun job," I said as Harkin came walking down the hallway.
"Good morning, Mr. Harkin. What would you like for breakfast?" Susan asked cheerfully.
"What do you suggest?"
"How about eggs, cottage cheese, sausage, toast, and goat milk?"
"Sounds good, Susan." Harkin picked up the Arizona Republic that Wickman had brought in, took a seat at the dining table, and began reading. 
I backed up against the wall.
"I'm going to make my rounds of the house. Just in case someone snuck in late last night while our ZAP agent was sleeping," Wickman said with a grin as he headed downstairs. 
The day was boring. Harkin had resigned himself to me, as had his teammates and the coach. I enjoyed watching the practice on the ice and understood why anyone in the sport required a massive amount of calories. And watching sweaty men pumping iron was entertaining. 
That night Harkin had invited Sean and his girl and a girlfriend of his own to dinner. They arrived around seven. Harkin would have liked everyone to ignore me, but the women weren't cooperating.
"Doug, what's it like having a woman following you around all day … and night?" asked Sean's girlfriend Joy with a twinkle in her eyes. Faye, Harkin's date, was watching him closely.
"It's a pain in the ass and embarrassing besides. I now know what it would be like to be stalked." He gave me a sneer.
"I hear you invaded the men's locker room. What was it like?" Joy continued with obvious enjoyment, directing her question to me with a nod.
"Interesting if you like sweaty young muscular bodies running around half naked," I replied with a smile, although in reality at the time I’d been more interested in evaluating their actions and potential hostility toward Harkin than them as men.
"You think you could sneak me in?" Joy smiled. "Please?"
"Easier to sneak in an elephant than you."
Joy frowned for a minute then beamed an award-winning smile when she realized the analogy. Eventually the novelty wore off and I was ignored amid a lot of small talk about the team, individual players, and the upcoming playoffs. When Susan called everyone to dinner, they took their places, and I backed up against a wall with a beef sandwich Susan had brought me. I think she tried to make it bland tasting but couldn't quite bring herself to remove all the seasoning.
"Don't you ever sit, Kate?" Joy again. She had an inquisitive mind and a good sense of humor judging by her actions to date. 
I shook my head no.
"Why? Seems you could protect Doug sitting in a chair over there. You could still see him."
"If some emergency happened right now, how long would it take you to stand up and get clear of the table and chair?"
"Three or four seconds," she said after a little thought.
"A lifetime if someone entered the room with a gun, or threw something dangerous into the room, or …" I left the or to her imagination.
"It must be a difficult life." Joy said, looking serious.
"But then there are the locker rooms," I quipped. 
"There is that," Joy snorted. 
Faye gave me a look of disgust. 
The conversation turned to the women's lives. Joy worked as a women's clothes buyer for a small department chain in California, Nevada, and Arizona and was a part-time model. Faye worked in the marketing department of an advertising firm. Faye had been giving me disapproving looks for most of the meal. Probably thought I was evaluating her table manners or watching so she didn't steal the silverware. They had just finished their meal, and Susan was pouring coffee, when shots rang out.
Chairs scraped backward, napkins flew in the air, and coffee cups overturned, splashing coffee across the table as everyone began a frantic flight to safety. Of course, they had no idea where that was. 
"STOP! ON THE FLOOR!" I shouted, waving my gun in their direction to make sure they understood it wasn't a request and sweeping Doug's feet from him as he pushed his chair back and tried to stand. When they were all on the floor, I lowered my voice. "Slide over to behind the island. Harkin, over here. NOW!" Someone, probably Faye, was sobbing while the others were mumbling in hushed tones as they worked their way to the island in the kitchen. I dropped my half-eaten sandwich, grabbed the house remote, which I carried while in the house, and killed the lights. Harkin looked at me angrily, rubbing his arm.
"I'd be safer by the island than here," he said angrily and then snarled, "Why aren't you out there helping the FBI rather than hiding in here?"
I ignored him, trying to interpret the noise outside. It sounded like a couple of cars, semi-automatic weapons, and hand-guns—gang vs FBI. I saw a shadow of a head rise above the island counter.
"Get down or I'll shoot you!" I shouted. 
Seconds later, automatic fire ripped through the kitchen windows. Pots clanged and were propelled into the air, a triple layer cake exploded, and sparks from granite chips danced across the counter top as bullets from an automatic weapon raked the area. Next, it shredded the dining table, spraying dishes and food against the walls, and the coffee pot exploded. As the destruction moved from left to right away from where I stood—which was out of a direct line to the window—I stuck my head out enough to see out the window. 
I couldn't see the person firing, but I did see the bursts of light from the nozzle of the gun. I fired multiple shots and was rewarded with a scream. But seconds later, there was the sound of another automatic weapon coming from the living area. The screeching sound of destruction moved from right to left, tearing through the TV, electronic equipment, chairs, walls, pictures, sweeping in an arc from the living room toward the dining room and kitchen. I could feel the wall I was standing behind vibrate as multiple rounds tracked across it. 
Fortunately, the curved wall was tile on cement block. Even still, it couldn't have survived if the shooter had held his fire in one spot. But he continued his senseless destruction through the dining room and toward the kitchen. 
When the shooting stopped and I heard a clip being ejected, I stepped out, looking in the direction of the sound of the clip hitting the floor. I found a shadow at the top of the stairs leading down to the first floor and emptied my Glock at it. One or more shots must have hit the shooter because the shadow was thrown back against the wall and I heard a weapon clanging down the steps. Before I could get another clip loaded, the shadow fled—or maybe fell down the steps, judging by the sound. For unknown minutes that felt like hours, I strained to hear any tell-tale noise over the random shooting outside that would warn me of someone or something in the house. 
Nothing except for harsh breathing and sobbing from behind the kitchen island. Doug lay curled in a fetal position against the wall—couldn't blame him. I wasn't in a hurry to leave my wall and venture out into the open. Whoever they were, they had bigger guns than me. 
Seconds later, bullets smashed through the living room windows and I heard cars accelerating away. The shooting stopped. A deadly silence followed, "Stay down! And don't move," I said since I suspected at least one of them thought it was now safe and they should go … Heaven only knew where. "We will wait for the police to tell us the party is over. Until then, stay where you are."
It was at least ten minutes before multiple sirens could be heard and flashing red and blue lights danced on the scarred and debris-splattered walls.
"Stay put until I say to move." I reiterated. They might have thought it was safe. I didn't. 
A couple of minutes later, the door opened and I heard Wickman shout.
"Kate, is it safe to come up? Is anyone hurt?"
"It's not safe. There was a shooter in the back of the house and one on the stairs. Until someone determines whether they are gone, neither this house nor this room is safe."
 I heard someone, I think Joy, say, "She's right."
"Get us out of here!" Sobbing, probably from Faye. "We're going to die if we stay here."
"We're safe here, Faye," Joy said in a soft, soothing voice. 
Thirty minutes later, Wickman opened the front door.
"Kate, it's Wickman. It's safe to come out. The area is clear and there are two ambulances waiting to take everyone to the hospital for a checkup." 
Slowly, everyone rose and stood examining themselves in the dim moonlight coming in through the shattered windows.
"Turn on the lights," Doug snarled. I guess he was still mad because I dumped him on his ass or maybe that I had seen him scared—the fearless rough and tough hockey jock. Personally, I thought he would have had to be an imbecile not to be. If I had been sane, I would have been. I wasn't, but then I was all hopped up on an adrenaline high.
* * *
Although no one was seriously hurt, everyone had some cut or bruise either from falling, banging into things, or from flying debris: granite, dishes, and silverware. And everyone had cake on them. Over the next week, the team owners decided Doug was a huge liability, and Doug decided he needed to get out of town. After several days of negotiating, he signed a contract with the Kelowna Rockets in the Canadian Hockey League.
 



CHAPTER NINE
  



R & R Spain
Two days later, I sat in Liang's office sipping a glass of Mango juice Dory had given me on my way to the director's office.
"Well, Kate, that was good work. Your client survived. You are unhurt except for a few scratches, and there were no written complaints. Although Mr. Harkin did say he felt like he was being stalked by you and that you didn't need to kick his legs out from under him to get him on the floor. He claims you could have broken his arm and ended his career." She smiled. "With his permission, I taped the conversation and have posted the audio recording to your board so everyone knows how you treat clients." 
"He's not my type. He prefers passive women."
"I'm hoping the Complaint Board provides the agents with an insight into our interactions with our clients and provokes discussions. It's not as good as real experience but better than nothing. Since I have no assignment for you right now, you can have a couple of weeks off for saving me a second agent. Any plans?" she asked, taking a sip of her coffee.
"Since my languages are Spanish and Chinese, I thought I'd visit Spain and find some Spanish hunk to entertain me. The Chinese tend to be small, so it would take me most of my time off to find one big enough."
"That could be a problem. Make sure Dory knows how to contact you in the event something comes up. Everyone needs time off to relax, but assignments take precedence," she said taking a sip of her coffee. Since she didn't appear to have anything else to discuss, I rose.
"Well I'm off. Don't want to keep the lucky man—men—waiting." As I closed the door, Dory waved me over.
"Kate, do you need me to make any reservations for you? Liang prefers me to make them."
"If you don't mind, that would be a good idea. That way you'll know how to contact me in an emergency, and I won't have to worry about telling you where I'm staying or going next. But only on one condition," I said, knowing it was extra work, which I was sure she didn't need.
"What condition?" Her look was cautious like maybe she shouldn't have offered.
"You and a guest eat at a five-star restaurant once each quarter, on me."
"I can live with that," she said, letting out a breath she had been holding and smiled. "Where to, and what kind of accommodations do you prefer?"
"Barcelona, the one in Spain." I grinned. "I like to travel first class and stay in upscale hotels, but I'd prefer normal rooms rather than suites. I don't plan on spending enough time in my room to justify the extra cost."
The next morning I called a taxi to take me to the Los Angeles International Airport for my first-class seat on Lufthansa. On board I was treated like I plan on getting accustomed to. At the El Prat Airport, I caught a taxi to the Hotel Serhs Rivoli Ramvla, where I had a room on the fourth floor with a good view of the city through floor-to-ceiling windows. The hotel had a four-star rating and the room was spacious and more than adequate for my needs. It was early afternoon, so I spent an hour in the exercise room working out. The problem with assignments was I got no real exercise and if I wasn't careful, I would lose the muscle tone I had acquired in training, and more importantly, it could affect my performance. I concluded vacations had to be more than relaxing and having fun.
For the next two evenings I visited a few of the local night clubs: the Club Catwalk, the Shoko, and the Razzmatazz. They had lots of men dancing and raising hell, but I didn't find anyone I wanted to spend time with—not even a night. Ironically, they all seemed more mindless than normal, which was kind of scary because that was probably what I was like before ZAP, and I went back to the hotel alone. The next day, I wandered the city streets visiting some of the tourist attractions and late in the afternoon wound up at the George Payne Irish Bar.
I was sitting at one of the small two-seat tables eating a chicken curry when a middle-aged man approached.
"Good day, I'm Ian O'Neil. Since you're the most attractive lady in the building, I thought I'd stop and inquire if you were alone and, if so, wanted company," he said looking down at me with a friendly smile and twinkling green-gray eyes.
"I'm alone, bored, and in need of some good Irish blarney," I said, looking up at him. He stood just under six feet and had a neatly trimmed full-beard, ear-length brown hair, and a playful smile. He was older than I was looking for by maybe ten years, but what the hell. Maybe a change was what I needed. The young men I'd met so far hadn't interested me. He laughed while pulling out a chair and sitting. 
"I'm Kate."
"It's my lucky day then, and I didn't even have to follow a rainbow to find you, Kate. What brings you to Spain?"
"Because I've never been to Spain, wanted someplace different to relax and have fun, and speak Spanish."
"Well now, I know an excellent guide who is available and free for a darling girl the likes of you."
"I'll give you today to impress me," I said, deciding to give him a trial run. 
He smiled and spent the next hour over tea getting to know what I'd seen so far, my interests—and my dislikes, smart man. After a quiet dinner, he took me to the Sala Apolo nightclub, famous for its outstanding electronica, jazz, and guitars—the number one nightclub in Barcelona. Afterword, we retired to his room and had hours of slow luxurious sex, which was a nice change from the ‘slam, bam, thank you ma'am’ that the young tend to be famous for—not that it doesn't work sometimes.
We left the next day in a Ferrai Scaglletti for a whirlwind tour down the coastline to Valencia, Murcia, Malaga, and Gibraltar, visiting famous plazas, cultural centers, museums, and cathedrals, not to mention nightclubs, five-star restaurants and hotels—and plenty of morning and evening sex. He was a gold-mine discovery and the days flew by.
"Well, Kate. I'm afraid the clock is striking midnight and work must bring our magical tour of Spain to an end. I've business in Madrid the day after tomorrow and then I must fly back to Dublin."
"You've been a prince charming, Ian, and have made this a memorable trip. I too must get back to work. If you don't mind, I'll fly back with you to Madrid and catch a flight back to the States from there."
"I noticed you check in with the office regularly ..." he said, leaving the unspecified question hanging. He had been good about not pressing me on what I did for a living. I had been vague, only saying I worked for a security firm. I debated what I could or should say. Being a ZAP agent wasn't a secret, but possibly it was not what I wanted to tell men on a first date. Hard to tell how they would take it. But Ian had been the perfect date, making sure we did things I would enjoy and never pushing—not that he needed to.
"I work for the FBI as a security guard. I'm on vacation, but they like to know where I am in case of an emergency," I said, not sure what reaction I expected. 
He stared at me for a long time. "Why?" he asked, genuinely curious. "Sounds like it could be dangerous. You don't seem the risk-taking type."
"Primarily because I find the lives of the rich and famous interesting. It's potentially risky, but I can make a difference, in not only saving a life, but one that impacts the country."
"You're even more special than I thought you were. If you ever want a tour of Ireland, give me a call."
"I'd say the same, Ian, but I can't control my time off or where I'll be. But I may take you up on that Dublin offer some time." 
I left Madrid the day after Ian left, deciding I needed a few days working out before my next assignment. Although Ian and I had been active, it wasn't the kind of exercise I needed to stay sharp. When I returned, I found Jasmin was on assignment in New York. I notified Liang I was back and spent each day at Edwards at the firing range, working out with the instructors, and consulting with the second year candidates.
 



CHAPTER TEN
  



CIA deputy director 
"I appreciate you spending part of your vacation at the training center, Kate. The instructors need input from experienced agents who have seen action. It helps them improve the program and to produce agents better equipped to hit the ground running and hopefully better able to survive," Liang said, looking a bit more relaxed than the last time I’d seen her. Today she was dressed casually in black slacks and an open-necked maroon blouse. 
"I've come to the conclusion that agents need an extra week off after an assignment. The first few days you need to wind down from the last assignment before you're ready to enjoy the time off. Afterward, you need at least a week to get your mind and body ready for the next assignment. The exercise you get on vacation doesn't substitute for the exercise you need to keep in shape for assignments." I couldn't help a smile, thinking about my time with Ian.
"That sounds like a valid point. But we could give less vacation time and then you wouldn't get out of shape," she said looking serious, but I could see the twinkle in her eyes.
"True, but then we would be physically ready but not mentally," I countered. 
She nodded, looking amused. "I think you have a point. Maybe we should require a week at Edwards after an extended vacation. That would be good for the agent and the program. But since you are obviously ready, I have an interesting assignment for you ... a Deputy Director at the CIA."
"Don't they have their own big-time security?"
"Yes, but ironically their people aren't trained to handle assassins. An attack by armed soldiers or guerillas, yes, but not professional assassins. They assigned a detail to protect three of their Deputy Directors, who were involved in directing various Enhanced Interrogation Techniques, EIT, programs. The second was killed yesterday. So the director has asked me to assign someone. He probably hopes that it doesn't work but has to exhaust all the alternatives."
My mouth dropped open. "Why would you think that?" 
"I'm not saying he'd like to see the man—who is retired now—killed, but I would think a part of him would hate to admit his people aren't superior to those in every other organization."
"So this is a test or competition?" I was warming to the idea.
"Yes, against the assassins, who I believe are either state sponsored or home-grown terrorists—not with the CIA. Of course, if you are successful, it will validate the ZAP concept ... and make us look good." She gave a choked laugh. "You and I are leaving on the company plane in the morning. I want to be with you for the initial meeting."
* * *
I doubted I'd ever get over flying on a private plane, and the group now had two—ATG9-1 and ATG9-2. It made commercial first class seem like flying on a military cargo plane. And Director Liang was a comfortable person to travel with. She gave me an update on the ZAP program. It appeared to produce three to four new agents each year, with one in three a woman. I got the impression the women tended to be more like Jasmin and not like me. 
As expected, the waiting list for ZAP agents was continuing to grow after three successful assignments where assassination attempts had been thwarted, two of them mine. As the list grew, it had to be continuously prioritized because we currently only had seven agents. To make matters worse, only I was working alone. Jasmin was paired with one of the new agents, and Gilman and Brock were each paired with two new graduates, which meant only the top four on the list were being provided agents. And it would be a year before we had new graduates. Liang hoped some of the agents would decide to work alone after their first assignment. Jasmin had indicated she would like to try after her current assignment.
We landed at the Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport midafternoon Washington time, having lost three hours to time zones, and finally reached the director's office close to quitting time.
"Ms. Liang, a pleasure to meet you," said a very average-looking man with close to the scalp grey hair while holding out his hand. "I think everyone has been following the new ATG9 organization's progress. I'm certainly impressed. Developing a program like that and producing functional agents in two and a half years is quite an accomplishment."
"Thank you, Director Gammon. It helps when you have a blank check and your boss isn't looking over your shoulder. Matel and I couldn't have done it without Director Wegner's unconditional support." Liang turned to me. "This is ZAP Agent Kate Mathis. She will be the one assigned to your Deputy Director."
"Agent Mathis," he said, extending his hand. His grip was firm, but he made no attempt to exert pressure. His round face smiled. "Eddie isn't going to be happy with a woman bodyguard, especially if I understand the ZAP protocol for guarding clients. I'm not so sure I would be." He shook his head almost imperceptibly at the thought.
 "Eddie has a choice. He'll have to decide whether the inconvenience and embarrassment is worth ZAP security." I blurted before my mind caught up with my tongue. No one had asked for my opinion. Gammon's stare should have turned me to stone, but I felt at ease. My previous assignments, a satisfying vacation, refresher training at Edwards, and meditation had me ready to take on anything—including the Director of the CIA. 
"Do you provide extra protection that no one else could?" His voice was cold enough to cause frostbite.
"Yes, unless they too live by the ZAP protocol."
"Live by?" he asked, somewhat taken back by the unexpected answer.
"Be unconcerned with your client's wants and needs and be able to kill reflexively, that is, shoot to kill without regard to who they are or what they intend."
"You can't—" he began, but stopped when I held up my identification card so he could read the back. He actually stopped and read it. And then looked to Liang. "I’ve heard about the ZAP program but obviously didn't understand the protocol or your rules of engagement. It sounded like well-trained bodyguards. It's obviously a new paradigm. The client has to decide if the threat justifies the inconvenience. If it does, then you get someone ... with combat rules of engagement."
"Very well put, Director. But be assured, our people are not psychopaths. They have been carefully screened, and their priority is the client's safety. They accept that collateral damage is justified because of the importance of their client," Liang said. 
Gammon walked over to his desk and clicked on his intercom. "Martha, send in Mr. Whitcome." 
A minute later, in came a broad-shouldered man in his late fifties and an inch or two taller than me. He looked from Liang to me and his face stiffened. He shook his head in the negative while frowning.
"No—" He said and stopped when Gammon held up his hand.
"This is ZAP Agent Kate Mathis. She has eloquently pointed out that a ZAP client, like you, has a choice. You must decide whether the potential threat justifies the inconvenience she is going to cause. I will leave it up to you, Eddie. I think she can provide the kind of protection you will need, but if you decide you don't want her—"
"I don't—"
"Then you will have to find your own protection, because I've come to the conclusion that none of the government agencies are adequate for this threat. Sorry," Gammon said, looking frustrated and genuinely concerned. "It would be like sentencing you and them to death."
"What about her?" He nodded in my direction.
"Agent Mathis?" Gammon looked at me.
"All I can guarantee is that they will have to kill me to kill you, and I'm not easy to kill, although after a week with me you may want to kill me yourself." I smiled. 
Eddie actually smiled. "Alright, I'll see if putting up with you is worth the protection you provide." He gave me a half grin. "What now?"
"Go about your life and ignore me," I said. "I'll let you know my rules as we get acquainted. It's easier and might make more sense. Basically, if you turn your head, you will be able to see me."
Gammon laughed. "Eddie, after this is resolved, I'll want a debriefing ... over a case of lagers of your choice. I'm buying."
I followed Eddie down to the parking garage, where he got into a three or four-year old black Suburban. I jumped into the rear seat behind him.
"You could ride in the front," he said, looking over his shoulder.
"Then I might have to shoot across you if a car drove up shooting." 
He shrugged and drove off and into traffic. He got onto the George Washington Parkway and followed the Potomac River for about forty-five minutes and then exited onto some side streets and eventually onto Powhatan Street. Near the end of the street, he pulled into a parking area and parked. His building, a three-story condo, was among several others all connected by red-brick walkways. The entrance was recessed and seemed to divide the building into two sections. We rode the elevator to the third floor and proceeded to unit 306, which was at the end of the hallway. I wasn't sure if I preferred a house or a condo. This hallway had six units, which wasn't too bad if I could identify his neighbors.
"Well, what now?" he asked.
"A tour so I can get a feel for the layout," I said, and he gave a snort.
"Not much to see. Twelve hundred square feet, open plan layout, and two bedrooms." He led me down the short hallway past a laundry unit, and a bathroom, and he pointed to a small bedroom straight ahead. "Second bedroom. You can use that since your protocol appears to indicate you and your relief will be with me twenty-four seven."
"Just me."
He frowned and after a few seconds staring at me turned left into an open area: kitchen to the left, then dining area, and then a living room area ending in a bow window. He pointed across the room.
"My bedroom."
I walked into the room, which was a master suite: large bedroom, walk-in closet, and bathroom suite.
"Nice view. Your blinds appear adequate to preclude a sniper from targeting you and there is limited access. Of course they could set the building on fire, which would result in you having limited access."
"Cheery thought." His face turned to a grimace.
"I’d like to get to know your neighbors and the janitor."
"Why?"
"It will preclude me shooting one of them." I held up my hand. "I have combat rules of engagement. If I see someone who looks suspicious, I can just shoot them."
"You wouldn't." He shook his head in disbelief.
"I would." I took out my identification and gave it to him. "Read the back."
He gave a wry smile. "Congress is really scared." He handed it back. "What do you eat?"
"Anything that doesn't require a knife and a fork. The less taste and mess the better. Juice, milk, or water to drink."
"You sound like a combat vet. Were you ever in the military?"
"No. But to learn the ZAP protocol the school limits sleep, prepares two tasteless meals per day, and teaches you multiple ways to kill and be killed. So we exit extremely paranoid, light sleepers, and highly reflexive."
"The enhanced interrogation techniques were to protect—" he began.
But I held up my hand. "Mr. Whitcome, I imagine you felt you were doing the right thing, just like I do and will if I have to kill someone to protect you, even if that person turns out to be an innocent bystander. The powers-that-be believe you are worth protecting. That's all I care about. I'll let them worry about right and wrong. My only concern is your safety."
"Call me Eddie, since we’re living together." He grinned. "You appear to be the perfect combat soldier," he said as he made his way to the kitchen. There he spent an hour preparing dinner: a salad, steak, mashed potatoes, and creamed green-beans. I did sit but not at his dining table, and I declined most of the dinner, just putting the steak between two slices of bread, retrieving a glass of milk, and sitting in a chair facing the entrance to the hallway after having stuck a chair under the door handle.
