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Chapter 1
Beirut, Lebanon

Sergeant Curtis Jackson stared as wispy clouds drifted across the face of the autumn
moon and wished more than anything, he was home. He was tired, the kind of tired when
even your bones hurt. His limbs felt as if giant weigidse pulling them to the ground,
every movement labored and painful. The commander promised this would be the last
mission for a few weeks, but he didnOt believe it. That promise had been made a couple
of times already. When he thought about his wife sel®ened like a distant memory. He
tried to remember what his son looked like, but he couldnOt, and it pissed him off.

His team looked exhausted and it pained him to see them dragging their tired bodies
around. These young men had been tested in the tHrtesworst combat situations and
not just survived, but thrived to become the ultimate strike team, a preeminent force in
the ranks of the military. But now in their movements, he could see that they too were

feeling the effects of the fatigue.

The smellof roasted garlic wafted along a cool breeze that gently blew on their
faces. Sarge surveyed their cover, eyelids heavy. Their stealthy insertion had evaded the
Lebanese police so far, but in the distance a police siren wailed mournfully. The team
spreadout around the drab concrete structure, and settled in for their two hour wait.
Moonlight glinted off the window of the upper floor of the brown stucco building where
the suspected terrorist cell leader was holed up, making it difficult for Sarge tsiskee in

He leaned his head back and tried to get some rest before it was time to go.



Not able to fall asleep from the effects of the caffeine tablets, he decided to take
another look. While the house was technically near downtown Beirut, it was located on a
side street away from the main thoroughfares, in a quiet neighborhood. Sarge flipped
down his battle helmet display and saw 4 heat signatures on the upper floor, and 5 on the
lower floor. He switched his display to a wider field of view and examinectagions
of his strike team. The display showed 2:13am local time.

Without warning gunfire erupted from SargeOs left. Chan had opened fire into the
one of the lower floor windows.

OChan, weOre not in place yet. Why are you firing?0O Sarge said iintmikis, Istill
trying to shake the exhaustion from his body.

Ol have orders to fire Sarge.O Chan said.

Ol see that, but youOre shooting at nothing. YouOre going to give away our positions.O

Sarge understood that Chan couldnOt argue with what the disjgagdohim to do
but it was obvious there was something wrong with the command. They werenOt
supposed to go for another 110 minutes. To his right Sarge saw in the display, Zach
getting set. After a few moments gunfire erupted from ZachOs position.

Ozachhold your fire.O

Ol have orders to fire Sarge.O

This operation was supposed to be a stealthy extraction, not a shootout. From the
other side of the house Sarge now heard Brandon fire his weapon. He cursed as his
display lit up, a crosshair appeared oniadew of the lower floor, and he received
orders to fire a grenade. He aimed his grenade launcher, felt the concussion as the

projectile was expelled, and smelled freshly burned propellant as a light trail of smoke



exited the barrel. The grenade penetrétedvindow, hit a wall inside the building and
exploded with a blinding flash and a chest rattling concussion. The adjacent windows
exploded outwards flinging pieces of broken glass in all directions. He examined his
display and saw that the grenade héabthing. He had simply broken a few windows.

QVhat the hell?” thought Sargefdy did I just shoot a grenade into an area with no
targets?O On his display targets were now moving upstairs towards the open windows.
All four of his team fired their machirguns into the building, but they were shooting
through windows on the empty first floor.

OTeam, targets are on second floor, aim your weapons manually at second floor.O
Sarge said.

OSarge, our crosshairs are on the lower floor windows.O

Sarge could seé¢ icon for Chan light up as he talked.

Ol donOt care what the system is telling you, take out the targets upstairs. Flip your
visors up so you donOt get confused.O

OYes, Sergeant.O

Sarge flipped up his visor and trained his rifle scope on the secamdviltdow, the
one farthest to the right. He switched the scope to infrared and a target walked by the
window. He squeezed off a few rounds and smiled when the enemy crumpled and fell to
the ground.

A moment later he saw the distinctive fire and smoi# of an RPG (Rocket
Propelled Grenade) streak toward BobbyOs position. A blinding flash and deafening
explosion signaled the grenade had impacted near BobbyOs position. Sarge lowered his

helmet visor to see if Bobby had escaped, but he lay on the groomaetely still. Sarge



toggled his display to read BobbyOs life signs. His heart sank when the pulse and
respiration were displayed as flat green lines on the display.