"You are paranoid," he said with a snort.
"And not suicidal."
* * *
"You don't like beds?" Eddie said as he exited the bedroom and saw me pulling the leather recliner back to where it had been.
"You get too comfortable in a bed. Takes several seconds to wake up, could get tangled in the covers, and it's further to go to get where you should be."
"Interesting concept, ZAP. The FBI would consider the hallway the right security, but they would be easy to shoot, because they couldn't shoot everyone stepping out of the elevator or entering from the stairwell. You on the other hand can shoot anyone entering the door with a hundred percent assurance there are coming to kill me." He pursed his lips and nodded as if agreeing with himself. "Well, it's off to the fitness center. I'm sure you don't need it, but I do. Retirement is hard on conditioning."
I stepped out first to check the hallway. About halfway, I heard the elevator stop and begin to open. I had my hand on Eddie's shoulder, my foot behind him, and my Glock in my hand before the door began to slide open. A woman and man stared at us as they walked hesitantly out of the elevator.
"Good morning, Ellen, Harry," Eddie half shouted, which saved him from being dumped on his ass and me scaring the crap out of the elderly couple.
"Good morning, Eddie. Who's your ... friend?" Harry asked. 
Eddie hesitated for a moment before answering.
"Security. We've had two Deputy Directors assassinated recently, and Director Gammon is concerned."
"But you're retired."
"He's being cautious. Doesn’t pay to try and guess what some wacko will do for a cause. This is Kate, a special FBI agent. Kate, this is Mr. and Mrs. Dobbson in unit 302."
"Hi, nice to meet you," I said with a wave. I thought that a good explanation. No sense getting people panicky over an unknown. We met two more tenants in the lobby, but they didn't live on the third floor. 
"I usually walk to my fitness center, Old Town Sports and Health. It's only about six blocks away," he said, looking at me. 
"Do what you do. Walk, run, drive, it's all the same to me. I won't interfere with your life, unless I think it prevents me from doing my job," I said as I scanned the parking lot and the people moving about. Nothing looked suspicious. 
He turned onto Montgomery Street and walked at a brisk pace. I was on high-paranoid alert with traffic, parked cars, and people everywhere. The only good news was that Montgomery Street traffic was one-way moving toward us, so I didn't have to worry about a car coming from behind me. We were passing a park on the other side of the street when I noticed a parked car with the engine running and two men with their heads at the windows facing our side of the street. 
When I saw the rear window begin to lower, I swept through Eddie's legs and continued spinning down into a sitting stance and fired almost simultaneously with the man in the rear seat. His weapon sounded like an automatic, and I swear I could feel the wind from the bullets whistling over my head. The store windows behind us shattered, and a large sheet of glass hit the ground and exploded, spraying glass in every direction. 
One or more of my first three shots had hit the shooter. He jerked backward, tilting the weapon upward. With pressure still on the trigger, bullets ripped through tree branches and the second and third stories of the building behind me. 
My next three shots shattered the rear window as the car sped away. As I uncoiled back to a standing position, one of my next three shots may have hit the driver, because the car swerved before turning right onto Royal Street and out of my line of sight. I looked down at Eddie. To his credit, he had stayed down and had begun crawling toward a large tree. As I looked around, miraculously no one appeared to have been hurt, except the building behind me which looked like it stood in a war zone. Although the gunman had only managed a short three or four-second burst, at least thirty or more rounds had been disgorged in a tsunami of destruction.
"Are we clear?" Eddie asked in a surprisingly calm voice. He had obviously been under fire before.
"Unless they drive around the block for a second try." Hard to tell, I mused. "At a minimum I wounded the shooter and maybe the driver. If so, they are probably finished for the day."
"You are unbelievably fast and clever. I believe most security people would have been inclined to shield me—after the firing started. The first would have been too late, and the second would have gotten the agent and me killed."
"As I said before, I'm not suicidal, and my boss would be pissed if I let you get killed," I quipped. I was on a mega adrenaline rush as I continued to scan the area, remembering the multi-pronged attack on Patterson. Nothing. "Alright, I think it's safe for now. We can continue to your workout place."
"You’re joking," Eddie said, rising and brushing debris from his clothes. "What about waiting for the police?"
"They will just have a lot of silly questions, waste our time, and delay your morning workout. Since they can't arrest or detain me, my boss can give the chief of police my report when I file it."
"I think it's me who is going to buy Gammon a case of lagers at my debriefing. He was right. I was wrong, and I apologize to you," he said. I smiled my acceptance. He smiled back. "It's crazy, but let’s go work out. It's just around the corner."
The gym looked like a typical exercise-mill setup, designed to handle large crowds with hundreds of pieces of exercise equipment. I paid twenty dollars for a guest membership to avoid the hassle of explaining my function. I stopped all the attempts to develop an exercise program for me by saying I was only there to watch Mr. Whitcome exercise. He worked out on the treadmill, then lifted some weights, and finished it off on a bike. I positioned myself where I could watch him and the door. Whoever was targeting him appeared to know his routine. This had been a carefully planned assault on a route he took regularly. We caught a cab back to his condo complex and encountered no trouble.
"The workout was a good idea, although I didn't think so at the time. It helped calm my nerves. Do you want to eat in or out?" He smiled. "The way you treat food, I don't imagine you care."
"Consider me your shadow and do whatever is normal or grabs you. On second thought, it may be well to ignore things you do consistently at certain times or days." I grinned. 
Just then Whitcome's phone rang.
"I'm fine. Kate didn't feel like talking to the police, so we left," he snorted a laugh. "Sure ... I can drive." He hung up, frowning. "Director Gammon wants to see us. He wanted to send a car but I told him it wasn't necessary. You agree?"
"Yep. Your greatest exposure is going to and coming from a car. So the exposure would be the same. Just more bodies in the way when the shooting starts." I hoped the fun for today was over and the bad guys had had enough for one day—actually I hoped they were in the morgue and they didn't have any friends. I’d had my adrenaline fix for the day. 
We had no trouble on the way to Gammon's office and were ushered right in. Gammon had obviously cleared his schedule for Eddie.
"You alright, Eddie?" he asked, giving him a quick hug.
"Except for the bruises on my ass where Kate dumped me when they began firing." He laughed. "She has no respect for age."
"I had my doubts about using ZAP agents, but I had run out of options. Sit." He waved to the two empty chairs. I shook my head and stepped back against the wall. "The police found the car several miles away near the Aspen apartments. One man lay dead in the back seat with an assault rifle on the floor. He had been shot in the head and chest. The driver was also dead. They believe he bled to death from two bullet wounds, one in the neck and one in the shoulder." 
Gammon stood looking at me while he talked. "We've identified them based on paperwork in the vehicle. They were American citizens and lived in the Aspen complex. Our preliminary search of the apartment has discovered a lot of al-Qaeda, Islamic State, and IS literature and articles on our enhanced interrogation program. The ISIS material called for retribution and listed you as well as Thomas and Chuck. We found personal information on each of you: home address, routines, type of car, people and places you regularly visit."
"So they have been tracking us for a while," Eddie said nodding. "I missed my workout yesterday because of our meeting. I wonder if they were there waiting yesterday?"
When the phone on the director's conference table rang, he answered, nodded, and put the phone on speaker. "Director Liang, I have Mr. Whitcome and Agent Mathis here."
"I understand you had some excitement," Liang said, concern evident in her tone. "Kate, what happened?"
"An assassination attempt with something short like a Colt CAR15 or XM-177."
"Was anyone hurt? Bystanders?"
"No one unless you count the building behind us. It's going to need reconstructive surgery," I blurted. Couldn't help it. I still felt like the Energizer Bunny with new batteries.
"She's right," Eddie interjected with a wry grin. "They got off over thirty rounds. Kate is very fast and a good shot." He grinned at me. Gammon went on to explain what they had discovered to date. When they finished, Liang spoke.
"Kate, Agent Brock was shot in the back today while on vacation in San Francisco. We aren't sure why, but it doesn't seem like a drive-by shooting. It appears intentional and could be related to one of his assignments. I'll keep you updated." She cut the connection before I could comment. There was a bit of irony if Liang was right—revenge on the ZAP agent for protecting a VIP. Not to mention having to worry about protecting ourselves when not on assignment.
"A friend?" Gammon asked.
"I knew him well, a comrade. He was one of the three other graduates of the first program. Last year, we trained together every day." It didn't feel random.
Gammon decided I should stay until they could definitely determine the two had been acting alone and not in concert with others, or if they had friends who might consider seeking revenge. I stayed four more weeks while the FBI investigated the two men's families, friends, and acquaintances. In the end, they concluded the two had acted alone and that no one was interested in avenging them.
"Well, Kate. This has been an interesting experience. If you are ever in DC and need a place to crash, you are welcome to stay here as long as you want. And if you ever need a favor and I can help, I'd be glad to. I have a lot of connections in and out of the government." Eddie had accompanied me to the airport where Dory had made arrangements for ATG9-1 to pick me up for the flight back to Burbank.
"Thanks, Eddie. I've enjoyed our month together, but you've run out of entertainment," I joked. Eddie had been a good client, cooperative and understanding of the ZAP protocol.
"You're crazy, Kate. That should have been the worst experience of my life and would have been if it hadn't been over before I knew it. And you ..." He stopped as if considering the appropriate word.
"Enjoyed it?" I asked. "That might not be the right word, but saving lives and thwarting the bad guys gives me an adrenaline rush like nothing else on Earth."
"Are all the ZAP agents like you?" he asked. 
"Probably not. We are unique individuals when all is said and done. For me, getting to know the real person I'm guarding—not the façade he projects—is the interesting part of the job. And getting to know Eddie Whitcome has been an honor."
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
  



Retribution Required
 At the airport, Dory had a limo pick me up and deliver me to the condo. And to my surprise, she had scheduled a late meeting with Liang and Matel.
"Come in, Kate. I see Dory had something for you to drink. Take a seat," Liang said as I entered with a bottle of limeade. 
"That was good work and fast thinking with the Whitcome shooting, Kate. What Ann and I need to understand is how much of your response is uniquely you and how much is attributable to ZAP training. The answer may help us determine if the ZAP training or the search criteria need modifying," Matel said as I sat. 
I didn't know what to say. It felt like one of those unexpected questions you get at a job interview you are never prepared for. Fortunately I didn't feel pressured to answer spontaneously and closed my eyes. I was in love with the job and kind of thought I was just doing what I had been taught to do, but Matel seemed to be saying I had exceeded their expectations.
"There is something else, Kate. Gilman was stabbed to death in San Diego yesterday while on a post-assignment vacation—"
"That can't be a coincidence!" I said, interrupting Liang.
"We don't think so either. We have the FBI looking into both incidents, trying to find a connection. It could possibly be their last assignment, but I have this feeling it's something personal and directed specifically at ATG9."
"We know you're due a post-assignment vacation, but we would like you to spend a week or two at Edwards and hold a debriefing for the other agents while the FBI investigates these two murders," Matel said.
Liang gave an agreeing nod.
"I don't mind. And I’m guessing you would like me to stay away from town." I suspected they were concerned and wanted everyone close until the reasons for the murders could be established.
"Yes. We're holding the two newest agents here—and Jasmin, when she finishes her assignment. Director Wegner has made this the FBI's top priority, so hopefully it won't be long.
* * *
I arrived early the next morning and called a meeting of the three recent graduates, the second year instructors, and all of the current candidates.
"In case you haven't heard, another ZAP agent has been murdered while on vacation. The FBI is working to determine if they were random events or somehow connected. Until that time, all ZAP agents are confined to Edwards and the ATG9 headquarters building." Looking around the room, I could see the concern on everyone’s faces. "I for one would like ... justice, although I wouldn't mind if we didn't have to wait for God to hand it out." 
I paused, waiting for what I had said to sink in. Slowly, smiles and nods appeared. "I love this job and wouldn't trade it for any position in the world, but we have to recognize we are in a dangerous profession—no less than a combat marine is. So as part of your education, Director Matel has asked me to brief you on my recent assignment, a retired Deputy Director of the CIA who had been responsible for our Enhanced Interrogation Methods Program ..." 
I went on to talk about the meeting with the CIA Director, my time with Eddie, and his routine, which led up to the assassination attempt. "Of course, routines are bad and should be avoided since a good assassin will have watched his target in order to know his routines. That gives the assassin the opportunity to select the ideal place and time to attack. In this case, they parked their car on the route Eddie took to the fitness center. I surveyed the vehicle traffic, the foot traffic—which fortunately was light—and the other side of the street because of the park, and the parked cars." 
I stopped with everyone waiting for what came next. "Gunny Babcock, Masters LeBeau and Ku, let’s isolate everyone and have one at a time run the exercise," I said to smiles from the instructors. Everyone was escorted to a closed room while we set up an area to approximate the configuration where the incident had taken place. Then one person at a time was brought out. 
"Alright, Agent Riccio, Mr. Montes is your client. He is walking and you are following him. Begin walking. You see two men staring at you from across the street," I said as two faces appeared in the car window and the back window began rolling down, I shouted, "NOW!" After several seconds’ delay, Riccio pushed Montes to the side, drew his Glock, and fired in the direction of car with the paintball gun they all carried.
"You and your client are both dead even if I allow for the four-second delay it took you to respond. You haven't changed your position, you missed the window, and the XM-177 is spitting out ten bullets per second. And your client is only a few feet away, an easy kill since he's standing in full view."
The exercises went on for two hours, and it was an effort to keep from crying at some of the responses. The two new agents gave respectable performances, although both would have been killed and probably the client. It would have depended on whether their shots just wounded or killed the shooter. After everyone had a turn, I had the tapes played that we had made of each person’s performance. That got a lot of good-natured laughs.
"Alright, now that you know what not to do if you hope to get a post-assignment vacation, let’s review what I did, because my client and I obviously lived through the real-life experience." I collected Mr. Montes and began walking. When Babcock shouted NOW, I swept Montes's feet from under him while spinning to the ground and firing. It got claps from Babcock, LeBeau, and Ku. We spent the rest of the day practicing the technique as well as developing alternatives. It proved a fun day, and I hoped that the techniques we worked on that day might help to save someone's life in the future.
* * *
I spent the next six days at Edwards: consulting, working out, and at target practice. My last assignment had convinced me that I was unlikely to get a second chance in most encounters, so I worked on firing while in motion—either spinning to the ground or while diving for the ground—and at moving targets. 
On the seventh day, Jasmin returned.
"That looks like a lot of work," she shouted as I lay on the ground catching my breath after diving over a bench and shooting at a target I had swinging twenty-five yards away. "And dirty." She wrinkled her nose as she helped me up and gave me a hug. "I don't blame you for practicing diving for the ground. I hear you're attracted to AK-47s."
"They spray bullets like a shotgun sprays pellets. They don't need to aim, but you do." I said. "How did your assignment go?" 
"It was actually fairly simple, a Hinckley-like individual who thought he'd just walk up and shoot the Senator."
"What about the FBI security?" I asked.
"After I shot the guy, they huddled around the senator with guns drawn." She shook her head. "I can't blame them, what with the after-action hassle they would get: couldn't you have disabled the man without shooting him? Did you warn him before you shot? Did you consider the innocent bystanders in the area? What if you had missed ...? And God forbid the man was reaching for his cell phone to take a picture. Easier to let him shoot the senator and arrest him afterward."
I looked toward Heaven in mock exasperation.
She laughed. "I love this job, but I'd hate to be regular FBI security. They're caught between Monday quarterbacks and romantic idealists who have a week to consider the facts that the agent had to decide in three seconds."
I nodded agreement. "I hate to admit that automatic weapons are a rush. It's like a super-blast of adrenaline. It's a high like no drug could give you. Against impossible odds—you survived, you saved your client, and you're super woman!" I flung my arms wide. 
"I might just take your word for that. Not sure I'm ready for the AK-high." She stared at me for a minute. "Alright, I saw the technique you used, but I haven't heard your exaggerated version of the incident."
"It goes best with popcorn and a drink." I grinned, locking my arm in hers. We went back to my condo and talked late into the night. 
The next morning, Director Matel requested a meeting with all the ZAP agents. When I arrived, the three newest agents were already there. I had met each of them at Edwards over the past several days. Steve Riccio was a tall dark-haired Italian-looking man in his late twenties. He had six years’ experience with the Special Forces. Maria Lozoya was around thirty, long brown hair, muscular figure, Mexican ancestry, and an inch taller than me. She had eight years on the border patrol in Texas. And Robert Rhee, of Asian ancestry, was thin, wirey, and an inch shorter than me. He had both Seal training and five years with the FBI. We had no sooner greeted each other than Jasmin appeared and Dory waved us over.
"You can go in now. Director Matel and Liang are waiting in their conference room." She pointed to the glassed-in-room across the hall.
"Get yourselves something to drink and have a seat," Matel said as we entered the room. Liang was already sitting with a cup of coffee, and she looked nervous. Matel waited until everyone had settled before speaking. "The FBI has been investigating the murders of agents Gilman and Brock. They found no connection between the two murders; however, the killings were deliberate and unprovoked." He stopped and looked at each of us. "That suggests they are targeting ZAP agents."
"Specifically ZAP agents on vacation, which would appear to rule out one of the professional assassination-for-hire organizations," Liang said. "That is actually more troubling, since it means someone knows who the current agents are, either because they have or had access to ZAP training or because they’ve been watching the headquarters building."
"Good. Can I take my post-assignment vacation now?" I said, eager to find the bastard who was killing agents and kill him or her or them before they killed anyone else. 
Matel frowned at me. "Do you think that is a good idea?"
"A great idea. No more risk than protecting a client from a professional assassin. We know he is stalking the headquarters building waiting for potential victims. Therefore, we are as prepared as we could be."
"I think I'm due a post-assignment leave also," Jasmin said with excitement in her brown eyes. 
"I think they're right, Matel," Liang said with a shrug. "Better to meet them on our terms than theirs."
After a long silence, Matel nodded. "Alright, but before you and Jasmin go, we develop a plan. You need to be monitored, wear protective clothing, and have a strategy. We need to review the circumstances surrounding the previous two murders: where they stayed, how they got there, what they were doing at the time they were attacked, time of day, number of days into their vacation, etc. Maybe we can determine a pattern and the most likely time or place for an attack."
* * *
Matel, Liang, Jasmin, and I spent the next four days reading the FBI reports on the incidents: interviews with witnesses, people in the area, people the agents had met, and crime scene evidence. Then we reviewed the records of the second-year students who had been asked to leave, paying special attention to those who had been refused an opportunity to apply again.
We spent another several days getting outfitted with bugs and modified vests to protect our backs, which seemed to be the murderer’s favorite target. Even though Gilman had been stabbed in the chest, the investigation concluded the initial attack had been from behind him.
"The waiting is killing me," Jasmin said as we sat around late one night drinking coffee. 
"Me too, but Matel is right. The murderer may be a coward, but he's dangerous, and the investigation didn't rule out multiple killers. I think we've increased our chances of living through an encounter by a hundred percent."
"I agree. And this is different from a normal assignment where the assassin's target is primarily the client and we are just in the way." 
"Liang wants to see us tomorrow, so I think she's ready to approve us going out."
"I hope so. I agree the preparation is necessary, but I'm as impatient as a kid waiting for Christmas morning," I said.
"Let's hope Santa is good to us." I gave my best evil grin.
* * *
"Right now I believe we still have the element of surprise. But if we screw this up, we will lose it. He or they will know we are onto them, and they will most likely disappear now only to reappear at a later time of their choosing and either kill more agents or go free." Liang said, reinforcing the reason for preparation and careful planning. I knew Jasmin was like me and wanted to rush out and kill the bastards, but we knew Liang and Matel were right. "One of you needs to appear to go on your post-assignment vacation while the other one leaves unobserved and in disguise."
Jasmin laughed. "I think it would be a little easier to disguise Kate than me, unless she's going to vacation in south Los Angeles or Watts."
"Actually, that may not be a bad idea. Jasmin can merge into the general population, while I will stick out—but so will our murderers." I said, warming to the idea.
"Only if our murderers aren't African Americans," Liang said, and she immediately began leafing through one of the files she had on her desk. "No luck. Two of our ten suspects are black. So in all probability we are looking at a group which may include white and black members. I hope it's one individual, but I doubt it."
"Well, Kate?" Jasmin asked.
"I don't like you being a decoy." I said, realizing she wouldn't be a typical client. I was too fond of her and that wasn't good.
"I trust the murderer won't get off a shot with my trigger-happy friend around."
"That's what concerns me. I can't follow you like a client."
"I can also shoot, I'll be wearing protective gear, and I'll be armed." Jasmin said, frowning in indignation.
"You win." I turned to Liang. "What's my disguise?"
"Let's figure out where Jasmin will be staying and what she'll be doing for entertainment. Then we can decide on your cover and disguise."
To my growing frustration, that took another two days. Dory made us reservations at the Four Seasons Hotel in Beverley Hills, two adjoining luxury rooms. My room was under an alias, Martha Simons. A team was dispatched immediately to install cameras and sound equipment. I was provided three different outfits including wigs and padding for different parts of my anatomy. 
On the third day, I took a cab to Edwards Air Base and an hour later took another cab to the Four Seasons, dressed in my Martha Simons school-teacher-on-vacation disguise: a slightly overweight middle-aged woman wearing glasses. Jasmin was scheduled to leave later that morning, so her arrival would be a couple of hours after mine. By the time she arrived, I was sitting in the lobby looking at tourist brochures while my brooch-camera sent pictures of everyone entering after Jasmin to my tablet. 
I had only been there for fifteen minutes when I recognized Sammie Bolin, a ZAP candidate who had made it into the second year class before being asked to leave. At the time, I had been amazed and worried about my chances because he was good at everything. Now that I reflected on him and the training, he had a quick temper and tended to be sadistic. It took every bit of my self-control not to shoot him, but if Liang was right, he was probably part of a group out for revenge against ATG9 for rejecting them. I'd wager he and the others thought themselves better than those that qualified and were out to prove it by killing ZAP agents.
He left after a discussion with a young woman on duty at the reception counter, no doubt after Jasmin's room number. I rose and went outside and asked the attendant to get me a cab, while keeping an eye on Sammie. Sure enough, he stood waiting by the curb and a few minutes later a car picked him up. I couldn't get a picture of the other man's face, but I did get the license plate number. My cab arrived too late to follow them.
"Where to, ma'am," the Indian-looking cabbie asked.
"Here." I handed him three twenties. "Drive me to the nearest Starbucks, and pick me up in an hour. Whatever is left over is your tip." 
He looked at the twenties like they might have been counterfeit, and then a broad smile appeared. "Yes, ma'am."
At Starbucks, I used my tablet to let Jasmin know what I had seen and sent her the pictures I had taken. I had decided to stay an hour just in case a third person was watching the lobby and noticed me. I reasoned that an hour should be enough to appear like the normal comings and goings of a tourist. I went straight to the room, found the connecting door, and knocked.
"Come in, it's open." Jasmin said, and continued as soon as I closed the door behind me. "What do you think, Kate? Did they leave someone else to watch for when I leave?"
"That would seem logical. Unless they’re going to attempt to attack you in the hotel hallway or the room." I sat, frustrated at not being able to just shoot Sammie while I had him in view. Knowing I’d done the right thing didn't help. "They will be wearing protective gear," I said, feeling confident I was right. "They may think they’re better than us, but they aren't stupid or brave, based on their previous murders."
"I agree. Shoot for the head." She laughed. "The frustrating part is ensuring we get them all. Otherwise, we are going to be looking over our shoulders every time we go out."
"Griffith Park?" I asked, needing to get dressed. We had worked out a tentative schedule with the appropriate disguises for me.
"Yes. First the Alcove Café & Bakery for lunch."
"All right, give me one hour to get in position so I can watch you leave. I'd like to see if they have someone tailing you, and hopefully who." There was a good chance I might recognize him ... or her, if not from having interfaced with them in a class, then from our list of suspects, since I had reviewed the files and seen multiple pictures of each person on the list.
"I hope they don't drag this out," Jasmin said as I got up to leave. "You have good disguises, but they are bound to notice if they tail me for several days. Besides, I'd like to get this over with—it’s creepy."
"I think the odds are good, judging by the type of people we're dealing with. They aren't the patient type. They like instant gratification, so I think you will get your wish." I went back to my room and dressed in my six-months-pregnant Sally outfit, applied makeup, and headed for the lobby. I didn't notice anyone I knew or who looked to qualify as a candidate for the ZAP school, so I walked outside and unfolded a map and engaged one of the valets in helping orient me—while scanning the area. I thought I recognized a woman sitting in a car ... Tasha something or other, unless my imagination was in overdrive. As I stood talking to the young man—who was getting frustrated and trying not to show it—Jasmin got a cab and the silver car followed, which confirmed it was Tasha.
"Thanks for your patience, Ted." I handed him a twenty. "You've been very helpful," I said, leaving him open-mouthed and speechless. "Now, could you get me a cab?" 
Nodding his head like his neck was on a spring, he ran off. Two minutes later, a cab appeared and Ted opened the door for me. "Thank you, ma'am," he said as he closed the door with a smile.
"Griffith Park, someplace close to the Alcove Café," I told the cabbie as I settled back, putting my hand into the pocket which had an opening into the baby-pouch where I had my Glock and extra clips. As an extra precaution, I also had a knife strapped to my calf under the flared skirt I was wearing. Pregnant-Sally was a redhead, complete with a light complexion and freckles. 
When I arrived, Jasmin was sitting in the outside garden, so I went inside and sat and ordered a chocolate molten dessert and a glass of milk to keep up pretenses. Ironically, I found it far too sweet and had trouble eating the whole dessert. I was never much on sweets anyway, but the school had destroyed any craving for them. I felt like a pregnant hippo as I left to get ahead of Jasmin on the hiking trail I knew she would take. I hadn't seen Tasha or Sammie, so either they were well hidden or a third member of the team would be following her.
I found a spot about thirty minutes into the East Griffith Observatory Trail and sat like I was resting. Some thirty minutes later, Jasmine came along, asked if I was all right, and kept going when I nodded. No one followed, to my surprise and annoyance. I had to assume there were too many people on the trail. There were only a limited number of ways back, which three could cover. 
Jasmin returned on the trail several hours later, to my relief, and went to Little Dom's, an Italian restaurant, for dinner. I caught a taxi and spent the two hours driving around communicating with her via our tablets. The cabbie must have thought me crazy. I was back in time to see her leave and made my way to the area where the Symphony on the Glen would be held that evening. It was a grassy outside area. I found myself a place off to the side with a good view of where I expected everyone to be sitting.
Jasmin appeared forty-five minutes later and settled down close to the front. I was frustrated when I didn't see anyone I recognized or anyone following her. Consequently, I can’t remember which songs they played or whether they were any good, I was too busy repeatedly searching in vain for some sign of the murderers. When it was over, Jasmin lingered talking with a small group of stragglers and was one of the last to leave. As I rose to leave, I heard the puff-sound of a silencer just as I was slammed in the back and thrown forward onto my stomach.
"Good disguise, Mathis. I almost didn't notice you tailing Williams." Sammie's gravelly voice had an amused ring to it.
Pain exploded through me as he kicked me in the ribs several times. My entire body felt on fire and my head was spinning. Knowing I was on the verge of losing consciousness, I fought to quiet my mind—panic would mean my certain death. 
Ironically, I was fortunate that it was Sammie. His sadistic nature wouldn't allow him to kill me quickly. He would want to enjoy causing me pain and hoping to get me to beg for mercy. I moaned for his benefit, and it helped to focus and quiet my mind—no thoughts of living or dying, revenge or hate, justice or punishment. I was only going to get one chance. I curled into a fetal position for access to my knife, which I removed and let lie along my forearm. 
He laughed and kicked me again and again. He then shoved me with his foot so I rolled onto my back.
"They should have failed you the first year. You were pathetic. Look at you!" His voice rose and his face twisted with hate. "Neil, Tasha, and I are each worth ten of you, you sorry dumb bitch." He put his foot on my neck and pushed. "They’ll kill Jasmin at the hotel, but I wanted you, the bitch who thought her shit didn't stink. I always wondered who you fucked to pass. It doesn't matter now. Any last words before I ZAP you?" He threw his head back and laughed. 
Blood squirted over my hand as my knife sliced through his femoral artery.
He jumped back, grabbing his leg with one hand. "You fucking bitch!" 
As his gun rose toward me, I rolled away while reaching into my pouch for my Glock. I felt multiple heavy blows to my vest, and pain lanced through my leg as I rolled away. I stopped on my back, fighting to breathe as pain from the hits to my vest exploded through my chest and back. 
He raised his gun and fired just as I rolled again onto my stomach. 
Multiple bullets tore through the grass where I had been lying as I steadied my elbow in the ground and aimed for his groin. Dirt sprayed into my face as we fired simultaneously. Sammie screamed incoherently and collapsed into a sitting position, head bent and face twisted in pain and rage. While he fought to stop the bleeding with his hands, I shot him in the head.
It took all my strength to pull out my tablet and send Jasmin a warning. "TASHA OR NEIL ARE WAITING FOR YOU IN THE HALLWAY. BE CAREFUL." I sent it urgent, which would alert her even if her tablet were closed. I cut off a strip from my skirt and made a tourniquet to stop the bleeding in my leg. It at least slowed from gushing to oozing. 
"Are you hurt? Were you and he attacked?" A young man asked as he came running over. His uniform said he was a park attendant; his job was probably to clean up after events.
"I'm FBI Agent Mathis." I took out my badge and held it so he could see. "This is a life and death matter. Another agent is going to be assassinated minutes from now if I can't get to her. I need a taxi or some way to get to a place where I can get a taxi. NOW!" I shouted to jolt him out of his wide-eyed shock as he surveyed Sammie.
"Is he—"
"Now. Hurry!" I said and lay back down, my body throbbing with pain. 
He opened his cell and walked a few feet away. Couldn't blame him; Sammie was a mess.
"Charlie, this is Nick. I have an FBI agent on the Glen who has ..." he talked for hours, or what seemed like hours as I was desperate to get to the Four Seasons. Charlie apparently kept asking questions. 
"Give me the phone," I tried to shout. But it took three tries to get his attention. I waved and Nick came back and handed me the cell. "Charlie, I'm FBI Agent Mathis. I need to get to the Four Seasons immediately or another FBI agent is going to die. Do whatever you have to do to get me there in the next five minutes." I closed the cell to keep Charlie from asking more stupid questions. I had enough sense to realize I was better off waiting than trying to run—stagger—off and find a car on my own.
A short time later, a car came driving across the field. I got to my feet, feeling like a centenarian who crashed her motorcycle into an eighteen-wheeler. Every nerve in my body screamed for attention, my breathing was labored probably from my cracked rib, and I was dizzy and having trouble maintaining my balance.
"You need to go to the hospital ... agent," the short plump man said as he exited his pickup truck. "I've called the police. They can send someone to help your—"
I raised my badge within inches of his face. "Drive me to the Four Seasons. Now! Ignore speed limits and lights. Her life depends upon you getting me there fast," I said while staggering toward the passenger side door. Getting in was like climbing the stairs at the Washington monument. I think I may have passed out, because I only remember flashes of the drive there. 
To Charlie's credit, he did ignore the laws, because we had a police car on our tail for the last mile or so. 
Ignoring the pain wasn't hard with my mind on Jasmin, but of course the body couldn't ignore the effects: I was limping badly, lurching every few steps, dizzy, and weak. I saw Neil rising from one of the lounge chairs in the lobby when I was halfway to the elevators. 
He stood frozen, uncertain what to do. 
I wasn't. I shot him, which sent the lobby into panic with people running or crouching behind furniture.
"FBI. He murdered an FBI agent." I shouted again and again as I limped as fast as I could toward the elevators, holding my badge high so it could be seen. I didn't need some well-meaning hero tackling the mad-woman with a gun. One elevator was just closing, and I stuck my hand with my badge in between the closing doors. The doors stopped closing and opened. "Out." 
The couple scurried past me.
I stepped in and pressed thirteen and called Jasmin on her cell.
"I'm a little busy right now," Jasmin said, and I could hear automatic gunfire in the background.
"I'm coming up in the elevator. Get ready in ten ... nine ..." My legs wouldn't support me any longer, and I slid down the wall into a sitting position. 
"She's to the right of the elevators, shooting right toward me—"
"Four ... three ... two ... one ..." The elevator stopped, there was a short delay, and then the door slowly began opening. I fired as soon as I could see Tasha, not worried about killing her so much as distracting her. 
I had fired two shots when the inside of the elevator, above my head, was shredded with a short blast of automatic fire, followed immediately by silence. When I rolled part-way out, Tasha lay in a pool of blood with her head partly blown away and Jasmin was limping past Tasha toward me.
"You look like road-kill," she said as she entered the elevator and pushed the Lobby button.
"Stay away from shiny surfaces," I said, which started us laughing. I stopped abruptly when the pain I had managed to distract returned with a stored-up vengeance. When the door slid open, several men in SWAT gear had their weapons pointing at us.
"On the ground!" the sergeant shouted. 
I raised my hand slowly with my badge in it. "We are ZAP Agents Williams and Mathis." I limped out of the elevator, ignoring their orders to Stop, opened my FBI ID and held it so he could see it, then reversed it. "Our director will explain events to your director after we've briefed him, but for now we need a medic before we bleed to death, Sergeant." 
He stood there not sure what to do, rereading my ID. "Gerson, Jackson, help these agents to the paramedics."
"There's another dead body on the thirteenth floor," I said as a six foot four guy supported me in the direction of the lobby. I noticed he was dialing someone on his cell, probably the number on my ID. I don't remember much after that.
* * *
"I'm on my way to the Beverly Hills Medical Center," Liang said, standing in the door to Matel's office.
"Why? What's happened?"
"I don't know. I'm going to find out. It started with a phone call from a police sergeant wanting to know if we had an agent Mathis. He claims she ordered a supervisor caretaker at Griffith Part to drive her to the Four Seasons and forced him to ignore the speed limits, stop signs and lights, and refused to stop when the police took chase. She disappeared into the hotel before he could apprehend her. I told him she was in pursuit of a murderer," Liang said, worrying her lip. 
"It sounds like she got separated from Jasmin or ... worse. Ten minutes ago, a SWAT Lieutenant called from the Four Seasons to clarify the cannot be arrested clause on the back of Kate's ZAP ID. Apparently he wanted to arrest her for killing a man in the hotel lobby without probable cause. It turns out the man had a gun in a shoulder holster, but witnesses claim he was just standing there when the woman—Kate—shot him." 
"Who was he?"
"Neil Daniels, one of the ten we identified as suspects. To top that, the lieutenant wanted to detain Agent Williams as a witness to a killing on the thirteenth floor. He wasn't happy about her leaving the scene of the incident either. He explained they were both injured and were being transported to Beverly Hills Medical Center—under guard. Want to come along?"
"It sounds like you might need support," Matel said while grabbing his jacket. 
Just then the phone rang and Liang and Matel froze.
"Director Liang it’s the chairman of the COC," Dory said. "I'm transferring him to your cell.
"This is Director Liang, sir," Liang said while backing into Matel's office, closing the door, and placing the cell on speaker.
"Director Liang. I'm informed your people have LA in an uproar. There are dead bodies all over town. Calls are coming in from the mayor and the CEO of the Four Seasons. What the hell is happening? It sounds like you have a rogue agent or two."
"No, Chairman. You are aware that someone has been killing ZAP agents. We sent two of our agents to set a trap for them. I don't have all the facts yet, but it appears they fell for the trap and have been killed."
"The Committee will want your report ... tomorrow, Director Liang. Your people have very broad power and we must make sure it's not being abused." He hung up.
"He has an excellent communications network." Matel gave Liang a wry grin.
"Bad news travels at the speed of light; good news by mule train." Liang laughed as Matel's cell rang and Dory appeared with a sign reading: DHS.
"Good evening, Director Wagner, how may I help you?"
"I hope this isn't as bad as it sounds. Congress hates bad news." his voice sounded worried. 
"We don't know the details, sir, but I believe it's good news. Two of our agents caught the ones killing ZAP agents." 
Matel held up his left hand with two sets of crossed fingers and gave her a worried facial expression.
"That would be good news. The Chairman wants Liang, you, and me at the Capital tomorrow at six." He hung up.
"Well Ann, let's go and find out how rough that meeting is going to be tomorrow."
* * *
When I woke, the light coming in the window said it was a new day, the IV in my arm said I was in the hospital, and Maria Lozoy’s presence said ... I wasn't sure what that said.
"About time you woke up," Jasmin said from the other bed in the room.
"Are we under arrest?" I asked.
"No. Director Liang wanted to make sure you weren't bothered by the police or reporters. Everyone wants to know what happened last night. They claim you executed an innocent man in public and left bodies all over the city," Maria said, shaking her head and grinning. Just then Liang and Matel entered the room and closed the door.
"You two made the headlines. I'd imagine any reporter who got an exclusive from you would be up for a promotion and a large bonus. So what happened? You first, Kate. You were supposed to be watching Jasmin's back."
"When Jasmin checked in at the Four Seasons, I recognized ..." 
They wouldn't let me give a general synopsis and insisted on hearing each and every gory detail. Then it was Jasmin's turn. They let her give a general accounting up to me entering the hotel shooting.
"... As I was getting out of the taxi, I got the message from Kate warning me that Tasha and Neil were planning an ambush in the hotel. I recognized Neil sitting in the lobby reading a newspaper and assumed he would inform Tasha I was on my way up to my room. I pressed five, eleven, and thirteen and got off at eleven and then raced up the stairs to the thirteenth floor. Tasha had positioned herself to shoot into the elevator with her back against the wall so she could see the door to the stairs. I arrived a couple of seconds late because the elevator had already arrived empty, so she was watching the door to the stairs. I got off a shot, but it was hurried since her automatic weapon was spraying bullets, and I took two: one in the vest and one in the arm. After that it was pretty much a standoff. I took another in the vest and leg and think I hit her in her vest and twice in her legs. Then Kate warned me she was coming in the elevator. When the elevator door opened, Kate fired at Tasha, causing her to turn toward the elevator, so I finally got a clean shot. After we made sure Tasha was dead, we rode the elevator to the lobby and were taken to the hospital."
"You think you got them all?" Matel asked.
"Yes. Sammie was very talkative while he kicked me for his failure to pass the training."
"Why did you kill Neil?" Matel asked.
"ZAP Protocol." I raised my hand and regretted it instantly as a hundred little men with clubs beat against my damaged ribs. "If you think of Jasmin as my client who needed my help ASAP," I said through clenched teeth. 
Liang laughed, and after a minute Matel smiled. 
 "Not for revenge. He was in her way and a potential danger to Jasmin. I'm satisfied, Phil," Liang said. 
He nodded, and after a "job well done," they left.
* * *
Jasmin and I spent the first two weeks after leaving the hospital resting, at physical therapy with a private nurse the company provided at the condo facility, and watching the ZAP training at Edwards. The next four weeks we went on a few short trips visiting the sites along the California coast, consulting at Edwards, and making revision suggestions for the ZAP training and protocol manual.
"I still don't understand how having an AK-whatever shooting at you gives you an adrenaline rush. Walls aren't even any protection against the avalanche of metal they spew," Jasmin said while lounging on her couch with a cappuccino.
"You aren't supposed to get hit. That does take away some of the fun."
"You forgot to mention that last time." She punched me on the arm. "I'm glad you showed up. Tasha and I were at a standoff. It was only a question of who would run out of blood or bullets first."
"I’ve concluded I’d rather be a ZAP agent protecting clients than an undercover FBI agent chasing bad guys," I said, thinking back over our recent experience.
"I suspect our convalescing and vacation time won't last much longer. Liang's short on agents, and we are the only two currently working alone," Jasmin said. "Which is good, because I can see you are getting antsy to dance with another AK-whatever. I on the other hand, wouldn't mind another assignment; however, I can do without the combat weapons."
 




CHAPTER TWELVE
  



Senator Burns
"How are you feeling?" Liang asked. She had requested Jasmin and me for an early morning meeting.
"I'm good. I've been working out and feel ready for an assignment," I said, thinking that was what she was getting at.
"I'm also ready for an assignment," Jasmin said. "So long as I'm not paired with Kate. She attracts AK-like weapons like wood attracts termites." 
"She does, doesn't she?" Liang nodded agreement. "As you are aware, we only have five agents currently, and it will be another six months before the second-year candidates graduate. And they will need to apprentice under experienced agents before they are given independent assignments. That murderous triad set back the program by more than a year. Not only are we down two experienced agents, but that will slow bringing the new agents up to speed. I need you two, but the Committee has a priority client who they claim can't wait. So it's you or Jasmin." She scanned us, waiting for some sign. 
I looked to Jasmin, who was frowning at me.
"I wouldn't let AK-Kate near new agents. Besides, she's been acting like a racehorse in the starting gate," Jasmin said, grinning in my direction. "I found helping to train the new candidates interesting and think I'd enjoy breaking in the new agents."
"What about you, Kate?"
"I think Agent Williams is a living saint." I bowed in her direction.
"Who you owe her big-time," Liang said. 
I nodded agreement. 
"Thank you, Jasmin," said Liang. "I do believe you are the best choice, as I believe Kate is the right choice for this assignment. The client is Senator Robert Burns. Because his daughter has a congenital heart disease, he used his position on several health-related subcommittees to get the FDA to issue a Humanitarian Device Exemption for a new pulmonary heart valve. Since then, doctors have inserted fifty such devices; however, there have been five deaths. An extensive investigation by the FDA has concluded the deaths were not related to the new device. However, there are several lawsuits which claim they have experts who disagree. The problem is that two of the children who died are related in some way to persons connected with organized crime, which may or may not be connected with Senator Burns getting emails and letters threatening to kill his ten-year-old daughter."
"An eye for an eye," Jasmin said quietly as if remembering some past instance. "That was the prevailing philosophy where I grew up."
"Call Cohn and Cohn." I snorted in amusement. "A renowned law firm on the speed dial of everyone in my neighborhood. They were the solution to most perceived problems. The pain and loss are the same in both instances, but not the restitution."
"Good point, Kate. Lawsuits have been filed, except they aren't against the senator or FDA but the manufacturer of the device. But because some of the children's relatives are connected to organized crime, we have to assume the eye-for-an-eye scenario may be imminent, in which case professionals would be involved."
"What about the senator and his wife and any other children?" I asked. 
"The senator has two grownup children from a previous marriage, but they live in other states and aren't considered at risk, nor is the senator or his wife. The emails were very specific, targeting his daughter as the cause for approving the device—a daughter for a daughter."
"That sounds exciting and difficult. I assume the girl is going to school, to medical appointments, and is in general active."
"Yes, the girl will be starting school, so she will be active and that will make it extremely difficult to protect her. Her father must decide whether he wants normal FBI security or ZAP security or both. I would hate to disrupt her life, but if he decides he wants a ZAP agent, you set the rules."
"Where do I meet him?"
"He's expecting you tonight. Our plane is standing by at the Burbank Airport to fly you to DC where a limo will take you to the senator's house to discuss security and meet his daughter, Lexi."
"Sounds like an exciting assignment for you," I said with a dead-pan expression. 
"For me?" Liang frowned with her coffee cup stopping halfway to her lips.
"Yes. I imagine you'll be getting multiple calls every day for the first week or two. 'I want her replaced.' 'Can she really do that?' 'I want her arrested.' 'The woman's a maniac.' 'I want her replaced,' etcetera," I said as I stood to go. 
Liang snorted. "I wouldn't change places with you, Kate. I expect a ten-year-old kid may be a greater challenge than the criminals out to kill her."
* * *
I had Dory notify the pilot I'd be an hour or two late and had the limo driver stop at the Empire Center Mall in Burbank so I could do some shopping—guarding a preadolescent girl wasn't going to be the same as guarding a senator. There I purchased some casual wear: jeans, shirts, running shoes, and a denim jacket. When I entered the plane, Carolyn met me with a smile.
"Good morning, Agent Mathis. Are you up to handling complex decisions this morning, like where to sit and what to have for breakfast?"
"After two hours of shopping for clothes to fit in with guarding a preadolescent girl, I think I'll leave those weighty decisions to you."
"I'd suggest the couch. You could lie down, and I'll start with a hot towel for your head." She nodded in sympathy before heading for the galley. I had barely sat when I heard the engines starting, and Carolyn was back with coffee, orange juice, and a steamy-hot towel. "The pilot says we should be taking off in the next six minutes. We're third in line. Flying time will be five hours and twenty minutes with arrival estimated to be seven thirty-five DC time."
This was the life: non-stop flight from LA to DC, a private plane to myself, and a gourmet lunch and dinner. By the time we landed at Reagan National Airport, I was relaxed and ready for the next adventure. 
A clean-cut young man in a dark-blue suit was waiting as I entered the airport. He smiled when he saw me.
"Agent Mathis, I'm Agent Timothy Matthew. I'm in charge of Senator Burns’s detail. I thought I'd take you to Senator Burns’s residence, since I'd like to be there when you meet the senator so that I'll understand the arrangement."
"Kate," I said, shaking his extended hand. "Are you assigned to the senator or to the family?"
"I have a team of six assigned to provide the senator and his family protection because of the threatening emails. Hopefully, they are just rants, but two of the kids who died have some nasty relatives with mob and gang connections." He gave me a once over before continuing. "I've heard rumors and had a memo from the director ... you're FBI, but ..." He left the real question open: Why are you different? 
I could understand his confusion, so I pulled out my ID and showed him the front then turned it so he could read the reverse side. 
His eyes grew wide as he read.
"Wow! Would you?" The implied question: Would you shoot any faster than we would?"
"The ZAP training emphasizes intuitive responses. So where you would hesitate if you weren't sure, we wouldn't—better the client lives—which is the reason for the safeguards."
He shook his head. "Not sure I'd want that responsibility." He lapsed into silence as he led me to the black Chevrolet Tahoe out front. 
It was around eight, and the traffic was light. I wasn't really paying attention since I had no intention of driving. I did notice we crossed the Potomac River into Washington DC, and I got a glimpse of the Capital building. Not too long afterward, we pulled up to a five-story red-brick building.
"This is where the senator stays when he is in DC. It's a twelve hundred square-foot condo. He has his wife and daughter here because of the recent emails. They are in unit 309. I always have one man on duty in the hallway and one with any family member when they go out," he said as we proceeded up the brick path flanked on either side by grass and trees that led to the entrance. An elevator took us to the third floor, where a man in a suit sat in a chair at the end of the hallway.
"Gary, this is the ZAP Agent, Kate Mathis," Timothy said. 
Gary waved but stayed seated. 
Timothy knocked, and a short while later a silver-haired man in his fifties answered the door. His eyes locked onto me.
"Senator Burns, this is ZAP Agent Mathis." 
Silence followed as Burns seemed to be evaluating me against some unknown criteria. "A woman agent would be best for my daughter, but ..."
"Assassins and I won't be arm wrestling or boxing, Senator Burns."
"No. I guess not. Come in, Agent Mathis, and I'll introduce you to my wife and daughter." He stepped aside so I could enter. 