ODammit.O Sarge swore under his breath.

OTeam, pull back, pull back, we need to fiatldy defensive positions.O Sarge said.

No sooner had the words left SargeOs mouth when another RPG streaked to ChanOs
position and exploded in a giant yellow fireball.

OGoddammit.O swore Sarge as he saw that Chan was down as well.

OZach, Brandon, getwywoasses over here double time.O Sarge said.

OComing sergeant.O was the reply.

Sarge trained his rifle at a second floor window where he saw an enemy with a
rocket launcher aiming at his position. Sarge blasted a grenade into the window, it
impacted the eamy launcher and exploded. The RPG shot down the street harmlessly.
In the next moment the window was filled with machine gun fire. Sarge ducked around
the corner of a house near his position as he heard the distinctive sound of bullets
whizzing all aroud him. His helmet was peppered by concrete spray as bullets impacted
the wall above his head. He smelled molten metal from the multiple bullet impacts. It left
a bitter metallic taste in his mouth. While hiding behind, he pointed the muzzle of his gun
arownd the corner and used the video sight on top to shoot a target on the second floor. A
second target jumped back as bullets from SargeOs gun smacked into the wall near him
spraying pieces of stucco in his face.

Sarge pulled his gun back while he triedacate Zach and Brandon. The display
showed Zach behind a brick archway near the front of the house and Brandon pinned

down by machine gun fire at the side of the house. Zach tried to pop up, fire controlled



bursts at each window to drive the enemy bac#gasut soon his clip would run out and
he would have to stop and reload. When Zach reloaded the targets would return fire and
pin him down. Zach was quickly running out of ammunition. Sarge needed to do
something fast or both of them would be sitting duck

OBrandon, get ready to make a run for it. IOm going to lay a couple of grenades in the
second story windows.O Sarge said.

OOK, Sarge, let me know when to go.O

OGoing on 3.0 said Sarge OReady, 1, 2, 3, go now.O Sarge shot a grenade in the left
window, pumped the action to load another one and shot it into the right window.

As soon as Brandon heard the first grenade explode, he jumped up and ran. He didnOt
stop running until he was behind the house, around the corner of another.

OBrandon watch those wiws for RPGs.O said Sarge OIf you see one aiming in
your direction you take him out pronto. Those guys are accurate as hell with those
things.O

OWwill do Sarge.O

Brandon ran down the street that bordered the back of the house, turned right at the
next inersection and circled back towards SargeOs flank. With Brandon out of immediate
danger Sarge concentrated on Zach. Zach needed to get the hell out of there soon or
another RPG would likely be heading his way any minute. Sarge kept his gun mounted
sensortained on the second story windows as he developed a plan to rescue Zach. An
enemy soldier approach the window with an RPG and aimed toward ZachOs position.

Sarge shot a grenade into the window closest to the shooter, but he missed. Luckily the



blast causg the soldier to fire his RPG before he had it properly aimed and it sailed past
Zach to the right.

ammit, I'm running out of time.O Sarge thought.

Ozach, whatOs your situation?0 Sarge asked.

OPinned down. Everytime | stick my head out | get fire frimdew second story
left.O

OWhat happens when you fire into the window first?O Sarge asked.

OThey move to the window on the right and fire from there.O Zach said.

OOK, you fire a clip into the left window, IOIl wait a couple of seconds, fire a grenade
into the right window. You run like hell in my direction and | will fire into whatever
window they try to shoot from. Understood?0

OYes, Sarge.O

OWe go on 3.0

OOn 3.0

OO0K, 1, 2, 3, go, go, go.O

Zach used his gun mounted sights to fire into the left window eSargld see the
targets scatter, two of them moving to the right window. Sarge fired a grenade into the
right window and waited for the blast. The explosion blew one of the targets out of the
window onto the street where he landed in a heap. The othet l@ygn the floor
motionless. Sarge relaxed for a moment, until he saw multiple enemy soldiers climbing

the rear stairs.