Timothy followed me in and closed the door behind us. From the small foyer we walked into a large open area with a dining table with four chairs off to my left and a living area straight ahead ending in a wall of windows looking into the city. A three-section couch faced the wall on the left, which had a fifty-something inch television hanging on the wall. A large square coffee table sat a few feet in front of the couch. A two-section couch sat to the left of the table and a leather lounge to the right. The living and dining rooms were carpeted with a light tan rug. A thirty-something woman sat on the three-sectioned couch and a young girl on the two-sectioned couch. The woman rose as we entered.
"Agent Mathis, this is my wife. Darling, this is the ZAP Agent." Burns said. 
Mrs. Burns was a five-foot six shapely blonde who looked like she worked out regularly. 
"Nice to meet you, Agent Mathis. What do you do that the other FBI agents don't?" She asked.
"Kate will do. I follow the ZAP protocol, which is invasive and therefore only worth the inconvenience when the threat appears real and likely to come from professional assassins," I said, preferring to get the rules straight early on. "On the one hand, the FBI tries not to inconvenience you, and, therefore, will not always be in position to protect you. I on the other hand will not hesitate to inconvenience you if I feel it necessary to protect you."
"I don't understand," the senator said, frowning. 
"It varies depending upon your activities, but if your daughter turns her head at any time, she will be able to see me. Right now she can see me but not the FBI agent in the hallway."
"You are going to be in the room with us?" Mrs. Burns asked, sounding incredulous. 
"Only if you daughter is in the room," I said, trying not to show my amusement.
"What if that is unacceptable?" the senator asked in an authoritative tone meant to intimidate.
"Then I leave." I held up one hand to stop any knee-jerk response. "I cannot protect your daughter if I can't see her. If you believe the threat is real and might involve a professional assassin, then the additional protection I provide should outweigh the inconvenience. The decision is yours, but if I do stay, the protocol is nonnegotiable."
"How are they going to get past the agent in the hallway?" Mrs. Burns asked, sounding smug.
"Shoot him," Lexi said, looking up from her tablet. "But why can't he shoot you next?"
"Very good, Lexi. The man in the hallway sees people coming and going all day, so when someone steps out of the elevator, he's not assuming it’s an assassin. The assassin however knows an agent is in the hallway and steps out ready to shoot. But if someone breaks in the door or shoots the lock, I'll be ready when he enters."
"All the FBI agents are nice, but I think Kate's right. I'm scared. If nothing else, she'll make me feel safer," Lexi said with her eyes locked on her father. She had him wrapped around her little finger, judging by the change in his expression and his nod.
"All right, Agent Mathis. Who takes the next shift?"
"It's me until the issue is settled. I'll sleep in the lounge chair. I need to be able to see Lexi's bedroom door and the door to your apartment." I said before he could ask where I'd sleep.
"Seven days a week?" Mrs. Burns asked. 
I nodded. "Lexi, would you show me your room, please?" I asked, needing to see if it had windows and where it was located relative to the entrance. She rose and walked through the dining area and turned right into a narrow hallway.
"That's my bathroom," she said, pointing to the left, "and this is my bedroom." She walked into the room to her right. It was a medium-size room with a double bed, nightstand, dresser, and large double window. The drapes where light-weight, which meant someone on the street could see shadows under the right conditions.
"How long are you staying in DC?" I knew the senator represented Idaho but wasn’t sure where the family resided when he wasn’t in DC.
"A week or so. I need to get back for school." She stood evaluating me and probably trying to imagine me tailing her to school with her friends.
"You'll need new drapes."
"Why?" she asked, staring at the drapes like they had the answer.
"Because at night with a lamp on, someone on the street will be able to see your shadow through these," I said, hating to scare her, but better she knew the truth. "It's probably not necessary, but why take chances?" 
She frowned and her eyes darted to the windows. Then she nodded. "Timothy didn't say anything about the windows."
"Timothy and I worry about different things. I'm your personal security, and therefore I only worry about your safety. It is unlikely anyone will shoot at you through the window, but why tempt them by giving them something to shoot at?" 
I could see her eyes turn misty as the reality sank in. 
I sat down on the corner of the bed and patted it for her to come and sit. "Lexi, you can call me Kate. My job is to keep you safe. I will do that by staying close to you at all times. That will mean anyone who wants to hurt you will have to get me out of the way first. And I'm not easy to get out of the way."
"But you're only a girl ... woman," Lexi said as if that proved her concern.
"Believe me, they didn't send a puppy to guard you; they sent a junk-yard pit-bull," I said.
A smile appeared on her little round face. She jumped off the bed and headed for the living room. "Dad, Kate says I need heavier drapes for my windows so I don't tempt someone to shoot at me."
"Are you an idiot, woman? You're scaring her!" Burns shouted.
"I'm doing my best to keep her alive. If she thinks this is a game, she will be careless and make it harder for me to protect her. If she understands the threat is real, she will be more cautious and far less likely to get hurt. The people we believe are threating her have sniper rifles, AK-47s, in addition to Glocks with expanded clips. Personally, I'd change all the drapes in all your rooms. If I were them, I take a shot at the windows just to put you on edge."
Burns and his wife glared at me as if I were a loose rattlesnake, then put their heads together and talked in a whisper.
"I think you're right about my man in the hallway," Timothy said, leaning close. "Any suggestions?"
"I think I'd get him a police shield. That way he would have something to hide behind while he exchanged shots with the assassin. Might even give him an advantage."
"Sounds like good advice, thanks and good luck." He nodded toward the Burnses and then turned and left the apartment. 
In the end, the senator called his aide and arranged for thicker drapes to be installed the next day.
"What now, Kate?" the senator asked with a scowl.
"Everyone should go about their business. I'll be seen but not heard unless I feel you are putting Lexi in unnecessary danger. However, you must remember to include me in any arrangements that involve your daughter." I moved back against the dining room wall with a good view of the room and the entrance. 
A short time later, the senator and his wife went into their bedroom and Lexi came to join me. She pulled out a chair and sat.
"Why don't you ever sit?"
"You wouldn't like your pit-bull sleeping, would you?"
She gave a small giggle then sobered. "I'm glad you're here, because I'm scared even though I pretend I'm not."
"If you can keep the image of me—a pit-bull—on a leash about the length of this room, you will be safe. Like a real pit-bull, I will be watching everyone and everything so you don't have to."
"Don't you get scared?"
"I would if I thought about all the bad things that could happen, but I don't. I focus on you and the people and things happening around you. That way I have an advantage when the bad guy shows up. If I worried about all the bad things that could happen, I’d be distracted and they would have an advantage. Besides, that would take all the fun out of the job."
"Fun?"
"Yes. While protecting you, I'm going to learn about the real Lexi: her life, friends, enemies, likes, and dislikes."
"You’re crazy."
"Maybe. Is it crazy to want to save good people from evil people?"
She didn't answer, just sat looking off into the distance. After a while she got up and wandered into her bedroom. I followed and used a spare blanket to cover the window while she got ready for bed.
"Goodnight, Kate," she said as she crawled into bed.
"Goodnight, Lexi." When I entered the living room, the senator's wife was sitting on the couch, obviously waiting for me.
"I had planned to stay here for a few weeks until Lexi's school is scheduled to start. Do you think it's safer in DC or Boise?"
"The kind of people we are potentially dealing with will go wherever they need to in order to get your daughter; however, I think they would stand out a bit more in Boise than DC. That could be a small advantage. I worry more about the kind of Lexi's activities. That will determine the extent of her vulnerability."
"What do you mean?"
"Routines are bad. It gives an assassin a chance to prepare for an ambush. Your best defense is to ensure I know where Lexi is going in advance so I can prepare her and me." Privately, I was thinking that unfortunately, there was no real way to prepare in this case where the potential assassins were opposites: gang members who tended to be impulsive and mobsters who tended to hire methodical killers.
"Robert and I have decided I'll return as soon as he can make arrangements."
"Thank you for letting me know. Maybe I can help." I dialed Dory.
"Hi, Kate. Get fired already?"
"I tried, but I must be getting old. Would you see if I can get the company plane to fly Mrs. Burns and her daughter back to Idaho? They plan to return for school, and I believe that would be a safer mode of transit and Idaho an easier place to defend her—smaller population and fewer strangers."
"I'll check and get back to you with Director Liang's answer." When she hung up, I turned to Mrs. Burns.
"Mrs. Burns, Director Liang’s secretary will discuss using the company plane to fly you and Lexi home."
"Thank you for the thought. You can call me Denise, Kate, at least in private. How is this going to ... end?" she said, looking away from me.
"One or more of those men are going to make an attempt on your daughter. I'll kill them, and the FBI will make a case against any of their known associates. That should change the anger from Senator Burns to me, and you can go on with your lives." I mentally crossed my fingers and said a small prayer to whoever might be listening to take pity on an innocent little girl.
"You make it sound so simple." She turned and headed toward the bedroom. "Good night, Kate."
After blocking the door, I had a wash and relieved myself, moved the lounge chair to watch the entrance, and settled down for the night.
* * *
The familiar sound of an automatic weapon had me up, gun drawn, and kneeling behind the chair with a direct line-of-sight of the entrance. More gun fire, then silence. 
Just then, Lexi appeared peeking around the corner.
Seconds later the senator was there with a gun.
"Lexi," I said, "go back into your bedroom. The shooter has an automatic weapon. There will be bullets flying everywhere. I'll come get you when it's safe."
"Get out there and help!" the senator shouted. 
I ignored him. 
"Do you hear me?"
"Yes. I hear you warning the gunmen outside to be careful—that another guard is inside," I said quietly. "Go back into your room, Senator, and let me do my job. If you want something to do, call nine-one-one." 
He did disappear into his bedroom, but I could hear his periodic rants.
"She's a coward. What good is she hiding behind a chair? I'll have her fired." 
Sometime later there was a knock at the door. "Kate, it's Agent Matthew. Everything all right in there?" 
Before I could answer, the senator rushed by me and opened the door. "Replace that coward!" he shouted, his face scarlet. He looked on the verge of a stroke.
"How's your agent, Timothy?" I asked, ignoring the panting senator.
Timothy also ignored the senator. "Thanks to your suggestion, he has only minor flesh wounds. The shooter knew he wasn't going to get quick access and had only minutes until a response team would be on its way and left after only a brief exchange."
The senator looked to me. "Your career is over!"
"Senator, let's get something straight. I'm not here to protect the FBI. I'm not here to protect you or Mrs. Burns. My assignment is to protect your daughter, and she is safe." I took out my phone and hit one on my speed dial, feeling sorry for having to get Liang out of bed at this hour, but the issue couldn't wait. When I heard her mumble something, I handed the phone to the senator. "Senator, I have Director Liang on the phone."
He took the phone and walked around the room ranting about me as he related the incident from his perspective. Eventually, he handed the phone back to me with a scowl.
"I'll approve the company plane for you to get away from Senator Burns," said Liang. "Dory will call you with the time of arrival and departure. Good night." The phone went dead. 
Denise had appeared in a pink robe and stood with her arms around Lexi.
"Mrs. Burns, Director Liang has approved the company plane to take you and Lexi to Boise."
Denise nodded and proceeded to make coffee and a chocolate drink for Lexi. 
When everyone was settled down, the senator spoke. "I seem to be the only one who thinks you didn't do your job," he said looking at me. It wasn't a friendly look but the color in his face had returned to normal.
"The ZAP program was established by Congress specifically to protect important people like you from being assassinated. To ensure a high degree of success, the ZAP agent is responsible for his or her assigned individual—nothing else—not the police, FBI, other family members, or bystanders."
"That's ... ridiculous. Stupid." Burns said but not quite as loud as before.
"Based on the simple scenario you have in your mind, it would appear stupid. I run to the door, open it, shoot the assassin, and save the FBI man in the hallway. However, another possible scenario is I run to the door, open it—and get shot, since the FBI man is already dead and the shooters are waiting. They walk into Lexi's bedroom ..." I didn't finish it, not wanting to scare Lexi. 
Denise's hand flew to her mouth.
Lexi nodded her head several times in apparent agreement. She might not have liked fighting, but she wasn't stupid.
"I'm scared," Burns said. "They are threatening my family."
"You have good reason to be apprehensive. But you have the best protection the government can provide for your daughter. I’m not just security but security specifically designed to stop assassins."
* * *
"Welcome aboard, Mrs. Burns and Miss Lexi," Carolyn said in her normal cheerful voice as we entered the plane. "I'm Carolyn, your flight attendant. I'll be serving lunch in a few hours, but if you would like a snack or something to drink before, then let me know."
"Mother, look at this. And we are the only passengers," Lexi said walking past Carolyn into the interior.
"Do you always fly like this?" Denise asked, choosing a seat across the aisle from me.
"Right now the organization is new and small, so occasionally they book me on the company plane when they need to get me someplace in a hurry, or like now when it benefits the security of the client."
"Seems a strange profession for a woman. Not the FBI, but this ZAP group. You're on your own facing assassins, and it seems it’s kill or be killed. Doesn't that bother you?"
"I'd rather think of it as saving lives, like that of your daughter Lexi. And that is very satisfying."
Denise nodded and relaxed, watching Lexi change seats every ten minutes. She even got a quick peek into the cockpit. 
At the airport, Dory had a limo waiting. The limo used State Highway 20 toward the foothills of Boise, turned onto Warm Springs Road, then lost me using several side streets to Castle Rock Circle, a dead-end street. The directions didn't really matter since I had no plans to drive a car or even a bicycle. I didn't like Castle Rock Circle, since the house was visible from Quarry View Way and bordered directly on Castle Rock Park—a large open area which gave a sniper a lot of choices.
When we pulled into the driveway of the two-story house, two men exited a black Chevrolet Tahoe. Fortunately, I recognized Timothy and holstered my weapon.
"Hi, Kate. Carl and I have checked out the house. It's clean. I'll have two men on duty at all times. One to follow Mrs. Burns ... and one for her daughter." He watched me closely, apparently not sure of the protocol.
"Hi. I don't mind an extra helping hand. I would like to know when they change shifts and to meet each agent. I'd also like each to understand I welcome their support, but my only concern is Lexi."
"I'll brief everyone." He nodded and headed back to the car.
"Denise, before you get settled, can you and Lexi give me a tour of the house? If there’s trouble, I need to know all the doors and where they go, in addition to which bedrooms you occupy." 
The house made me nervous. I didn't like the location, the number of windows, and I'd wager multiple entrances. The tour proved me right. The house was nearly four thousand square feet, with a bedroom, two bathrooms, kitchen, and living, dining, and recreation rooms downstairs, and three bathrooms and two bathrooms upstairs.
"Well, what do you think, Kate?" Denise asked after we finished.
"I don't like the location or the house, but we have to work with what we have. The good news is the blinds on the windows are adequate so long as you keep them closed at night. Keep all the doors locked all the time. It won't stop anyone, but it will give me a second or two warning." I turned to face Lexi. "Lexi, you must keep me in sight at all times, even in the house. You can go about your normal activities, but I go along. You are in far less danger so long as I'm with you." 
"You think someone will try to kill me?" she said in a whisper. 
I didn't want to scare her, but she needed to understand the risks, as it would make her more likely to cooperate. 
Denise stood shaking her head at me.
"Yes," I said. "Two men lost their daughters and blame your father. Although he wasn't to blame, they are in pain and want him to suffer like they are. You are right to be frightened, because these men are scary. But you and I are going to be the last two standing." I smiled and raised my hand for a hi-five. 
Her frown slowly changed to a tentative smile, and she slapped my hand.
"Was that necessary?" Denise asked, looking angry.
"Yes. The better she understands the risk, the more likely she is to listen to me. I can't be watching her all the time and monitor the area as well. Besides, she's more likely to notice anything out of the ordinary than I am."
Denise decided she needed to go to the store for groceries and looked to me. I in turn looked to Lexi.
"Mom, I need to exercise. I’d like to go for a run." She looked to me with a crooked smile.
"Good, I could use the exercise." I moved my suitcase to Lexi's bedroom and we both changed into running clothes. "Where?" I asked.
"The Park. Once around is about a mile." She started for the back door.
"Key, remember? Keep all doors locked at all times," I said for both Lexi and Denise's benefit. 
Lexi ran around the park five times, so I got a good look at the neighborhood. I noticed the FBI man on duty didn't join us. He either didn't see us leave or wasn't into running. We passed a lot of people walking or running for exercise, walking their dogs, and kids playing. I hoped our quick change of location would give me a few days to learn Lexi and her mother's routines before the thugs followed us to Boise.
* * *
Over the next several days, Denise and her daughter got ready for the new school year: shopped for new clothes, school books and supplies; registered; and paid a visit to the school principal, a Mrs. Sherwood. That proved amusing.
"Having a bodyguard in the classroom could be very disruptive, Mrs. Burns," Sherwood said after Denise explained I would be accompanying Lexi to school.
"Not as disruptive as a gunman in the classroom shooting at young girls," I said.
"Couldn't you stay outside? Stop him before he comes in?"
"There will be an FBI man posted outside. That would be sufficient if there were only one entrance to the school. Is there?"
"Well, no. There are several. I think Lexi should stay out of school for the protection of the other children."
"Mrs. Sherwood, the senator and his family have been threatened. It could just be one of our citizens exercising what he thinks is his free speech or the person may just intend to throw paint on the senator's family car or he may shoot at the house. Who knows? We are just exercising reasonable caution. This individual is not some local psychopath, so he's not out to kill the other children at school. He's mad at the senator." I paused to let her digest that. "Besides, are you going to tell an Idaho Senator his child can't attend school? Good luck."
"Well ..." She looked a bit nervous at the thought and looked to Denise and quickly away.
"I promise not to speak unless spoken to," I said.
Lexi turned her head and coughed in an excellent attempt not to laugh. 
"The novelty will wear off in a day or two, and I will be ignored."
"So long as the classes aren't disrupted," she finally conceded after thinking about going up against the state's senator.
"Did you mean what you said to Mrs. Sherwood?" Denise asked when we were back in the car.
"Which part?"
"The minimal threat at school."
"Yes. But that doesn't mean I'm going to trust Lexi's wellbeing to an assumption about who, when, or where."
* * *
True to my prediction, I was the main attraction for the first couple of days. Each teacher wisely pointed out who I was and that Senator Burns's family had been threatened, which avoided a lot of questions and speculation. By the third day, except for some of the older kids who couldn't resist making wisecracks, the kids had found other things to gossip about. 
The FBI drove Lexi and me to and from school each day, which Timothy and I agreed was better than Denise. Soccer practice started the second week, much to my annoyance—my client running around on an open field would make her close to impossible to protect. Bill, the current agent on duty, and I walked the field looking for anything out of place. About a half-hour into the scrimmage, three motorcyclists pulled into the parking lot and sat watching the game.
"Bill," I said into the mike I had begun wearing to keep in touch with him, "those three are trouble," I said as I walked onto the playing field in Lexi's direction. 
The men sat smoking on their bikes about fifty yards away. 
The coach gave me a disapproving look as I approached the action where Lexi was attempting to intercept a pass.
Too damn many kids in the way, I lamented. Kids who weren't my responsibility ... my mind whirled in turmoil. Collateral damage had always seemed to refer to a bystander or two—not twenty children. But my responsibility was Lexi, not the twenty children she was playing with. 
I promised myself I would spend more time at target practice between assignments and more time meditating as I closed my eyes and sought a quiet place. I felt I didn't have much time, maybe only seconds. I willed myself to quiet my mind, struggling against the urge to hurry. At some point my consistent practice on and off assignments won and the panic left. Feeling at peace with the world, I opened my eyes, drew my Glock, and fired.
Only the middle cyclist was looking in my direction. Two rounds hit him, one in the chest and one in the throat. He was thrown backward and tumbled to the ground. The biker to his left reached into his saddlebag as two bullets of my three hit him: one in the chest, one missed, and one in the helmet. The biker to the right was backing up his bike as two shots caught him in the chest.
Subconsciously, I could hear the screams and see figures running helter-skelter, but my focus was on the three cyclists. The arm of the biker on the left moved, and I shot him twice in his head while continuing to walk toward them. The rightmost biker was suddenly up with a rifle rising toward me. I put three shots in his helmet. The biker's last act was a reflexive jerk that caused the automatic weapon to tear a trench ten yards in my direction before stopping.
"Lexi!" I shouted. I saw a hand go up in the midst of several children. I grabbed her hand when I reached her and pulled her up. "I think practice is over for today," I said as I walked toward the Tahoe. Bill looked a bit dazed. "Lexi and I are going home. You may want to stay and preserve the crime scene." 
"They didn't do anything," Bill said weakly, looking wide-eyed at me. "Why did you shoot them?"
"They made me nervous," I said, getting Lexi settled in the passenger's seat and jumping into the driver's side. "Lexi, can you give me directions home?" 
She nodded wide-eyed. 
By the time I reached the house, Timothy was standing outside. "What happened?" he asked.
"Inside," I said. I didn't see any obvious trouble but had no way to know if the three back at the park had friends in town or staking out the house. 
"You have the Boise police and news outlets in a frenzy. They are claiming you shot three innocent bikers visiting the city."
"How did they determine that?" I wondered. It seemed a bit early for them to know anything about the three.
"Don't know. Bill has called the Boise office for backup and is trying unsuccessfully to keep the police from the crime scene. He doesn't know why you killed them. Care to share?" he asked as Denise entered the room and sirens could be heard wailing in the distance.
"According to Bill, the local police have a warrant out for your arrest and they have a SWAT team with them." Timothy said while listening to his cell. 
I scanned the room and then pointed to the kitchen. "Lexi, Denise, go to the kitchen and stay behind the counter. If trouble starts, lie on the floor," I said. 
Timothy frowned and went to the front door and stood there with his FBI jacket and badge in plain sight. 
I backed into the living room so I could see the entrance and the kitchen. To damn many ways into the house, I mused as I waited. 
A few minutes later a police captain entered with Timothy and approached me. He was a middle-aged man, round craggy face and a stomach that extended well over his belt. "You will have to surrender your weapon and accompany me downtown," he said in an authoritative voice used to being obeyed. 
I removed my clip-on badge to flip open my ID.
But he spoke before I could. "Girly, I don't care that you're some kind of special FBI. You shot three innocent young men and are going to be held accountable. We have laws in Idaho that apply to you high-and-mighty FBI." He smiled. 
I smiled back as I pressed my Glock against his throat and held the reverse side of my ID in front of his eyes. "And Idaho is in the United States of America and subject to its laws. Read it out loud so I know you can read."
"I'll have you—" he began, until I pushed my Glock hard under his jaw.
"ZAP agent Kathryn Mathis reports to the Director of Homeland Security," he read in a stilted tone, "and is immune from arrest and or detention under Senate bill S.999 and House bill H.R.999. There are no exceptions. Signed: Allen Wegner, Director of Homeland Security. Questions: 800-999-9999."
"Very good. Now if you would, take your troops and go. You're upsetting the senator's family and the neighbors." I thought I'd throw him a bone to gnaw on while he was lying awake fantasizing about having me sentenced to a life term in an Idaho prison. "I'm not above the law, Captain. There will be an investigation of my actions, and I'm sure you will get to describe how out of control I am."
"Damn right. People like you should never be given a badge. I'm going to make sure you are held accountable," he said as he made for the door. 
"Why did you shoot those men?" Lexi asked quietly from just behind me.
"Because I thought they were going to hurt you and the children around you," I said, at peace with my decision regardless of the outcome. Anyway, the event was history. It did no good to dwell on it, since it couldn't be changed.
"But they hadn't done anything."
"The alternative was to wait until they began shooting." I said.
"I’m beginning to understand how ZAP agents are different from normal FBI," Timothy said as Denise neared. "Bill didn't fire because the three bikers hadn't taken any aggressive action. For the same reason, the Captain holds you responsible—they hadn't broken any laws and you gave them no warning. But you felt justified in killing them because they posed a possible danger. I now know for sure I wouldn't want that kind of responsibility." He shook his head and left the house.
"Are you sorry you shot those men?" Lexi asked.
"I don't like shooting anything, not helpless animals or people. But to protect the people I'm assigned to, sometimes it's necessary. I made a decision after weighing the risk to you. Other people will have to decide whether I was right or wrong. I did what I thought was right."
"You lied," Denise said in a normal voice with a small smile touching her lips. "You said you weren't here to protect anyone except Lexi. Thank you. I couldn't stand for us to be responsible for those girls' lives."
* * *
"Kate," I said into the phone, knowing it was Liang. It was just after eight. Denise and Lexi were watching some sitcom, and I had just finished checking the windows and doors. I couldn't assume those three bikers had been alone.
"The phone hasn't stopped ringing since you shot those bikers. I've got cauliflower ears by now. And of course the Committee wants a private briefing, so I need to understand your logic."
"Lexi was at soccer practice and in the middle of a scrimmage when ..."
"The fact that our protocol makes us responsible only for our clients made that an extremely difficult call but, in my opinion, a good call I doubt few other agents would have made. The FBI has identified all three as members of the South American gang of which one of the bereaved fathers is a senior member, and they all had automatic weapons in their saddle bags. Unfortunately, I think than puts you and Lexi on an equal footing with the gang."
"You may want to alert the Idaho State Police and the Captain of the Boise police and issue me an AK-47," I only half joked. It was beginning to appear that only the police and the FBI carried Glocks; everyone else carried automatic weapons.
There was a knock at the door an hour later. When Denise rose to answer the door, I held up my hand. 
"Denise, the gangs may not be targeting you, but I'd rather you weren't collateral damage. Don’t answer the door unless you can see me and I can see the door. And don't block my line of sight," I said, moving so I could see the door and waving Lexi out of sight of the door, and then I nodded. 
"Mrs. Burns, I was checking the grounds and wanted to bring you and Kate up-to-date." 
"Come in, Timothy, Bill."
"The three you shot were from that South American gang we were concerned about and they had automatic weapons. If they had attacked while those girls were practicing, it would have been ... a nightmare. I've posted an extra guard in case they might have friends in the area."
"I thought you were a lunatic, Kate. Sorry," Bill said quietly, looking thoughtful. "I saw the potentially bad things that could have happened but also the consequences of shooting someone who not only wasn't shooting at anyone but had no weapons showing. I had originally thought it would be fantastic to have one of your get-out-of-jail-free cards. Now that I understand the responsibility that goes with it, you couldn't give me one for any salary," Bill said before following Timothy out the door. 
"I'm scared." Lexi leaned against me while holding my arm. "I don't want to die."
"Being scared isn't a bad thing so long as you don't let it control your life. Being scared will keep you from doing foolish things that could get you hurt."
"Do you get scared?" she asked, looking up at me with misty eyes.
"Yes. Everyone with a working brain gets scared from time to time. It’s how you handle it that matters."
"What do you mean?"
"Do you face it or run from it. For example, if you were afraid of drowning, then you could try to avoid water—or you could learn to swim. If you learned to swim, then you might still not like water, but you would not have let it control your life."
"But men are trying to kill me! I can't avoid it or learn to ... reduce the risk," her voice rose hysterically. 
Denise sat watching us but said nothing.
"Do you have a rude gesture you give someone when they are teasing you?" I asked. 
She hesitated for a moment, her eyes darting toward her mother. "Yes."
"Every time you think of them hurting you, give them that gesture."
"How will that help?"
"It's you telling them you aren't going to let them run your life. That you're better than them and they can go to ... the ninth circle of Dante's Inferno," I said. 
Denise's worried look turned to a small smile. 
Lexi gave me a hard look. "What's that?"
"Dante wrote a book where he ..." I spent the next hour discussing Dante's vision of Hell and Denise actually found a copy of the book in the family study. Lexi took the book to bed with her. I followed her to make sure the blinds had all been drawn. 
Denise met me on the stairs as I was coming down. "Thank you," I think that helped Lexi ... and me. I guess giving them the finger is the closest thing to learning how to swim." She laughed and continued upstairs to the bedrooms. 
After checking to make sure the alarm was set, I got my lounge chair positioned to watch the stairs and the front and back doors. I couldn't cover everything; there was the garage door to the house and multiple windows, so the security alarm would have to suffice.
* * *
The sound of motorcycles woke me sometime after midnight. I stayed alert for an hour after they faded into the distance, just in case. When nothing happened, I returned to a light sleep. I rose and was moving the chair back to its original position when I heard movement upstairs and then made my way to Lexi's bedroom.
"Hi, Kate. What's up?"
"What's up there?" I said, pointing to the ceiling.
"Nothing. Wires, insulation, and bugs I guess."
"How can I get up there?" 
"There is a pull-down ladder at the end of the hallway."
"Show me," I said and followed Lexi down the hallway. 
Toward the end, she stopped and pointed to a rope hanging some six inches from the ceiling. I jumped up, caught hold of it, and pulled. As I did, a three-foot wooden panel opened and a folded ladder expanded to the floor. I crawled up it enough to see into the space: exposed two-by-eights with insulation in between. When I came back down, Denise was standing next to Lexi watching.
"Good morning, Denise. Do you think you could get someone to nail down rough flooring up there? Tell them you want to store some little-used things up there."
"What are you thinking?" She asked hesitantly, frowning.
"I'm thinking this house has too many entrances for me to guard," I said. My thoughts were on the motorcycles I’d heard the night before. If multiple attackers hit the house, I couldn't possibly protect Lexi.
"We have two FBI agents guarding the house," Denise said.
"Yes, and that's good. But what if they are drawn away?" I left off or killed. "When we tell people we can only protect one person, some believe us cruel. They can imagine all sorts of ways to protect whole families. But those examples include everyone sticking together or being in a room or place with only one entrance. The fact is that in places with multiple entrances and multiple attackers, I'd have a difficult time protecting one person." I stopped until Denise nodded.
"I'd like to be around to attend my daughter's graduation from college, her marriage, and to see my grandchildren. I'll take care of it. I'll tell them my husband is sending home some junk from Washington." She went off into her bedroom and picked up the phone.
"You’re worried about the bikers?" Lexi asked. "I heard some last night."
"Probably not related to those at the park, but I've found it's better to plan for the worst and look foolish when it doesn't happen than to not be prepared if it does."
"Are you scared? You can't hide like we can." Her eyes held mine.
"I think of it as a high-stakes game where the winner is the one who can outsmart the other. If you can surprise your opponent, you usually win. If he surprises you, you usually lose."
"At the park you surprised them by shooting first."
"Correct. They might have won if they’d have ridden onto the field immediately from different directions."
"And killed me." She paled. 
I took her shoulders in my hands and looked at her. "No. And killed me. If they try to kill you first, they know they won't live to spend the money they expect to collect from killing you. Like playing soccer, you don’t think about winning or losing while you're playing. You concentrate on the game and doing your best."
"So, I mentally give the bad guys the finger and ignore them, knowing you'll win the game eventually."
"Perfect," I said, giving her a hug. "I know you're scared, and you have a right to be. But don't let them ruin your life with fear."
* * *
The day-detail drove us to the school, where Lexi and I were directed to the principal's office. The soccer coach was already there when we arrived.
"Miss Burns, Coach Danner is suspending you until this trouble is resolved. Your presence is putting other children at risk. In fact, your presence in the school is putting everyone here at risk," she said as if Lexi were the problem, not the thugs trying to kill her. 
I was sure they would have expelled her if her father hadn't been a senator, and someone was probably already in negotiations with him to get her private tutoring.
"Given the government resources on this case," I said, "I believe the situation will be resolved quickly. And since it appears Miss Burns is one of your first-string players, couldn't you give her private lessons after the normal practice? I'm sure the senator would appreciate it, and if necessary, I'll pay for your time." Stupid, I chided myself. She already has too much exposure given their house, school, and shopping, and I'm creating more. But the alternative was to lock her up in a room with only one door. And would that guarantee her safety? 
Fortunately, Tanner interrupted my brooding.
"I agree we shouldn't punish Miss Burns for the actions of foreign thugs. Maybe you can get rid of a few more. Private lessons are a good compromise." He gave a short laugh, which the principal didn't seem to appreciate. 
After we had worked out the details, Lexi went to her first class. At lunch, she was the most popular student in the school. About halfway through her next class, a civics class, the door opened and a local policeman stood in the doorway. He looked at me and then scanned the room. When his eyes came back to me, my Glock was pointing at his face.
"Hands in front of you, then face down on the floor," I said. 
All heads turned in my direction, while several slipped out of their seats to huddle behind their desks.
"I'm a Boise police officer. I was just checking to make sure everything is alright."
"The bullet in this weapon doesn’t care. Any movement except to get down as I asked, and that vest you are wearing won't help."
"The Chief sent me—"
"Last chance," I said, beginning to tighten my trigger finger. 
He saw something in my posture or eyes, because he dropped to his knees and then lay flat with his arms extended. 
I knelt and wacked him in the temple with my Glock, which elicited gasps and screams. I then removed the standard police weapon from his holster and patted him down, finding a small revolver in his boot and another weapon with a silencer inside his belt in back. I hit the speed dial for the FBI agent guarding the front of the school. 
"Bradley. What's up?"
"Is there another local policeman around?" I asked, sensing the one I had was not acting alone.
"Yes, he is standing in front of the school entrance."
"Arrest him."
"He's local police. They drove up in a Boise police car."
"Then exercise extreme caution, because they are smart as well as dangerous." I stepped over the one on the floor and stood so I was only partially visible but could see the main entrance at the end of the hallway. As I did, I saw the officer open the door and enter the school. I fired twice, hitting him in the chest and propelling him backward into the doors, which opened enough for him to fall through.
"You shot him!" Bradley shouted in the phone.
"Be careful. They have vests on. I only shot him in the chest, so he is at best stunned." Through the door I could see Bradley approaching the man, gun drawn.
"I've called Timothy and the local police, since I have no way to secure him for now. I understand the Chief of Police is on the way. I hope you're right about them not being local cops."
"They aren't dead. That's a positive," I quipped.
"I'm surprised. You don't usually ..."
"It would have upset the kids," I said, which was partially true. He would be dead if he had made an aggressive move or if I hadn’t had FBI backup to take him off my hands. As he intended to kill Lexi and me, he didn't deserve special consideration. 
Several minutes later, I saw Chief Ferguson striding down the hallway with another officer. He stopped at the doorway, knelt, examined the man on the floor, and then stood up facing me. 
"I may shoot them later myself, depending upon what they did to officers Perkins and Hines, but I'm glad you left them alive for questioning. What made you realize he wasn't a local policeman, or did you care?" He gave me a wry grin.
"A feeling. A local policeman would have been more interested in me than the kids. He was identifying Miss Burns for later, which also suggested he had a partner."
"You seem to rely a lot on your feelings, like with the bikers. That could be a problem," he said it more like a question than a statement of fact.
"We are only assigned if assassins are likely to be involved. Unlike your average wacko, they will have a plan. Consequently, you have to be extremely paranoid and comfortable with your instincts."
"I hope you've caught them all," he said, frowning and making eye contact.
"Me too, but I doubt those three bikers were alone," I said, although I didn't expect his department could do much to help. He couldn't stop every motorcycle coming into town, even those with out-of-state license plates.
"Garsen, cuff him and let get these two to the station for questioning." He said nothing more as they half carried the man toward the doors. 
Just then, the principal appeared, heading in my direction. "You and Lexi are causing a lot of trouble—"
"Actually, Lexi isn't causing any trouble at all. She has been as inconvenienced as the other kids by the people who are trying to hurt her, and I've kept them from causing problems. Unlike many schools around the country, no one here has been harmed." Secretly, I had to empathize with her. Lexi was a dangerous person to have around, and if this situation wasn't resolved soon, I agreed that Lexi should be isolated. The people the grieving fathers were sending were out-of-control psychopaths, judging by their choice of locations.
Mrs. Thomas dismissed the afternoon classes, no doubt because of the number of parents wanting their children out of school. Coach Danner cancelled soccer practice but did give Lexi her private lesson.
"Thanks, Coach. Lexi is under a lot of stress, and this will help."
"Yeah, I served in Iraq. I know what thinking you're going to die every day can do to a person. Whether they let her stay in school or not, I'll continue the lessons. She's a brave young girl."
The coach spent an hour with Lexi, working her hard. It was just what she needed. Just ten minutes into the practice, I could see the tension in her dissolving as her focus became the soccer ball. I laughed softly—soccer-meditation. 
Back at the house, she was excited and spent an hour entertaining her mother as she described every detail of her private lesson with Coach Danner. We had just finished dinner when Timothy knocked at the door, which dampened the mood.
"I just stopped in to update you on the police activities," he said as Denise waved him into the living room. Ironically, that was a topic everyone had been successfully ignoring. "They found the two policemen relatively unhurt. They had been tied up and chloroformed in a hotel room the two ... men had rented. Since they didn't really hurt the policemen, the US Attorney appears willing to talk a deal and the ... men appear willing to cooperate. That could end one threat."
"The mob father?" Denise asked. Timothy nodded. 
"Agent Bradley is feeling really embarrassed. He talked with both of the men and didn't detect anything amiss. They said the chief of police had sent them to patrol the school as added protection."
"He's lucky they were professionals," I said. 
"Professionals?" Denise asked. 
Lexi had said nothing but was attentive to everything that was being said.
"Yes, no unnecessary killing. A gang would more than likely have killed the policemen, and Bradley, and me—in that order. Well, tried to kill me—rather than scope out the room." I grinned. "That is now working to their advantage. If they had killed the two policemen and an FBI man, I doubt anyone would be willing to offer a plea deal for any information."
When Timothy left, Denise and Lexi were very quiet. Denise sat haphazardly flipping through a fashion magazine, her mind elsewhere. Lexi sat looking at me.
"What's next?" she asked.
"Are you asking short term or long term?" I asked, not wanting to answer the wrong question and maybe raise the tension level unnecessarily. 
"Short."
"Do you remember how you felt this afternoon when you were having your lesson with Coach Danner?" 
"Of course. What has that got to do with people trying to kill me?" Lexi's voice rose with each word.
"Did you think about the men at the school, or the bikers, or what would happen tonight?"
"No."
"Bad things may happen in the future, but you were enjoying the here and now. Think of me. If I sat here worrying about all the bad things that could happen to me, when something happened, I'd be too depressed to move," I said and produced a sulky face. 
Lexi laughed, and even Denise produced a weak smile. 
"You may think your world is ending," I said, and Denise's face lost color, "but when the FBI ends the case, the news agencies will hound you for interviews, and you’ll become the next big star in Hollywood."
"No wonder you’re always in a good mood," Lexi laughed along with her mother. "Nix the Hollywood star. Instead, how about I become the next Alex Morgan? I read she has over a million and a half Twitter followers. And the Olympics would be fun." She was quiet after that, but she had a small smile as she sat reading.
* * *
The next two days were uneventful. I noticed Chief Ferguson must have assigned a patrol car with two officers, since one appeared to be following the FBI security protocol: discretely parking nearby at the school, home, and the practice field. I certainly didn't mind a bit of help. Although they would be slow to shoot, they might be helpful after the first shot. Timothy indicated that the hit-men and the Attorney General had come to an agreement on testifying, which I thought might resolve one problem.
I jerked awake when I heard the motorcycle engines only a few moments before I heard the automatic gunfire. As I reached the top of the stairs, Denise and Lexi appeared in their doorways. I pointed to the attic and waited until they had both disappeared up the ladder and retracted it into the ceiling. 
I had just reached the bottom of the steps when someone the size of a football tackle shattered the front door and crashed into the front entrance. I shot him twice in the head before he could recover and dove into the living room as automatic weapon fire shattered the doorframe and the stairs where I had been standing as it swept from left to right. It stopped and began a right to left sweep as the shooter stepped through the doorway and over his biker friend. 
I didn't wait for the weapon to reach the living room, but ran into the adjoining dining room. I reach the opening into the kitchen just as the shooter stepped into the living room, and his automatic weapon continued to wreak havoc: wood and plaster filled the air, pictures were torn from the walls, leather upholstery was shredded, and dishes were exploding like bombs. As I stepped through the opening, the patio door to the kitchen nook burst open and another very big biker blundered in through a shattered door, hit a chair in the dark room, and went sprawling onto the table. He stood swearing and with one hand flipped the table into the bay window.
I was thankful for the quarter-moon and clouds that made the rooms dark and the figures indistinguishable shadows, which I hoped meant they would have to hesitate before shooting as their friends were coming through every door. I didn't have that problem—every shadow was an enemy. While he fought the table, I crouched behind the island in the kitchen with only my eyes and the top of my head showing. When he stood scanning the room, I shot him twice in the head. 
Seconds later, bullets raked the counter and walls behind me, sounding like a rag-time band gone wild as metal pots and pans were torn from their racks and propelled into walls and appliances. I slid around the island, giving me some protection from the shooter who had come in from the garage and the shooter who would soon be entering from the dining room.
The flying pots and pans had just settled when a long burst of automatic fire came from the dining room opening, blowing out the family room windows as the biker in the dining room walked into the kitchen. I had my eyes level with the counter, trying to decide on my best option and hoping I wouldn't be noticed in the darkened room. Wrong. The light from the kitchen windows behind me had been enough.
"Mac, is that you?" the guy from the garage asked as his weapon swung in his direction.
"Yeah. And the bitch is behind the counter," he said as bullets from his automatic weapon raked the counter and blew out the windows behind me. 
I ducked down and then dove to the floor and slid to the end of the counter facing the shooter from the dining room. 
He was swinging his weapon back and forth across the island, which looked about ready to collapse. 
I shot him in his knee twice. As he collapsed, I sprung up, took two running steps, landed on his back with one foot, shot him, and dove through the door into the dining room. On the run, I grabbed one of the dining chairs, smashed the window open, and slid under the table. 
Moments later, the other biker came running into the room preceded by a burst of lead that decimated the window frame. He ran directly to the window, jammed in a new clip, and fired through it into the night. 
I shot him in the side of the head. 
Silence descended on the house except for the wailing of sirens in the distance. I rose in considerable pain and realized I hadn't been shot, but I had been hit with flying debris—like shrapnel. I picked up the biker's weapon, which looked like a MP5, and headed for the door to the back patio. When I reached the back, two bikers were just kicking their cycles on. I shot both, surprised how little skill was required—just point and pull the trigger.
Back in the house, I made my way through each room, ensuring no one was alive. Then I went up the steps and examined each bedroom before pulling a chair out of one bedroom and sitting just under the trap-door to the attic.
"Denise, Lexi, it's safe, but I'd prefer you waited until the FBI and police have checked out the area," I said, leaving off and removed the bodies.
"Kate?" came the voice of Timothy. "The area is clear."
"Upstairs," I shouted. A minute later he appeared. "What's the tally?"
"Bad. Agent Murel was killed and Agent Turner is in serious condition. They were up against automatic weapons!" He shook his head as if to get rid of the image. "Both local policemen are in serious condition. When we and the local police arrived, the action was over except for a burst of fire from the back."
"That was me trying out one of the weapons they left behind. Nice weapon. You should requisition some."
"We definitely need to upgrade our standard stakeout weapons." Timothy's eyes looked sad. "Where are Mrs. Burns and her daughter?"
I pointed toward the ceiling, stood, and pulled on the cord. The trap-door opened and the ladder extended to the floor. "You can come down now. The house is a bit of a mess, but it's safe," I said. I couldn't help a laugh at Timothy's face. 
Denise climbed down first, her eyes darting around. When she saw Timothy, she seemed to relax a bit. "They're gone?"
"The police and the FBI have searched the area ... it's clear, although you may want to remain up here until we clear the downstairs."
"You're bleeding!" Lexi said from halfway up the ladder.
"You need a hospital," Denise said, looking at me for the first time.
"Just a few cuts and bruises," I said, knowing I couldn't go without relief or their accompanying me. "Unless Lexi ... and you want to join me."
"We haven't been hurt," Denise said. 
Wait until you see downstairs, I mused. We stayed in a bedroom which had been converted into a study while pictures were taken and the bodies removed. The room had a disco feel with the red and blue lights for the police cars dancing off the walls and ceiling. Bradley appeared what seemed like an eternity later—two hours by the clock on the wall.
"The CSI teams have finished up, so you can come downstairs. It's a mess, but ..."
I followed Denise and Lexi down the stairs. 
Denise had tears in her eyes as she walked in and out of the rooms.
"How many?" Lexi asked.
"Four in the house," I said, looking to Timothy and Bradley. 
"Four. The FBI and police on duty killed two, and you killed two in the back. Eight, which corresponds with the number of bikes outside. How many got away?" Bradley asked looking at me. 
I shook my head. 
Denise made extended stay reservations at the Oxford Suites in the Bell Tower King Suite.
* * *
My cell rang around ten in the morning. Denise and Lexi were halfway through an in-room breakfast.
"Good afternoon, Director Liang," I said, as it was one o'clock in DC.
"Do you need to be relieved?" she asked, sounding concerned.
"No. I changed clothes and sent the soiled ones to the incinerator," I quipped, only partially in jest.
"I understand you weren't shot but were pretty cut up. The doctor said they wanted to admit you."
"I got hit with everything except a 5.56 millimeter round: plaster, wood splinters, broken china, pots and pans, granite chips, and glass. You can tell Jasmin that one AK gives you an adrenaline rush, two doesn't, and four causes migraines." I gave a snort.
"I understand. They tell me they counted over a thousand shell casings inside the house. I also just heard the gang-member father of one of the girls who died was killed. They found him in the kitchen. He had been shot in the knee and in the back of the head." It was more of a question than a statement.
"He did seem more out-of-control than the others," I said, remembering being chased by him and trapped in the kitchen. I had been lucky to escape.
"The good news is that between the professional hit-men willing to make a deal and killing the other grieving father, the threat to Lexi may be over."
"Good. My adrenaline needs time to get replenished."
* * *
The next several weeks were quiet, not that I could relax. The gang problem appeared to have been resolved, since the gang had no reason to kill Lexi—maybe me but not her—now that the father was dead. Secret negotiations were going on between the Attorney General and the mob, probably because sending the mob-father to jail wouldn't necessarily solve the problem. The day the family was notified the house was fit to move back into, Liang called.
"Kate, your assignment has been successfully concluded. The COC, Senator Burns, Director Matel, and I are pleased with your handling of the assignment."
"Meaning my client is alive and I'm uninjured and fit for duty."
"Exactly." She laughed. "You have a month of vacation coming, but Director Matel and I would like you to return here for a debriefing before you depart. Dory will make your reservations."
"You are in luck, Kate," Dory said a moment later. "ATG9-1 is in DC and due to depart later today for here. I've diverted it to Boise to pick you up. They will land today, but the crew will require rest, so they are scheduled to depart tomorrow morning. That will give you time to say your goodbyes."
"Thanks, Dory. I do like the company plane." When I hung up, the entire family was staring at me. "Yes. It's official. Your houseguest is finally leaving."
"I'm going to miss you, Kate," Lexi said, and gave me a hug. "I wish you would come and visit sometime ... maybe for my graduation ... or the birth of my first child." She giggled at her parents' open-mouth expressions.
"Send me an invitation, and I will if I'm not on assignment." 
"We would love to have you visit, Kate, anytime you want." Denise smiled. "But no wild parties, please."
"You have a friend in the senate. If I can help, all you need to do is call. My secretary has your name on my VIP list. I didn't know what to think of the ZAP initiative when I heard about it, but your group has a staunch supporter in Congress."
* * *
On the plane the next day, I sat reflecting on my life, my last assignment—which had almost been my last one—and my decision to join ATG9. The steak dinner and the chocolate mousse dessert, the condo and the pay, and the private plane were nice, but they didn't justify the danger. Lexi did. And as a bonus I’d gotten to see inside the private lives of a senator and his family—the real people, not the façade they displayed in public. Looking around the plane, I couldn't help feeling like I’d stolen the Le bleu de France and gotten away clean. A smile of satisfaction split my face.