Chapter 2
Beirut, Lebanon

Zach slammed another clip into his rifle and examined his helmet display for enemy
targets. An instant later Zach saw the explosion in the window, and took off on a dead
run toward Sarge. He quickly covered the distance frorhalise to a low stone fence.
He vaulted over the fence and continued to run as fast as his legs could propel him. Just
past the fence, his right foot became entangled in a piece of wire that flipped up from a
small shard of wood, kicked up by his left fobte fell forward, his left palm slammed
into the ground preventing the impact. Off balance his momentum carrying him forward,
he kept his legs driving. He thought back to high school football drills his coach had
taught him and drove his legs as high assgble, thinking of them as two large pistons.
After a few seconds his balance regained, Zach turned on the speed and continued toward

Sarge with every bit of strength he could muster.

Sarge saw Zach bolt out of his hiding place like a jackrabbitljustdéd from a bush.
He turned his attention to the enemy soldiers inside the building. He did not want to lose
another member of his team to these assholes. Losing two of them was already more than
he could bear. Sarge tried to put it out of his mindheutouldnOt. He wondered how
this mission had gotten so screwed up so fast. Just 36 hours ago they were thousands of

miles from here enjoying a nice ride in the country.

Sarge stared out the dirty window of a seedy bar where bikers of all ilks liked to

hangout. He saw massive Harley Davidson cruisers, mixed wittbagiged BMW



touring bikes, next to duaport onroad, offroad bikes, and of course a healthy dose of
Japanese sportbikes. This bar was after all located on a road known as Osportbike
heavenOFrom any direction there were over a hundred turns to get here and a hundred to
get back. The pavement was smooth, banked, filled with flowing curves that boasted
gluelike traction and best of all, there were no cops.

In the far corner of the faded forea bar, next to the double door cooler holding
fancy iced tea, was the ubiquitous mounted deer head sporting oversize dark sunglasses.
To the left were pictures of the bar from bygone days, mostly black and white, mostly of
guys in bibbed overalls standimext to a fence post with a big grin, the ramshackle
structure fuzzy and blurred in the background. The place reeked of overcooked burgers,
greasy fries, and stale beer, but it was the only bathroom for miles, and when one was
needed, it was most welcome

He checked his watch. They should have been here by now. He pulled open the
sticky door to the menOs room and walked to a sink stained with dark brown mineral
deposits. A sign above the toilet read OWe aim to please so you aim too pleaseO. He
splashed sme water on his face and wiped it with the coarse, barely absorbent brown
paper towels from the dispenser. He felt better with the sweat off his face.

Back at the window Curtis smiled when he saw BobbyOs familiar red Honda slip into
view and slow to a sponext to his. Bobby twisted the key to turn off the engine, put
down the kickstand, and leaned the bike into its resting place. Before Bobby could
dismount Zach and Brandon pulled their bikes up next to his and dismounted. The three

helmets were pried fro their heads and the parking lot taunting began.
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OWhereOs Chan?0 asked Curtis as he popped out the front door to meet them.
They all looked at each other then back at the road.

Ol dunno Sarge, he was right behind me about 5 minutes ago.O Zach said.
Olbetcha it was them dang cows.O Bobby said.

OCows?0 asked the sergeant.

OYep, there was this batch of cows near a hole in the fence back there. | betcha one

of them little buggers got out on the road.O Bobby said.
OWant us to go find him Sarge?0 Zach asked.
ONah, letOs give him another minute.O Curtis said.
ODid you see me lose the front on that one corner?O Brandon said.
OYep, | thought fer sure you were gonna putOer in the weeds.O Bobby said.
Ol donOt know what happened, | was leaned over, pressinganahe next thing |
know, my knee is dragging on the road.O

OYep, yer knee puck was puttin out some good sparks t00.O Bobby said.

OThat one almost left a mark in my shorts.O Brandon said as he removed his leather

jacket, the muscles under his skintigfara shirt rippling in waves.
ODamn, Brandon.O Zach commented Ol think you get bigger every week.O
OltOs the shirt.O Brandon said sheepishly Olt keeps the leather from scraping my
skin.O
Ol donOt get it.O Zach said OWhatOs wsmails, takeno-prisorers, gorilla like
you worried about a little skin abrasion?0
OWhat can | say? The chafing leaves red marks on my shoulders.O Brandon said.

OSounds like you need a new jacket.O Zach said.
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OThatOs the biggest one | could find.O Brandon said.

Ol believe thawhatOer you like 280 now?0 Bobby said.