"You look like the cat that caught the mouse," Carolyn said as she collected my tray.
"Nope, the Hope diamond," I said, closing my eyes and imagining the forty-five carat blue diamond between my thumb and forefinger. "It's beautiful." 
"Wow, I'm going to try that chocolate mousse. It must really be good." She laughed as she walked back to the galley.
A limo was waiting when I reached the Burbank Airport. Dory let me know that the directors wanted to see me as soon as I arrived. 
They both stood as I entered Liang's office.
"Welcome back, Kate. It's hard for anyone seeing the pictures of the Burns's residence after the shootout to believe you survived," Matel said while Liang scanned me looking for injuries.
"Luck. They hit the house early in the morning while it was still dark, the moon was only a sliver, and there were clouds. If they had attacked when it was even partially light, I'd be dead." The hard truth. "Oh, and I didn't have to worry about Lexi and her mother. The police gave me enough notice to get them safely hidden away and I was free to ... run."
"We would like you to hold a debriefing for the agents on site. Maybe even use it as a training exercise. The actions you took may benefit some agents in the future," Liang said. We sat around for several hours talking about the various incidents and the choices I had made.
* * *
I spent a week at Edward Air Base with the instructors, setting up a mockup of several of the scenarios I had encountered. Then we exposed second-year students and on-station agents to each of the scenarios. When each had had several tries, I explained what had actually happened, and we had a full day of critiques. It was a fun week, and it helped me wind down. I spent several hours every day at the firing range and several hours in meditation each night. I knew deep in my heart that when the 5.56 millimeter lead was flying you had a clear focused mind and hit the target every time—or you died. There was no time for thinking about what to do, nor getting multiple tries to hit the target exactly where you intended.
"If I were a client, I wouldn't want you assigned to me," Jasmin said late one night. 
I frowned, not sure what she was getting at. 
"You attract automatic weapons like blood attracts sharks."
"There are too many wars going on, which makes combat weapons attractive. Almost anyone can buy a fully automatic weapon legally, which means they're readily available. And there is a huge black market for those who wish to avoid all that messy government paperwork, waiting periods, background checks, and picky restrictions. That's why they gave us those shoot first ask questions later cards." I laughed. "But when you think about it, I'd rather face an AK-47 than an M21 or Cheytac sniper rifle. At least you can see and hear the guy coming at you with the AK-47."
"Did you know that two of the candidates resigned after they found out your exercise had really happened?"
"It's not a life for everyone. I know one thing for sure, Jasmin. If you aren't mentally committed, that one or two-second indecision can cost you and your client your lives."
* * *
I was glad I had spent the week at Edwards rather than start my vacation. I had needed the time to unwind from my previous assignment and hoped sharing my experience might help save an agent's life. And if it helped someone realize this wasn't the life for them, that was also a good thing.
Jasmin and I made a few trips into Los Angeles and San Diego, where I was batting thirty-three percent: good versus bad hookups. Jasmin was still looking for a steady. Good luck, I mused. I could hear it now: Darling, I'm going to be out of town seventy-percent of the time, so you will have to take care of paying the bills and bringing up the kids. Oh, and if you don't behave while I'm gone, you'll be collateral damage.
I spent three weeks hopping around the Hawaiian Islands and had several two and three-night hookups. They were reasonable escapades but nothing like Jason or Ian—men who were comfortable being themselves. I returned to Edwards, helped with training, practiced regularly on the firing range, and meditated nightly in preparation for my next assignment.
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
  



Right-to-die.
"Are you ready for another assignment?" Liang asked as we sat in the headquarters' cafeteria eating breakfast. I had to admit the cafeteria had a decent menu and the food was well prepared.
"Why? Do I have a choice?" I grinned. 
Liang gave me a questioning look, since that obviously wasn't the response she expected. "Yes and no. On the one hand yes, an agent has a right to refuse an assignment for a valid reason. In your case, your last assignment was very traumatic and you would be justified in asking for more time to recover. You refused counseling, but you could change your mind. On the other hand, refusal without a valid reason would get you transferred out of the group. To be honest, I'm expecting a high rate of turnover. These assignments are beginning to look like combat missions, and unlike the military, we can't force you to take an assignment."
"Sorry, that wasn't as amusing as it seemed at the moment. Yes, I'm ready for another assignment. I've spent over a hundred hours at the range and more than that meditating in preparation for my next assignment. Notwithstanding wackos with AK-47s, I enjoy the work. The trick is to outthink them."
"How do you outthink ten bullets a second from an automatic weapon?"
"By having a place to hide Lexi and her mother so I was free to move."
Liang stared at me. "You’re right. Mental preparation is critical. There is no time for planning when the Tsunami hits. You are either on safe ground or you suffer the consequences." She sat quiet for several minutes, sipping her coffee. "How do you feel about euthanasia?"
"Working for ATG9, it would be hard to criticize," I quipped. Although the job was a high-risk profession, it didn't feel any more dangerous than driving in LA, and far less than a combat soldier’s duty in a war zone. It was dangerous, but I felt I had reasonable control over the situation.
"There are some pretty extreme positions on the topic. Do you have an opinion on the subject?"
"I guess if I knew the person who wanted to be euthanized, I'd have an opinion. However, I suspect like most opinions, including mine, unless you've walked in that person's shoes the imaginary blisters aren't the same as the real ones."
"I'll take that for a no. There is a unique situation occurring, maybe a once in a lifetime fluke. The 9th Circuit Appeals Court has a case before it involving a Right-to-Life issue. They have agreed to hear it en banc. But because of the size of the 9th Circuit—twenty-nine active judgeships—a panel of eleven have been randomly selected. Unfortunately that creates a situation where the resulting decision may in fact not represent the majority of its members. People who watch the courts believe the eleven don't. Ten of the judges selected are evenly split—five for and five against—and the eleventh judge is believed to lean against the current law. Usually that wouldn't matter, as the case would then go to the Supreme Court on appeal. But in this case, the 10th Circuit has already struck down a similar law; therefore, it's likely the Supreme Court will leave it stand, since both appellate courts agreed."
"So if judge eleven conveniently dies, a more suitable one may be appointed," I said, stating the obvious reason for a ZAP bodyguard. "Well what's his name and where do I find him, or is it her?"
"Judge Lloyd Singleton, and he resides in San Francisco, but the panel will be hearing the case in Pasadena at the Richard H. Chambers U.S. Court of Appeals in ten days. He's expecting you tomorrow at his home. I'll send you directions and general information on your smartphone, and Dory has your flight plans. You will be flying on ATG9-1."
* * *
As usual, Dory had everything under control; a taxi was waiting as I exited the condo at five the next morning. An hour later, we were in the air and Carolyn had my breakfast ready before we hit cruising altitude. And I had a Federal judge in my care. It felt like a wonderful dream, and I was tempted, for a minute, to stick my fork in my hand, and smiled.
"Agent Kate, you look like you just won the lottery," Carolyn said as she put a Carmel Apple Crisp down in front of me.
"If I didn't, please don't wake me." I dug my fork into the crisp, put a large piece in my mouth, and it melted in my mouth. "And take the batteries out of all the clocks. I don't want them striking twelve."
Again, a limo awaited when I walked out of the San Francisco airport. The drive up route 101 and through the city was interesting with its narrow up-and-down streets and houses stacked like sardines. The drive ended in front of a four-story house on a street elevated well above the city.
"Wait until I'm sure I have the right address," I said, giving the driver three twenties for the forty-five dollar tab on the meter. 
He smiled and nodded. 
I rang the doorbell next to what looked like the garage entrance—and was.
"Who is it?" a male voice asked. 
Looking around, I found the speaker box and pressed the red button. "I'm Agent Mathis here to see Judge Singleton," I said while identifying the camera and holding up my ID and badge. 
A minute later, a man in his late twenties opened the door. He had it only partially open, which hid half his body, and I would wager his gun. "Let me see your identification," he said while scanning me from head to toe. 
I opened my ID again, holding it close to my face so he could compare the picture on the ID to my face. Then I flipped it over to show my gold shield. 
He nodded and opened the door for me to enter. "I was expecting a man."
"No refunds I'm afraid. Who's in charge of the judge's security detail?" I asked, wanting to understand their numbers, shifts, and involvement.
"Senior Agent George Padilla. I'm Ron Cruz." He smiled like he was interested. 
"Hi, Ron. Call me Kate. Where is the judge?" I asked, anxious to meet my client. 
Ron spoke into his police headset mic before answering. "He's on the second floor eating breakfast. George is with him. You don't have to use the stairs. There's an elevator." He pointed to the right, midway just past the staircase. "I'll let George know you're coming."
"Thanks." 
The elevator was large enough for three but a tight squeeze for four. When the door slid open, a middle-aged man stood giving me a once over. I raised my ID for him to see. He nodded after scrutinizing it. I stepped around him and walked over to the table were a man in his fifties and a redhead in her thirties sat eating. His meal looked substantial: eggs, bacon, toast. Her meal looked more healthy and diet friendly: Special K cereal, small plate of fruit, and skim milk. Their eyes tracked me as I neared.
"Good morning, I'm ZAP Agent Mathis. You can call me Kate, it's easier and faster in an emergency."
"I was expecting a man," the man said.
"Actually, you were expecting a ZAP agent. You assumed it was a man." I said, noting that judges were driven by preconceived ideas like everyone else and wondering what that said for our judicial system.
"You're very rude," the woman said.
"Actually, I'm glad you pointed that out ... Mrs. Singleton?" I asked, since I hadn't been introduced. 
She gave me a curt nod. 
"The ZAP protocol is very invasive because of the nature of the threat and the potential for professional assassins. That means unlike your normal FBI security, I will feel free to interrupt you and insist you do or not do things when I believe it limits my ability to protect you. There are few exceptions, and they must be approved by me in advance."
"That's unacceptable!" The judge’s fist came down on the table like a gavel, causing some of his coffee and his wife's milk to splash out onto the table. 
I opened my cell and tapped on Liang's number. "Director Liang, His Honor doesn't like our protocol," I said and handed the phone to Singleton.
"Your agent is rude and arrogant. I want her replaced ... She thinks she's going to dictate my actions ..." He listened for a long time before closing the phone and handing it back to me. "That was rather clever, Kate. You have obviously encountered resistance to the ZAP protocol before, and you and Director Liang have this routine well established. All right, I believe the threat is real, so what is your protocol?"
"It's simple in principle: if I can't see you, then I can't protect you. Most clients have this false view that they are safe in their office, in restaurants, or during certain activities and times of the day. Those turn out to be the best times and places for professional assassinations."
"I did talk with Senator Burns, and he was impressed with the ZAP agent assigned to his daughter. Of course, the agent wasn't assigned to him, so he didn't talk about the protocol. He did mention a woman agent, but I thought that was because the protection was for his daughter. Was that you?"
"Yes. Unless you have to be someplace immediately, I would like a tour of the house and to speak with Agent Padilla to understand his detail and security arrangements," I said now that the hard part was over—introductions. 
Singleton nodded to Padilla and then returned to his breakfast. 
Mrs. Singleton didn't look happy.
"I have a six-man team," said Agent Padilla. "Two are present around the clock. Usually, someone is downstairs to answer the door and one is outside watching the house. When Judge Singleton is out of the house, at least one agent follows him, depending on where he's going, two if he is going to be out in public."
"I'd like to know when they change shifts and be introduced. Hate to shoot an agent because I didn't recognize him."
"He'll have a badge—"
"Our rules of engagement are very different, Agent Padilla. If I have the slightest doubt, I'll shoot to kill." I flipped open my ID and twisted it so he could read the back.
"I'll make sure everyone understands."
The judge gave me a tour of the house beginning on the fourth floor, which was exclusively dedicated to him and his wife: a master suite consisting of a bedroom, walk-in closet, and bathroom suite. The third floor included the kitchen, breakfast nook, and living area. The second floor had two guest bedrooms and a bath, and the ground floor a full size garage for three cars, plus heater, electrical panel, and hot water. Not many rooms for a four-story house, but it was narrow and the staircase and elevator took up a lot of space. It also had a small backyard. The problem from my perspective was too many houses not only close but many on elevated ground and too many possible entrances on the ground and first floor bedrooms, which exited into the backyard.
Judge Singleton drove his silver Audi A6 to work with me in the back seat and George and another agent following in their black Expedition.
"Why do you sit in the back?" Singleton asked. He drove at a moderate speed and even stopped for yellow lights, which I approved of considering the traffic and roller-coaster streets.
"So I don't have to shoot across you," I said while scanning the cars that raced by us.
"Are you naturally paranoid or were you taught that at the ZAP school?"
"Taught at the school and reinforced on the job. An assassin has the element of surprise, so you have to out-think him or suffer the consequences."
"That makes sense and is the reason you are in the car rather than following."
"Exactly. If I knew when and where and how, I could avoid the headaches."
He laughed. "It’s equivalent to knowing the long-term consequences of approving or rejecting an appeal." He was quiet after that. He parked the car and had the sense to wait for the FBI to arrive before entering the grey granite building. 
The four of us entered the elevator with five others, which made me nervous. It was a perfect place for a hypodermic needle or knife, so I moved to put myself between him and the strangers in the elevator. By the fourth floor, only one other person remained. When we exited, the judge took a left and proceeded down the hallway, which had people coming and going in and out of offices. 
My paranoia peaked when we passed one man standing against the wall reading a brochure of some kind and with a laptop carrying case hanging from his shoulder. He looked out of place, and his eyes left the paper in his hand as we passed, but he turned and walked away as the judge entered the office area. 
After saying hello to his colleagues, Singleton entered his office, with me following. The FBI stayed in the office area. George would leave but the other agent, Henry, would stay. A second agent would join him for the ride back to the house.
"You intend to stay here?" Singleton asked, frowning.
"Yes, ZAP agents have lawyer-client privileges that extend twenty-four-seven. Congress isn't stupid. They knew ATG9 agents would be guarding their members and other important people. They wanted their lives and secrets protected. I imagine I would wind up at Guantanamo Bay designated a Jihadi terrorist if I divulged anything about a client—secret or not."
"And I would support the charge." He looked serious. 
I dragged a chair into a corner where I could see who was entering, and sat. He frowned but sat and began working. He talked to a few of his staff that were doing some research he had them working on relating to several pending cases. Around one he stood.
"Do you eat?"
"If you do," I said, standing. "I prefer a table near a wall where I can see the room, and food I can eat with one hand."
"Why?"
"So an assassin can see me and therefore must engage me before you."
"That sounds suicidal."
"I stand with a wall behind me, keep my gun hand free, and stand so I can see everyone because I'm not suicidal." I smiled. 
He nodded and I followed him out the door. Henry fell in behind us. The day was mostly a day of explaining the ZAP protocol to Singleton as it applied to his life and work. That night, I positioned myself on the second floor so I could watch the stairs from the first floor, those leading to the third floor, and the terrace under the third floor one. This was only possible because the third floor was an open floor plan. I did insist that all the shades were drawn and the door to the terrace locked. I wasn't happy, but it was the best I could do given the current layout. 
The next several days were much the same. If I didn't enjoy watching the daily routines of my client, I guess I would have been bored. Of course, trying to anticipate when and where an assassin would strike also kept me occupied. If I wanted to kill the Honorable Singleton, how would I do it, kept running through my thoughts when things got slow. His house was the answer I kept coming up with. Lots of points of ingress and only two guards inside. The courthouse provided opportunity but would be messy: too many guards and people roaming the building. My second and third choices: his office at the courthouse if the assassin had the right disguise, or in his car on the way to work if there was more than one assassin.
I awoke, unsure why but certain something was wrong. I closed my eyes, seeking to quiet my mind because I wasn't going to hear anything with the adrenaline pounding in my ears. Slowly, I relaxed. A deathly silence persisted. It was very early in the morning and there was no traffic on the street below. And with all the blinds drawn, the room was dark and only the outlines of furniture were visible. 
Something had woken me, but I could hear nothing. Several minutes passed as I waited. The ZAP school had taught me to trust my instincts and to be patient. If someone besides the FBI agent had made a noise, he would wait hoping it would be dismissed as nothing. I focused on the staircase, about where I thought a head would appear. 
A long time later, I saw a dark object slowly emerging through the railing. A minute later the object looked like the size of a head. I took aim and fired. The sound seemed especially loud in the stillness of the house as did the body as it tumbled down the stairs. I bolted out of the chair, checked the staircase, saw the outline of a body on the landing below, shot it again, and raced up to the third floor.
"Judge, it's Agent Mathis, so don't shoot." I walked into the room and found a spot where I could see the stair and the terrace and folded into a sitting position. "I suggest you and your wife sit next to the bed until the police arrive," I said while texting the agent outside and George, just in case.
"Why aren't you searching the house instead of hiding up here?" Mrs. Singleton shouted.
"My responsibility is Judge Singleton, not the house. Now quiet, please, so I can hear." Of course, that didn't seem to include the two whispering to each other. Sometime later, red and blue light could be seen bouncing off the windows. The two got up, to go Heaven only knew where. "Sit!" I shouted. "There could still be one or more assassins in the house. Stay put until the police have searched the house and grounds."
"Kate, are you upstairs? Are the Judge and his wife all right?" It sounded like George.
"Turn on the lights and come up so I can see you," I said, being overly cautious. 
George appeared a few seconds later. "It's all clear. It appears there was only one. He bypassed the security alarm and entered through one of the bedroom doors that had access into the backyard ... killed Freddie. The bastard was a professional. He was wearing night-vision goggles and using a Sig P232 with a silencer. How did you detect him?"
"I heard something. He might have made a noise when he killed Freddie," I said, still unsure what had woken me. 
George's face was angry for a moment, probably wishing it were me dead rather than Freddie, but relaxed quickly. 
"I'm sorry, George."
"I doubt Freddie knew what happened. At three in the morning, he had to be fighting to stay awake. The assassin shot him lying on the couch. Agents should know better ..." He shook his head in disbelief. 
Just then Singleton approached us. "What now?"
"Up to you, sir. You could go to a hotel, or we could provide a safe-house, or you could stay here. I'm assigning two more men regardless what you decide," George said with a slight shrug. 
Singleton looked to me.
"Physically, you'll be more comfortable at home. Mentally, you may be more nervous at home, but that's an illusion."
"An illusion! A gunman broke in here and killed a man!" Mrs. Singleton said loudly as she appeared now, dressed in a thick robe.
"He's not coming back," I said, maintaining a straight face. I was on an adrenaline high—not at having killed someone but at having survived a professional assassin and saved a life. 
She gave me a scathing look. 
"Ma'am, if there is another attempt, it will be by a different person at a different time and place. In my opinion, it's unlikely to be another assassin attempting to repeat what didn't work."
"You think there will be another attempt on my life?" Singleton asked, frowning.
"Who knows? Hopefully the others will be content to scratch your car or throw paint on your house or send you nasty emails. But I have to assume the threat still exists."
"I tend to agree with Agent Mathis," said George. "While the house is easy to break into, the stairs make it easy to defend. And until you vote on the current issue, we have to take the threat seriously. The extra guard will ensure they are alert and able to handle any break-ins."
Singleton and his wife huddled until the grey light of dawn before making a decision. "We've decided to stay here until I'm scheduled to leave for Pasadena. I'll work from home."
* * *
The next couple of days were close to boring, since he stayed home and had little contact except by computer and occasionally phone. I noticed the FBI agents were far more active than before, conducting periodic walk-around inspections and never sitting. 
After a long discussion which included George and me, Mrs. Singleton decided she would stay home, and George got permission to maintain two guards for her on the off chance someone might decide to kidnap her in order to pressure him to vote their way. Since she wasn't my responsibility, my thoughts were on the upcoming trip.
"How did you manage to get first-class seating?" George asked as we got ready to leave for the airport.
"Because he didn't want to sit in third class," I quipped, although it was true.
"But he's safe on the plane," George said indignantly.
"Even if he were, pretty soon he'd want other exceptions, and before I knew it I'd be riding in the Escalade with you." I put on a sad face. 
George laughed. "It's true and part of the problem with FBI security. We allow too many exceptions, having little leverage."
The ride to the airport was uneventful, airport security had only a small line at the metal detector, and the plane was on time. We boarded first and the judge was relaxing with a glass of wine as George and his team entered the cabin. They had just passed when a non-descript man stopped and opened his coat. I stopped as I saw the C-4 strapped around his waist. He laughed, making sure I could see the dead-man's switch in his hand.
"Go ahead and shoot. I don't like killing a plane full of people, but I'll do it if it permits my daughter to die with dignity. I wonder how you would feel if one of your children had brain cancer and had to live with constant pain and the certainty her last days would be spent in madness."
"I can’t imagine that and would be as sick with grief as you are, but I'm sure they can give her medication to make her comfortable. And there is always hope for a cure," Singleton said with genuine sympathy.
But he left no doubt how he would vote.
 "Yeah, that's the answer your kind always drag out, a miraculous cure. When did we, any of us, give you the right to force us to live? You pompous bastard. There is nowhere in the US Constitution where you have the authority to stop me from killing myself if I don't endanger others in the process."
"But you are—"
The man laughed. "Then you can send my pieces to jail."
I sat with my eyes closed, seeking calm. If he eased the pressure off that switch, the C-4 would turn this plane into an inferno, so most of my preferred options were off the table. When I finally had found peace, I opened my eyes and examined the home-made bomb: four blocks of C-4 with a single blasting cap in each. One wire from each cap was twisted together and went somewhere—I assumed a battery, and the other four wires twisted together and connected to the lead coming out of the switch in his hand.
If I shoot him, his muscles will relax and ... If I punch him, he might tighten his grip for a second and maybe I could grab his hand, but if he didn't or I missed ... raced through my mind as he laughed insanely. My vision narrowed as I focused on the switch in his hand, the red button his thumb rested on, and the black wire running to the blasting caps stuck into the four blocks of C-4.
"Tell you what Judge: come with me quietly and you can save all these innocent—"
The crack, crack of my Glock shattered the frozen stillness of the plane as the bullets jerked the bomber backward. He ricocheted off the seats across the aisle, blood spraying as he twisted around and hit the floor. 
Silence as everyone awaited the explosion that would end their lives.
"You idiot! That’s a dead-man's switch ..." George shouted as he pushed forward and knelt next to the man, carefully examining the switch. "It must have been defective ..." he said just above a whisper as the red button was no longer depressed. 
He had no sooner spoken than the first-class passengers behind him were rushing to get out the cabin door. 
"STOP!" He drew his gun and pointed at the first person in the aisle. 
By now most of third class was up and wanting to leave. It took several minutes for him to convince the flight attendant to open the emergency exits rather than move the bomber. 
George sat in a vacant seat across the aisle, looking ashen and glaring at me. "You're crazy. If that switch hadn't been defective, the explosion would have killed everyone on this plane!"
"I may be crazy, but I'm not suicidal," I said, but wondered if George was at least partially right. I had taken a huge risk. If I had missed that single wire—boom.
"Is that going to explode?" Singleton asked as the passengers were being evacuated.
"No. C-4 is very stable. It takes a shock from a blasting cap or extreme heat to get it to explode. But we should let the bomb squad dismantle it," I said as several men with "Bomb Squad" written on their jackets entered the plane. 
One man knelt next to the bomber and cautiously examined the device. "Who's the idiot who shot a man with a dead-man's switch attached to C-4?" he asked looking up at George. 
I raised my hand. "That would be me."
"You either have more balls than my entire bomb squad or you're certifiably insane."
"Probably, but our bomber wasn't a professional bomb maker, and it appeared obvious that the dead-man's switch ran directly to the battery and the blasting caps. Therefore cutting either wire would make the switch inoperative—"
"But if the bullet touched both wires the circuit would be completed ..."
"True, except standard bullets are made of Antimony, which is a metalloid and a poor conductor."
He laughed long and hard. "So, you bet your life on the assumption your bullets were made of Antimony, were poor conductors of electricity, and you could sever ... at least one of those wires with a bullet. Who are you?"
"ZAP Agent Kate Mathis," I said, holding up my identification for him to see.
"Well, ZAP Agent Mathis, I wouldn't want to play chicken with you." He laughed again and turned to the two men behind him. "Let's get the bomb dismantled so the police can remove the body."
It took several hours for the police to get statements, remove the body, and reload the passengers. I didn't mind answering questions but refused to repeat myself, which detectives are wont to making you do, maybe in an effort to trip you up. 
Judge Singleton was mostly quiet during the entire time. In the air and after a couple of glasses of wine, he sighed as if he had been holding his breath the whole time.
"What if you had been wrong or missed what you were aiming at?" 
"You would have died." Silly question, but I guessed Federal judges weren't normally involved in assassination attempts.
"As would have you and all the people on the plane!" His voice rose with each word.
"My only responsibility is you, according to the ZAP protocol. Otherwise, I guess I would have let him remove you and kill you someplace with less people. Given that, the risk was reasonable—if I let him take you, you died, and this was my best and probably only opportunity." Perhaps the collateral damage would have been excessive in this case and the protocol would need to be reexamined, but for now those were the rules. "Judge Singleton, if I had any doubt about making the shot or the result, I wouldn't have taken the shot. I may be crazy, but I'm not in a rush to die."
"You are crazy, but thank you, Kate." He leaned back and closed his eyes.
* * *
We were met at the cabin door by four additional FBI agents, and everyone was asked to remain seated. The woman agent approached us without hesitation, obviously aware what seats we occupied.
"Judge Singleton, Agent Mathis, I'm Senior FBI Agent Anita Roush. Because of the incident at San Francisco International, the director has assigned additional agents for your protection. If you will follow me, we have a car waiting to transport you to your hotel. Don't worry about your luggage, we'll take care of it for you," she said and stepped back for us to get out. 
It was like a tidal wave sweeping through the airport with Singleton and me surrounded by Roush and her three agents and George and his two clearing the way. Three cars were waiting by the curb and we were soon on our way to the Westin in Pasadena, where he was booked in the Rose Suites, which provided him a private bedroom and room for his security.
"After San Francisco, Kate, you're going to be a legend. I understand the bomb squad there is running tests on your theory to see if it's one hundred percent reliable. It's difficult to claim it doesn't work." Anita laughed. The judge had retired, and it was just Roush and me in the living room. "I don't think I could have pulled the trigger even given I had the facts you did."
"You and any of your team would step in front of the person you were protecting, wouldn't you?" I asked, and when she nodded, I continued. "How is risking my life to save his any different?"
"True, except there were a hundred others involved in your decision," she said, frowning.
"What if it had been the President of the United States you were guarding?"
"But Judge Singleton isn't ... I see your point, sort of. Still, I wouldn't want to have to make that decision. I guess ZAP agent is out for me."
"I’m sure the COC, Homeland security, and the ATG9 directors will be debating the issue for years. Well, Anita, now that you are in charge of the FBI security, what are you planning?"
"Normally, I leave one man in the room and another in the hallway ... but you're here."
"Ignore me. As you've discovered, my protocol is very myopic. You will want to do what you consider best to protect Singleton and your agents. And they need to understand my rules of engagement and that it's best I can recognize them." I held up my ID and reversed it so she could read the back.
"That sounds great until you think about it," she said after a long pause. "All right, two men on duty at night, one inside. Two following him when he goes out. And two to check out where he's going before he gets there. And make sure everyone knows not to try and arrest you no matter who you shoot." She left after introducing the agents on night duty.
* * *
Singleton went in to the courthouse the next day for a pre-meeting of the eleven-person panel that would be hearing oral arguments set for the next day. Much of their time was spent discussing the threat to Singleton—and me.
"Agent Mathis, you aren't authorized in this meeting. You should wait outside with the other FBI agents," said a white-haired man who looked to be in his seventies after everyone was seated. I was leaning back against a wall so I could view Singleton and the doors to the room. All eyes were on me. 
"By Senate bill S.999 and House bill H.R.999, you have lawyer-client privileges with me and I have a right to accompany my client, in this case Judge Singleton, anywhere he goes. Judges, the threat is real and my presence may benefit you as much as Judge Singleton."
The subsequent discussion went on for hours because they knew it would apply to future meetings where a ZAP agent was assigned. In the end, it was agreed I could stay. It seemed to me the actual meeting had nothing of a secret nature: seating arrangements, who would be at the oral arguments, time limits, etc. I found it interesting but most people probably wouldn't. Singleton ate lunch in the cafeteria with a couple of his friends, who were interested in the two assassination attempts.
"I'd like to have dinner tonight with a couple of friends. Any restrictions?" he asked on the ride back to his hotel.
"I would prefer tables to booths and inside away from windows, otherwise no. Agent Roush will want to know where so her folks can check it out beforehand." No sense making a big deal out of it as no restaurant was safe—some just less so than others. 
He nodded and used his cell phone to set up the dinner at Maison Akira, where he arranged for a rectangular table for eight near a wall. While he dressed that evening, I had room service send up a plain hamburger, French fries, and a glass of milk. 
"You could have ordered a steak or something interesting," Anita said, watching me eat. She had decided to accompany us to the restaurant.
"I like food I can eat with one hand and that isn't messy. Seems ridiculous, I know. But assassins are sneaky people. You never know when they will show up or how many friends they'll bring, so you have to be ready all the time—seconds can matter."
"That's extremely paranoid."
"ZAP is an extreme sport," I quipped, producing a good-natured laugh.
* * *
The dinner went well. Singleton had invited three couples. From the discussions, it appeared they were old friends of his and of Mrs. Singleton, who normally accompanied him to Pasadena. When we exited the building, Anita had the two black Ford Expeditions double parked at the curb waiting. The group stood talking for several minutes, which increased his exposure and my nervousness. 
A minute later, I saw a dark-colored Chrysler Town and Country turn right onto the street where we stood and the passenger window begin to lower. I swept my right arm across Singleton's chest as my leg swept in the opposite direction through his legs. He went airborne and landed on his back as I drew my Glock and attempted to track the Chrysler through the parked and double-parked cars. But even at a slow speed the spacing and height of the SUVs made it impossible until it passed the last SUV. I fired three times, shattering the side windows and the car accelerated away without firing a shot. Seconds later, Anita's team had clustered around the judge and the party had crunched down next to the parked cars.
"Is it safe?" She asked while scanning the area. 
"We may want to change locations. Judge, where would you like to go?" I asked. To his credit, he wasn't hollering about being dumped on his back.
"Was someone shooting at me?" he asked rather calmly.
"No. They couldn't see you to shoot." I couldn't help but be amused at the shooter's undoubtable frustration at not getting off a single shot while taking three.
"For everyone's safety, I think the party is over for now," he said, and I helped him to his feet. With an apology and a quick goodbye, we entered the FBI's car and sped off.
"How do you know the car you shot up had someone trying to kill me? There were no shots fired from that car." Singleton asked as he sat drinking wine he’d had sent to the room. Anita and I were the only others in the room, and she looked as interested as he did.
"People in new cars don't roll down their windows in ninety degree weather. They are either down or up. Of course, the barrel of an automatic weapon as they got nearer did resolve any doubt."
"Do you think you hit anyone?" Anita asked. 
I closed my eyes, trying to visualize the damage to the windows. "If I didn't wound the shooter or driver, they were lucky. My three bullets went through the front and rear passenger side windows. I know because I saw the windshield and the back passenger side windows shatter."
"Good, I'll get out a bolo on the car and gunshot wounds," Anita said as she left the room.
"When is this going to end?" Singleton said more to himself than me.
"When do you vote on the issue before you?"
"In a meeting after oral arguments."
"That's when it will end. No point killing you after you've voted." That seemed logical to me, and I hoped to the assassin or whoever was paying him.
"Two days from now," Singleton said as he rose and walked into his bedroom and called his wife. 
* * *
The next day, the judge decided to stay in his room, and Anita provided extra security in the hallway as the assassin’s opportunity to impact the outcome had narrowed to less than twenty-four hours. After an in-room dinner, Anita and I sat discussing security for oral arguments.
"What do you think, Kate? You seem to have anticipated their actions to date," Anita asked. 
I laughed. "If I had, I think I would have had Judge Singleton hire a private plane to Pasadena. No, the best I can do is anticipate there will be an attempt and be alert. An assassin has seven options: tonight, leaving the hotel tomorrow, while in transit to the court, walking to the courtroom, during oral arguments, walking to the conference room to vote, and during the vote."
"What would be your choice?"
"What would cause the most disruption to the en banc process?" I asked Singleton.
"After oral arguments. I would think they would have to select a new group and start the process over," he said while looking off in thought.
"Then that would be my choice," I said, not that I could afford to ignore the other options. I convinced the judge and Anita that we should leave immediately, which should eliminate the first four of the seven options. And we could control access in the court building. It meant a long night for the judge, but he consented as it reduced the risk. 
We left by the front entrance as if we were going out to eat. When we arrived at the court building, we went directly to the room where the oral argument would be held, and the judge found a comfortable chair and tried to sleep. By then, Anita had ten FBI agents on duty and I had been introduced to each and had memorized their faces. They would be controlling the hallways and courtroom access. 
People started filing in at nine a.m. Each participant was scanned with a hand-held metal detector. The Justices appeared exactly at ten and took their seats. Singleton had been sitting off to the side like a spectator. He rose, put on his robe, and joined the others. 
The oral arguments were fun to watch. Most of the judges had at least a question or two for the appellant and the appellee. I imagined all the court watchers were listening carefully, hoping to get a clue which way each judge would likely vote based on his or her questions. Both presenters were articulate and had persuasive arguments, but I didn't hear anything new. I decided you couldn't win your case during oral arguments but you could lose it in how you responded to the justices' questions.
After the oral arguments were finished, the justices remained while the room was cleared, the hallway cleared, and the doors locked and guarded.
"This is a bit unusual, but in the interest of everyone's safety the FBI has decided it would be safest if the voting be conducted in this room," the chief justice said to everyone's surprise. "Once we've voted, the threat to Judge Singleton should be over, as well as any threat of an assault on the conference room, which could involve us."
The voting went smoothly and afterward the waiting reporters were told the vote had been taken and the issue resolved. Of course, the result wouldn't be announced until the end of the court's current session. Singleton and I flew back to San Francisco the next day, and five days later I flew back to Lancaster.
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
  



An experience to forget
"That was very innovative and incredible. Our instructors have been working with the San Francisco bomb squad to replicate your ... unique method of disarming a dead-man's switch." Liang shook her head like a dog after a bath. The meeting was a review of my after-action report, which had taken me three days to write. "They agree with the theory but have only had random success disarming similar dead-man's switches." 
"Because they are replicating the situation," I said, mentally smiling at the memory.
"What do you mean? They worked with the bomb squad to ensure they had the same type of switch the bomber had and they used our standard Glock and ammunition. What did they miss?"
"The switch wasn't connected to four blasting caps imbedded in four blocks of C-4."
"Of course not!"
"Believe me, that's when you find out if your meditation has helped you attain a peaceful mind. You have to believe it's the right course of action and that you can make the shot. You can't have any doubts." I said, believing that was the reason I'd survived several of my close calls.
"How do we teach that?" Liang sounded frustrated.
"I don't know, but I'm convinced it has saved my life several times. Panic kills. If you can stay calm and not question your intuition, you act with confidence—and the bullet cuts the wire." I smiled.
"I assume you'll be here at Edwards a week before going on vacation?" When I nodded, she continued. "See what you can do to make that the gospel according to Senior ZAP Agent Mathis." She handed me a new identification badge which read: Senior Agent Mathis. "I know you prefer to work alone, but when you aren't, you will be in charge."
* * *
"Congratulations, Agent Mathis, on your promotion. Many of the instructors have been trying to decide if you're lucky, crazy, or super clever," Gunny Babcock said as all of the senior instructors sat around discussing my recent encounters and how they could be incorporated into the training. "I think all three with emphasis on crazy."
"Master Ku?" I asked, thinking he might understand.
"Yes, a good agent needs to have all three of those traits, but more so the confidence that comes from introspection, or as my masters would have said, internal peace. Kate long ago discovered the value of meditation. I'll bet she practices every day," he said looking at me. 
I nodded.
As usual, the week was enjoyable. I worked with the instructors on new exercises and spent hours on the range and in meditation. By the end of the week, I was ready for my post-assignment vacation. I decided I'd like to see Lake Tahoe and the Reno area. Dory booked me my normal first-class travel and standard accommodations.
For the first week, I stayed at the Cedar Glen Lodge and explored Lake Tahoe: took a boat cruise, water skied, attended a performance by the Reno Philharmonic Orchestra, and went hiking in the mountains. Then I decided I needed some excitement and switched to the Peppermill Resort and Casino and hit the nightclubs and did a bit of gambling. I don't know what I was looking for—to get lucky I guess. There were plenty of men roaming the clubs and casinos, but an hour or two with one of them and I was bored. I wanted a hookup but one I could tolerate when we weren't in bed. The first two nights, I failed and went to bed alone.
The third night, I visited several nightclubs and finally settled in at the 250 Lounge, where they had table seating and dancing. For a twenty-dollar tip, I convinced the waitress to bring me martini-looking drinks periodically—water and an olive. I danced with several men and was considering allowing one to take me home. 
I had just finished a series of dances and was debating who the lucky man would be when the waitress brought me my fourth ‘martini’. I took a good sip while admiring the view of the Reno skyline and realized it was salty. Being naturally paranoid, all the time, I always have the waitress bring me fake martini-looking drinks with water because date-rape drugs like Rohypnol turn a clear liquid blue but are harder to see in a dark liquid. Ketamine turns water slightly cloudy, and GBT is salty.
While I sat there deciding what to do, two men approached, one who I had decided I definitely didn't want as a hookup.
"You don't look well, Kate. Come, Curt and I will see you safely home," the one called Jack said as his friend, a six-two bruiser, lifted me easily out of the chair. I tried to pull away but couldn't. I was dizzy, my legs felt like rubber, and his grip had me locked in his embrace. I decided to wait for a better opportunity. If I made a scene now, they would dismiss me as drunk. My only advantage was to let them believe I was under the full control of the drug. 
I was lucky I hadn't been drinking anything with alcohol in it or the combination would have rendered me unable to move at all. Even with the small amount I had swallowed, the effects were already obvious: dizziness, nausea, tremors, sweating, and trouble maintaining consciousness. They half-carried me downstairs and out to the parking lot, where they threw me in the backseat of a car. 
Curt crawled in beside me and began stroking my body. I shuddered but felt little physical movement. He was grinning as he put his hand inside my dress and caressed by breasts. "Not much in the tits department but she's a good looker."
I endured, struggling to quiet my mind for what would be the real challenge. Sometime later, the car stopped and the engine was turned off. They supported me between them as they dragged me into a first-floor motel room that stank of beer and sweat, and threw me on the bed.
"Party time, sweet thing," Jack said as he began removing his clothes. Meanwhile, Curt was struggling to remove my dress, for which I was thankful since it would restrict the limited movement I was presently capable. When he reached for my briefs, I attempted a strike at his throat, but the strike was weak and only partially successful. He stumbled backward, choking but able to breathe.
"Bitch!" he shouted, and for a moment his face twisted in fury, but it slowly turned into an evil smile I knew I'd regret. "You need to be taught what happens to slaves who strike their masters." His eyes had a crazed look and his laugh was maniacal. Jack was quick to grab my arm as I tried to rise. I managed to sink my teeth into his wrist, but I didn't have the strength to cause real bone-crushing damage. He jerked his arm away, leaving skin and blood in my mouth, which I spat into Curt's face when he grabbed my throat. He let go as he stepped back, rubbing his face with his shirt just as Eric, who I recognized as one of the bartenders, entered the room. 
He stood there laughing.
"Can't you two pussies control one drugged woman?" he sneered. Even through my foggy vision, I didn't like the look in his eyes. "Wait," he nodded slowly, 'I think our party girl had Sherry bringing her watered-down drinks ... and if she didn't drink it all ... Give me a minute." He disappeared into the bathroom while the two men watched me like I had a red hourglass on my now bare stomach. 
A couple of minutes later, Eric returned with a paper cup. "Give her this and we won't have any more trouble," he said, handing the cup to Jack who nodded to Curt. Eric seemed content to watch, while his eyes roamed my body. 
Curt went around the bed and grabbed my shoulders from behind and pinned me to the bed as Jack's hand locked onto my jaw, forcing my mouth partially open. Then he poured the liquid into my mouth. 
I managed not to swallow. 
Jack smiled and slapped me several times across the face and then grabbed my throat. 
I spat the liquid into his face, which was now only a foot away. 
He stumbled backward, rubbing his eyes and screaming, "Beat the bitch into submission!"
As Curt leaned forward to push me into the bed, adrenaline surged through me, and I pulled my legs up and rolled backward. With my crouch in Curt's face, I locked my legs scissor-like around his neck. 
He straightened, leaving me hanging face down at his naked crotch. 
I sank my teeth into his balls. 
His scream must have been heard in every room in the motel—if anyone else was staying in this fleabag of a motel. He collapsed.
I rolled off, gagging and vomiting blood, skin, and my stomach contents. 
Before I could recover, Eric grabbed me around the neck and yanked me upright. "If you would have behaved, we would just have fucked you and left. You wouldn't even have remembered the good time we gave you. But now, you are going to be my private property. I'm going to rent you out to every sadistic psychopath I can find. They pay very—" His scream echoed Curt's as my fingers sank into his eyes. He let go as his hand sought his face, blood dripping between his fingers. 
My legs were still wobbly and I could do nothing except sink to a sitting position.
"Kill her!" Eric shouted as he backed into a chair and sat, blinded and clutching his bleeding eyes. "Kill the bitch!"
Jack drew a switch-blade from his pants and slowly advanced toward me. He wasn't smiling and moved toward me slowly and cautiously. 
"You plan on killing me with that tiny knife? Well, Jack-the-idiot, to stick that knife in me, you’ll need to be close enough for me to jab my fingers in your eyes. You'll be blind even if my fingers don’t pierce your brain and kill you." The fight-or-flight situation made adrenaline energy surge through me. "Right now you are guilty of attempted rape. If you kill me, it’ll be murder. The murder of an undercover FBI agent investigating date rapes. Why do you think I was drinking watered-down drinks? The FBI are going to descend on that bar like army-ants. They take it really personal when one of their own is killed. So, blindness, death row for murdering an FBI agent, or run now while you have a chance."
"Kill her, Jack! Kill her!" Eric kept screaming. 
While Jack debated his options, I fished in Curt's pockets and found a cell phone, opened it, and dialed 9-1-1. I didn’t have to say anything with Eric shouting. Besides, I didn't know my location. 
Finally, Jack turned toward Eric, eyes wide in horror. "You kill her, Eric. You wanted this one. Well she's yours." He thrust his knife in his waistband and jerked open the door. Footfalls pounded as he ran away. 
Eric's head swiveled toward the door as Jack's car engine started up and the sound of screeching tires was heard as the car left. Eric turned back in my direction, his face a twisted gargoyle of fury and hate. He slowly moved toward me, probing with his foot and listening for me. 
I had recovered a bit and thought I might be able to scramble across the bed and make it to the door, but if I were wrong ... I decided to save my strength and wait.
Eric reached Curt's body, stopped, and then attempted to step over him, but the heel of his foot came down on Curt's arm and he lost his balance and came crashing down on me. 
My head slammed against the floor and stars danced before my eyes. Eric's insane laughter kept me from passing out, knowing I’d never wake if I did. 
His hands worked their way up to my throat and held me like a vise. 
I put my hands on his chest as if to push him away. 
He roared with laughter. "I'm going to enjoy this," he said as one hand maintained its grip on my throat and the other worked its way to and into my briefs. "The last thing you are going to remember is being raped."
My vision had cleared enough to see, if not to read. I folded my hand into a fist with my index and middle fingers extended. I straightened my arm with all the force I could and drove my two fingers into his throat. I heard his trachea crunch as it collapsed beneath my hand.
He heaved upward, face going purple and gasping like a fish out of water. Gurgling, he fought for air that would never reach his lungs as his hand tightened around my throat.
* * *
The sounds of people in the distance, the smell of antiseptics, the warmth of blankets were hazy thoughts as I tried to focus. Where was I? Where had I been? I couldn't seem to think or remember, and I began to panic.
"She's waking up." It sounded like Liang. 
Why was she here? Where was here? My eyes flew open and I jerked upright. My body exploded with pain that took my breath away and caused me to collapse in tears.
"Relax, Kate. You're in the hospital and safe." Liang stood holding my hand and sounding concerned. Before I could reply, a nurse came into the room.
"Finally awake. How do you feel?" she asked as she checked the monitors I was attached to. "What's your pain level?"
I had to wait for my breathing to return to normal before answering. "Tolerable, so long as I don't have to move or talk," I said as the waves of pain slowly subsided. "What happened?" 
"You don't know?" Liang asked, frowning.
"After I passed out."
"The police responding to a 9-1-1 call found you lying under a dead man and rushed you here, to the Nevada Hospital. The man on top of you still had his hand pushing against your throat. Another minute or two and you would have died. They wanted to question you, but the Director of Homeland Security gave me the responsibility. So, what happened?"
"It was around midnight at the 250 Lounge. I was dancing with several men and drinking water-martinis when ..." I detailed the entire incident, stopping many times to answer questions for Liang, as she would have to report back to the Director of HLS.
* * *
I stayed three more days in the hospital. When I was released, Dory had the ATG9-2 pick me up and fly me back to Burbank, where I spent several more days moping around my condo unsure of what I wanted to do—so I did nothing. On the fourth day, I went to Edwards and put together a two-hour lecture for all the women staff, candidates, and instructors. There they had an opportunity to taste each of the date-rape drugs and to see the effects they had in various drinks. My advice was to call 9-1-1 immediately if you thought you'd drunk something with one of the drugs, and to insist on a rape-kit immediately when police came.
"That was good, Kate," Vanessa Duvall, the psychologist, said afterward. "These drugs are far too easy to get your hands on and used too often at nightclubs and parties. And it would be an effective way to get an agent out of the way." 
The course revived me—I had done something positive. Back at the condo, I noticed an advertisement for the PGA Expo in Vegas beginning the next day and remembered my promise to Jason. I spent the evening debating whether I was ready after the evil-threesome. At two a.m., I decided there was no shortage of evil men and women or of good men and women and called the airlines for first-class reservations to Vegas and a suite at the Venetian—something I normally don't do but felt the incident had somehow changed me.
* * *
As I rode the elevator down to the lobby, I wondered if Jason would be there. He might not have remembered me—I doubted that. He might have gotten married—I wondered if I cared. Or maybe he wasn't interested—a very depressing thought. When I entered the lobby, Jason was sitting there scanning the entrance. He was a handsome man, but after the evil-threesome he looked gorgeous. I managed to approach him from behind without being seen.
"Sir, do you have the time?" I asked, still behind him.
"Ten thirty-five," he said after a brief look at his watch and immediately looked back to the entrance. I was impressed but wondered if it were my company or the good sex that had him so intent.
"Expecting someone?" I asked.
"I'm hoping she didn't forget and can make it." He still hadn't looked back at me.
"A bit scatterbrained?"
"Oh, no. It's her job."
"Sounds like an excuse," I said, and finally got a reaction. 
He whirled around with a scowl on his face. He stared at me for several seconds with his mouth open, and then smiled. "You made it ... what happened to your face!" His smile disappeared into a look of horror. I had forgotten the bruising hadn't completely disappeared, and I didn't wear make-up, which might have covered it.
"Have you eaten?" I asked. 
He shook his head, still staring at my face and throat.
"Good. It's my treat since I have a confession to make." I put my arm though his and turned him in the direction of the Public House restaurant, where I arranged for a private booth. After we were seated, I took a deep breath. I had decided over the past week that I wasn't going to pretend to be anyone but who I was. If it scared men away, then they weren't right for me.
"I lied to you last time. It was easier or maybe more convenient than the truth. No more. I don't work for a local security firm and I don't provide security for large estates or private security for special occasions." I paused, dreading the truth because I liked Jason and would miss him if the truth intimidated him and he left or his behavior changed toward me. 
He reached across the table and placed his hands over mine. "I just hope you aren't married." He smiled. 
I had to laugh. That was the last thing I expected. "No. I work in a special division of the FBI, guarding VIPs under reliable death threats."
"Is that how you got injured?" he asked, seemingly not concerned about my occupation but only my injuries.
"Ironically, no ..." I talked about my job in generalities, post-assignment time off, and my encounter with the evil-threesome. 
He listened intently but asked few questions. "All right," he said. "At the risk of scaring you off, my truth. I haven't been able to think about anyone except you for the whole year." His face flushed a bit while he talked.
"OK, here's the deal. I earn a good salary so we'll split the expenses, and I have a room here so you can cancel yours.
* * *
"It's been a fantastic week," Jason said as we sat waiting for our planes to depart. Jason had an American flight to Chicago in about an hour; I had an American flight in a little over two hours to Los Angeles. "I’d love to see you more often than yearly in Vegas," he said cautiously. I would have bet he had his fingers crossed—the ones that weren't holding on to my hand.
"I'll make you a deal. When I get post-assignment vacation time, I'll email you. If you can get away or have time and want to see me—"
"I want to see you, Kate. Anytime you're free," he said in a rush.
"Then we can arrange something. I've given you my condo email, but don't expect much in the way of emails from me. When I'm working, I'm totally out of contact, so I'll only respond if I'm at Edwards."
I was sorry to see the ten days end. It had been wonderful and he had even extended his vacation a couple of days.
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
  



Envoy Itzig
"You look far more relaxed than the last time we talked," Liang said. 
Dory had set up a meeting with Liang several days after I had returned from Las Vegas. Liang had become many things to me over the years, fellow ZAP agent, older sister, boss, and friend.
"I think I'm beginning to resolve the issues this job creates around men. When they find you are more macho—in their minds—than them, many get weird. Besides, who would want to marry a ZAP Agent who isn't home most of the time? So you lie, but that creates other problems."
"Well, both women and men marry combat soldiers, and fighter pilots, and navy crew."
"Yes, that's what I've decided. They can take me or leave me, because I'm not changing."
"I think that is good advice for all ZAP agents." She paused to look inside a folder in front of her. "I've called you here to give you an assignment. There is an Israeli Envoy arriving tomorrow. I'd like you to escort him around while he is here."
"Did he get death threats?"
"No, which is suspicious in itself."
"What about the Secret Service? 
"They will have their normal presence, but the Director of HLS was directed by the COC to provide a ZAP Agent. Maybe they have credible information of a possible assassination."
"Sounds like fun. Where do I meet him?"
"His name is Asif Itzig. He will be arriving on El Al Airlines at Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport tomorrow morning at ten forty-five. You will be leaving on ATG9-1 at two this afternoon. Dory has hotel reservations for you near the airport."
* * *
Carolyn was her normal gracious self, and I enjoyed every minute of the pure luxury, the good food, and the pampering. I caught a taxi to the Renaissance Arlington Capital View Hotel—which was only five minutes from the airport—and found I had a deluxe room on the tenth floor with a good view of the city. At the concierge’s recommendation, I had a sit-down dinner of Salloppine Alla Sorrenta at the Portofino restaurant. I wouldn't go out of my way to have any specific meal, but it was nice to sit and relax and be served—and practice using a knife and fork. I spent much of the time thinking about Jason and our meals together. In the end, I concluded I couldn't tell the future, and it was a waste of time to try. Back at the hotel, I spent several hours meditating and then went to bed at peace with life.
* * *
My identification and badge got me through the airport checkpoint easily. When I arrived at the designated gate, four men in dark suits watched me approach.
"Good morning, gentlemen. I'm ZAP Agent Mathis," I said, holding up my ID. I was excited about starting another assignment. 
They didn't look excited. The oldest of the four took my ID, examining it like he thought it a fake, read the back, and handed it back to me.
"OK, ZAP Agent Mathis, what can you do that we can't?" he growled, as if I were the problem.
"Have babies," I quipped. I didn't want to get on their bad side, but apparently I was already there. I held up my hand. "Agent?"
"Senior Agent Reynolds," he said, emphasizing senior.

"Like you and the others, I don't get to choose my assignments or to refuse the ones I get. It's 'Yes, sir. Right away, sir.'" I said, giving a snappy salute. It had the desired effect. I received at least partial smiles from all.
"So then, how do you differ from us?" The growl was back, although not as harsh as before. 
"I'm allowed to antagonize the client; you have to be polite." I smiled at the looks I got.
"Antagonize?"
"It's hard to explain, but it will be obvious when the envoy arrives."
As the arrival of the envoy's flight was announced, two men approached and were greeted by Reynolds. "Good morning, Representative Willis, Estrada."
Willis nodded then turned toward me. "You're the ZAP Agent?"
"Yes, sir. I'm ZAP Agent Mathis."
"I'm told there is a credible threat to Envoy Itzig's life. Obviously his death would create an international incident, and that’s the reason you have been assigned. Clear?" Representative Willis said like we were in the military. 
Clear as mud, I thought but kept my face looking attentive. "Do you know who the threat came from?"
"Does it matter?" Willis snapped, probably because he didn't know.
"It would help to know if I can expect an individual or a group, a Glock or an AK-47, a bomb or missile launcher," I said, wondering if this was a conspiracy to ruin my good mood.
"Are you a smartass, Agent?" Willis’s voice rose, and he leaned closer to me.
"If you don't know, just say so. However, the more I know the more likely it is Mr. Itzig and I will live through the credible threat."
Willis's face was flushed. He wanted to say something but knew I had a point and he would look foolish. "The NSA has heard chatter about the Envoy's visit. That's all I know," he said while striding toward the gate with me following.
 The envoy's flight deplaned twenty minutes later, and Itzig was the first to exit. Two men in suits but no ties followed close behind him. I walked along with the two-man delegation as they went to meet Itzig.
"Good morning, Mr. Itzig. I'm Representative Willis and my companion is Representative Estrada. We are both members of the Israel-Palestine relations committee. Welcome to America."
"Thank you for allowing me to testify at your committee," he said, and his glance shifted to me. "And you are the Americans’ answer to assassins, a ZAP Agent?"
"ZAP Agent Mathis." I gave a small nod.
"What makes you more lethal than my security or the Secret Service?" he asked. I knew a repressed smile was on the security men's lips.
"If you feel your security and the Secret Service are sufficient, I can leave. There are others on the waiting list." I smiled, feeling real amusement.
"You can't answer that, can you?" Itzig smiled as if having won an argument.
"No, because the question was stupid and meaningless." I held up my hand to stop any replies. "We all have guns and can hit the bull's-eye every time, so we are equally lethal. Your security and the Secret Service are brave men and willing step in front of you to save your life. However, in this day and age, assassins use AK-47s spitting ten bullets per second, and those brave men will be dead in less than a half-second and you in the half-second that follows. Today’s assassins are professionals and have the element of surprise. They can pick when, where, and how. The proper question is how does their training vary from ZAP training?"
"You are very arrogant but have a point." Itzig conceded with a small nod.
"ZAP agents have to be arrogant, because our security protocol is invasive and clients tend to want exceptions."
"Invasive?"
"Yes. In general, if you turn your head, night or day, you will see me."
"That would be invasive and certainly different from current security protocol. Please stay. You intrigue me, and I'm interested in the concept."
Envoy Itzig had reserved the Richmond Suite at the Jefferson Hotel and an extra room for his security team. When he was settled in the room, he and the two representatives discussed his upcoming schedule while in Washington. When they left, Itzig, his two men, and Reynolds discussed security arrangements. I found the agreed upon arrangements interesting: one of Itzig's men would accompany him at all times during the day; one secret service member guarded the hallway at all times, and one accompanied him when he left the room. 
When they finished, Itzig looked to me. "What is your schedule, and who is your relief?"
"When you turn you head, except when you are in bed, you will be able to see me."
"Twenty-four hours a day? That's impossible." He glared at me as if to force me to change my answer. 
I shrugged. "And invasive. If, however, you know when the assassin will make his or her move, then I can give you some space."
He snorted. "We Israelis are always willing to learn."
* * *
After he had changed into a loose shirt and slacks, he opened a smart phone, stopped, and looked to me leaning against the wall some twenty feet away.
"I need to make some personal calls," he said, the implication being I should leave.
"I don't listen and don't understand Hebrew or Arabic. And whether you speak English or some other language, you have lawyer-client privileges with me. I think my director said they would cut out my tongue if I repeated one word of a client's personal business or life. But I could stuff something in my ears if that would make you feel better, or you could make the calls from your bedroom," I said, emphasizing I wasn't going anywhere.
Itzig frowned and was silent for several minutes, then shrugged and punched in a number. He made several phone calls, some business and some personal, alternating between English and what I assumed was Hebrew. Afterward, he made dinner reservations at the hotel restaurant, Lemaire.
After reviewing the table arrangement at the Lemaire, I had Reynolds negotiate a table on the far side of the room away from the two walls of windows, where I could stand and watch the entrances and out the windows. It felt like being in a fishbowl, but it was the best I could do. Itzig's personal guard and the FBI man assigned stayed by the entrance to the dining room.
Itzig had three guests, all males—and all Jewish, I assumed, since each wore a kipot. I wouldn't have doubted I was a significant part of the early conversations in Hebrew, judging by the looks I got. The dinner seemed to last forever as I tried to watch the activity outside through the six windows, the diners at the twelve tables, and the wait staff. By the time they retired to the envoy's room, my eyes felt like I'd been the chair-umpire of twenty continuous tennis matches.
"When do you get relieved?" asked the smallest man of the three. He looked to be in his late sixties with a grey goatee and mustache and was slightly overweight.
"When I see Mr. Itzig onto his plane back to Israel." Or when an assassin punches out my client’s lights, I mused.
"You have to sleep!" a heavyset man with a well-trimmed beard and mustache said as if that made me a liar.
"I'm a very light sleeper."
"It must be a very stressful way of life," said the third man. He was average height and overweight. His round face had a full beard and mustache and penetrating brown eyes. I surmised he wasn't talking just about the hours but the responsibility and killing.
"Some of us are called to a way of life. This is my calling," I said without thinking. But on reflection, in a strange way it did feel like a calling. Like a priest or rabbi, I believed in what I was doing, and that enabled me to act decisively and without hesitation. 
He nodded, and that appeared to end the conversation—also strange.
They left an hour after midnight, and I settled down on a lounge chair after checking the identity of the hallway guard and securing the door.
* * *
Itzig didn't emerge from the bedroom until nearly nine o'clock. "Kate, what do you fancy for breakfast? That sandwich last night couldn't have been very satisfying."
"Something tasteless I can hold in one hand and juice or milk."
"You're joking."
"No, sir. I prefer not to enjoy my meals while I'm working. It's distracting," I grinned. 
He shook his head, picked up the phone, and ordered breakfast. About forty-five minutes later, there was a knock at the door and a few seconds later his private guard, Shet, opened the door halfway.
"Sir, your breakfast is here."
When Itzig nodded, he opened it all the way and a tall thin woman entered pushing a cart with silverware, plates with covers to keep the food warm, and a silver coffeepot. Shet stepped inside and closed the door while she wheeled the cart to the small dining table. She stood facing us with the cart in front of her as she set the table. She had a shapely figure which was partially obscured by the loose-fitting clothes she wore. She faced Itzig and me as she emptied the cart's contents onto the table, naming each item as she did: bacon and eggs, coffee, toast, milk, and an egg sandwich. 
"Mr. Itzig, if there is nothing else you need, would you sign this room charge?" she asked while holding out the slip in her left hand while her right hand dangled behind the cart. 
When Itzig rose, I shot her in the chest as I began moving fast toward Itzig's private guard, who I knew was going to be a problem. The impact drove her stumbling backward, her face twisted in anger as her right hand fumbled under her apron. My second shot hit her in the head, sending her sprawling backward onto the couch. 
Shet was drawing his weapon as his head turned in my direction but too late. I was now within a step of him. As I had observed, he was loyal and brave. Telling him to freeze—even with a gun pointing at him—wouldn't have stopped him from trying to save his employer, not even at the cost of his life. My hand slammed down on his gun hand as I swept through his legs. He and the gun went airborne.
"Why?" Itzig shouted as he backed further away while looking for someplace to hide.
"Sorry, Shet, but the alternative would have been to kill you. You're a dedicated man and would have tried to kill me thinking you were saving your employer. Before Mr. Itzig has a stroke, why don't you go see whether I shot an innocent waitress or a very pretty and clever assassin? I'm wagering she has some kind of a compact pistol with a silencer under her apron." 
I stepped back and picked up Shet's Barak SP-21. He looked to be debating some foolish move, but after a few seconds he rose and walked over to the woman, knelt, and patted her down. Then he lifted the apron and looked back to me. In her waistband, a pistol with a silencer was clearly visible. 
"Leave it, Shet. The police hate it when you mess with their crime scene." I put my gun away and walked over to the table, picked up my egg sandwich, and backed up against the wall just as the FBI hallway guard burst into the room, gun drawn.
"How?" Itzig asked.
"Lots of clues. She's wearing someone else's clothes, her shoes are too expensive for her salary, she watched our positions as she set the table, she was right handed but offered the room charge with her left hand, and she had predatory eyes." She screamed ‘assassin’, if you weren't ogling the good-looking woman or seeing what you expected to see rather than what was in front of you.
"You shot her without giving her—" Shet began.
"A chance to shoot me. Neither she nor I were looking for a fair contest. She was seconds away from killing all three of us, which would have upset a lot of people."
"What if you had been wrong?" Itzig asked, obviously in shock on several levels.
"What if ..." I said, leaving the other alternatives to his imagination and taking a bite of my egg sandwich.
* * *
The FBI took charge of the scene and moved Itzig to another suite. While that was going on I got a call from Liang.
"Are you all right, Kate? I just got a call from the Committee. They said a ZAP Agent was involved in an assassination attempt on the Israeli Envoy."
"I'm fine." I went on to explain what happened in detail, because I knew she would have to brief the Committee.
"I think you did the right thing, but the Committee might wonder why you didn't ask her to surrender rather than shoot her without warning. It would be a reasonable question, given that the police and the FBI would be criticized and possibly tried on criminal charges for not giving a warning when they hadn't been threatened.
"I wouldn't surrender to an assassin, so why would she have surrendered to me? She was a professional and had a bullet-proof vest on, so she might have considered the odds of winning in her favor. Even if I won, it might still have resulted in my client's death from a stray bullet."
"I agree. I think our protocol is right, and of course, so long as you aren't killing innocent people no one is going to argue."
"Kate, the Israel-Palestine relations committee has moved my testimony to three o'clock today. When are you being relieved?"
"I'm your shadow until you leave America."
"But you shot ..."
"Because of who we guard, ZAP agents are not subject to the same rules as the other security forces like the police or FBI. The shooting will be reviewed but by a separate agency after my current assignment has been completed."
"A very interesting concept. Perhaps we Israeli need to consider a similar agency." He studied me for a moment before continuing. "Do you think the threat is over?"
"I have to assume it's not; otherwise, I'd relax and we could both get killed. It might well depend on what you are here to tell the committee and whose interest that affects."
"I'm going to share our intelligence on an American firm's plans to sell weapons to the Iranians," he said quietly, and I immediately wondered where I could buy an Ares-16 with an under-slung grenade launcher and a month's worth of ammo. 
* * *
"I concede you understand assassins better than the rest of us," Reynolds said as we prepared to leave for the congressional panel hearing. "Do you think there will be another attempt?"
"Yes, definitely."
"When and where, do you think?" he asked as if I could possibly know. 
Not that I hadn't given it a lot of thought—surprise is the assassins' advantage. There would certainly be plenty of excellent opportunities: in the hotel going to the car, driving to the capital building, in the building hallways, and in the conference room. I thought the car the least likely because of the lack of getaway. 
Assassins aren't suicidal by nature. Usually they are very cautious and methodical. A sniper going to the car was a reasonable option if they could count on us bringing him out the front, which after one attempt didn't seem reasonable—so in the hotel or in the congressional building. I thought the hotel the least likely since they couldn't be sure when we would leave and which exits, etc. That would appear suicidal, unless ...
"Today, in the congressional building," I said, having reached what I thought the most logical choice.
"I disagree. The hotel is my choice. Less police and people." He gave me a knowing smile. 
I hoped he was right but was sure he wasn't.
"There will be a diversion of some kind. Ignore it." 
That was the only way the assassin could get away in a secure building. One shot, and he disappears in the panic.
Reynolds had four men assigned to accompany Itzig out of the hotel. They were on full adrenaline alert as we proceeded down the hall to the elevator, through the lobby, and into the waiting Chevrolet Suburbans. Reynolds and the other two FBI men were noticeably relaxed on the ride to the capital building. I think they believed the threat was over and the rest normal security. 
My mind was quiet in anticipation of the probable assassination attempt. To his credit, Itzig didn't look nervous but rather deep in thought as he reviewed his folder of notes—typical martyr, duty above all else. His security looked alert. 
Mani leaned closer to me. "Diversion you think?" he asked, obviously having heard me talking to Reynolds. 
I nodded. "Ignore it. Everyone else will be focused on it."
He leaned closer to Shet and they whispered. 
When we reached the capital building, the driver waited until the agents had gotten out of the second vehicle. With two agents leading the way, two following, Shet and Mani to Itzig's left, and me to his right, we proceeded into the building, through security, up the stairs, and down the hallway to the conference room. I attempted to scan every person, but in reality there were too many coming, going, and waiting. I had to hope I was right and wait for the diversion to signal the start of the action. I felt calm and ready.
We were sequestered in a side room waiting for the committee, which had been on a thirty-minute recess, waiting for Itzig to arrive. When he was called, the FBI took up positions around the room and Shet and Mani stood off to the side nearest Itzig. I followed Itzig to his seat and took up a position standing behind him. I had scanned the audience, which seemed to be half reporters. Kneeling in front of the raised committee platform were another ten photographers. 
"Agent Mathis, I presume," said the woman chair, looking directly at me. 
I nodded. 
"Do you have to stand?"
"Yes, ma'am. Protocol."
"Well, protocol here demands you sit."
"Ma'am, Mr. Itzig has already had one assassination attempt, and another one is likely before he finishes his testimony; therefore—" 
Multiple bangs interrupted me, and I could hear panic had erupted in the room behind me. It took all my will power not to turn toward the noise and instead to focus on the front of the room. As I scanned the area, I swept my leg through the legs of Itzig's chair while pushing him backward and drawing my Glock. 
The committee members had either ducked behind their table or were making a mad scramble for the exit behind them. But the photographers all saw this as an opportunity for a Pulitzer Prize-winning photograph and were either up on one knee or standing and taking pictures of the action. 
I saw a slight flash from a camera and immediately felt a burning pain in my side, which turned me ninety degrees. Rather than fight it, I continued to spin to a sitting position, which gave me a view under Itzig's table of the kneeling photographers and the legs of the one standing. 
He knelt in an attempt to bring is camera-gun to focus on Itzig.
I shot him in the head twice. As I uncoiled back to a standing position to see better, the pain lanced through my side and I saw flashes of white. When I could see again, the photographers were scrambling left and right to get away from me. Feeling exposed, I raised my badge and shouted, "FBI," as I turned to face the audience.
Reynolds had his agents empty the room while a paramedic examined Itzig and me. Itzig had a few bruises from me slamming him to the floor. I had a bullet in my side, had lost a lot of blood, and was transported to the hospital against my objections, thinking I should stay with Itzig. In reality, I couldn't have defended Itzig against a couple of one-year-old babies with rattles.
* * *
I woke with tubes in my mouth and up my nose, an IV in my arm, machines beeping, and the smell of antiseptics. I felt all right until I went to move and my body sent waves of protest to my brain. As I waited for the pain to subside, I saw Liang rise and approach the bed.
"What happened?" I asked, unable to collect my thoughts.
"Before or after you deserted your client and took to your bed?" Liang asked without smiling, although her eyes sparkled.
"Is he alive?" I was seriously concerned. Security, whether American or Israeli, tended to be reactive and hesitant to act—not that I blamed them. They were handicapped and not trained for professional assassins. Congress had gotten it right when they created the Zero Assassination Program, and the Director of HLS had nailed it with Liang and Matel.
"Yes, thanks to you. The committee cleared the room and held a closed-door session. Afterward, the committee held a press conference, where it was disclosed that Itzig had testified and was returning to Israel. They thanked the Israeli government and Itzig for the intelligence they had shared with the United States and reiterated how strong the bond was between the two countries. Itzig left this morning."
"So, why are you here?"
"To find out how my agent got shot and determine if she needs more training." Liang did smile this time. "To make sure you’re all right and find out when you'll be ready for another assignment."
I snorted a laugh and instantly regretted it, as my side felt like someone had stabbed me. "I guess you'd like my report, but only if you'll record it and have someone type it for me." I hated written reports. Typing it was easy; it was the ten subsequent edits to make it readable that I found so annoying.
"Deal. The COC is interested in hearing the details and then patting themselves on the back at being so clever as to have created ZAP."
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What next?
"You were lucky," Jasmin said as we sat in my condo two weeks later.
"No, I was dumb as a rock. Never, I repeat, never stand directly behind your client. I pushed him out of the way and took the bullet intended for him."
"Is that why you've been moping around for the last week? When you told me the wound wasn't that bad, I expected you to be off to Europe or Australia or somewhere, chasing men."
"I like simple, and suddenly my life has gotten complicated," I said and received a worried look from Jasmin.
"I thought you loved this life. Getting shot change your mind?"
"I do love this life. That's not the problem. Liang and the COC have heaped too many decisions on me ... and then there is Jason."
"Let's start with Jason," Jasmin's smile broadened, and she leaned forward.
"It's not that the attempted rape put me off men. Quite a few try to use force to some extent or other, but it's getting harder to find good hookups—men you enjoy when you aren't in bed. Jason is fun to be with in and out of bed."
"So what's the problem—other than you weren't looking for a steady and I was, but you found one and I haven't? I would slap you silly except you're in rehab."
"The problem is why would he want someone like me? It would be like being married to a combat marine. I'd be gone most of the time and he'd have to worry about me being killed when I wasn't with him ... and what man wants a woman that's a combat soldier?" I really was feeling sorry for myself.
"He does or he doesn't. Don't try using logic. It doesn't work with love. Now, what else?"
"Liang has given me several options. Apparently, the Israeli Envoy, Itzig, was impressed with the ZAP concept. He has convinced his government to start a ZAP program of their own. He would like me to design the program and to consult. The State Department likes the idea. Alternatively, Liang would like me to team with new ZAP agents. Or I can continue on as a lone agent, but she emphasized it would be on special cases and when I'm not on assignment I would be consulting here at Edwards or working with agents who need help. It's too much!" I whined.
"Start with Jason. He's the key to what you will want to do next," Jasmin smiled.
"I'm scared ... of commitments ... of what he will say," I mumbled. "But you're right."
  
To be continued.
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