OActually more [#O

OGuys, | think maybe weOd better go look for Chan.O Sarge interrupted.

Nobody said anything for a few moments as they strained to listen for a sign of a
motorcycle. They heard nothing but therpimg of the birds and a light breeze rustling
the leaves of a white birch tree near the parking lot. Then it was there, a faint hum. It
grew louder with every second until it was clearly the sound of a piston powered bike. A
few moments later ChanOs bikene into view and he turned into the parking lot
driveway.

He misjudged the driveway angle, and fell off the edge of the pavement near the
driveway corner. The front end first, then the back wheel fell into the grass separating the
driveway from parkindot. There was a loud thunk as the front wheel impacted the
parking lot pavement edge, and ChanOs butt was thrown high into the air when the back
wheel hit the transition as well. He looked as if he was doing a comical handstand on his
handlebars as theka sped for their position. He fell back onto the seat and skidded to a
stop next to BrandonOs bike. He started to lean the bike over to the left until Bobby
pointed at the side of his bike.

ODude, ya need ta put yer kickstand down first.O

Chan looked dan at the left side, shook his head in embarrassment and hooked the
round metal pin with the toe of his boot to drop the lever to the ground. After he
dismounted they started in on him. The first was Sarge.

OWhere have you been?0
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OSorry Sarge, | ran offetoad trying to avoid a cow back there.O Chan said
pointing.

Ol told ya. 10l bet one of them little buggers was in the middle of the road wasnOt
he?0 Bobby said.

OActually no, he was in the ditch, but | kept watching to see if he was going to run
out ard | went into the ditch behind him. He got so scared he started running down the
ditch in front of me.O Chan said.

OHow many times have | told ya? Ya donOt look at whatcha want to avoid, ya look at
where yer gonna go. Otherwise ya head straight fer watbokie at.O Bobby said.

Ol know, | guess | just panicked.O Chan said.

OAnything hurt?0 Sarge asked.

OJust my pride.O Chan said.

OThat can be fixed.O

They sat at a table next to a massive fireplace decorated with softball sized river
rocks, a dark soddtain spread across the front. The style of the fireplace placed it as part
of the original building put up at least a hundred years earlier.

OGood ride so far.O Zach said.

OYeah its good to be off from the missions.O Brandon said.

Ol think that chickn the corner wants to get off, with you.O Zach said tilting his head

to a smiling blond in the far corner.
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Brandon flushed red. He had the strong jaw chiseled look that turned most womenQOs
heads the moment he walked into the room. Coupled with his nmygoéel body and
easygoing demeanor, he attracted women like flies to cut fruit.

OYou going to go talk to her?0 Chan asked.

Ol canOt, | wouldnOt know what to say.O Brandon said blushing.

OI10Il bet you could talk motorcycles.O Zach said laughing.

Brandon pst stared at the floor and tried not to look in her direction.

OSarge, when are we going to get more than a few hours off?0 Chan asked.

Sarge looked at each of them in succession.

Ol donOt know guys. WeOre just too damn successful | guess. Everytsody tean
clean up their messes.O

OYeah but this is getting ridiculous.O Zach saidOWeOve been on for like 30 days
straight now.O

Zach watched as Brandon got up and walked to the menOs room. He pulled
something out of his pocket and leaned down pretendibg tging his shoes. BrandonOs
chair raised imperceptibly then set back down.

Ol know, 10Om tired as hell too, but orders are orders.O Sarge said.

OThey have to understand that weOre going to lose our edge if we keep this up.O Zach
said.

OBelieve me, | va told them the same thing a hundred times.O Sarge said.

Brandon came back from the bathroom and pulled back his chair. He sat down and a
loud bang erupted from the left front leg of the chair. Brandon fell to the floor like a lead

weight, banging his helaon the corner of the table. He rubbed his temple and looked
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back at Zach as a puff of bhgeay smoke swirled up from the floor. Zach was laughing
so hard he nearly fell off his chair. The rest of the team joined him, Chan nearly spilling
his coke as hgied to put it on the table.
OWhat the heck was that?O Brandon asked whose wide eyes were still rapidly
scanning the area.
ODude, you should have seen the look on your face. It was priceless.O Zach giggled.
OThat wasnOt funny. You scared the shit onedd
OOh, come on, that was just a little popper.O Zach said.
OWell it made me think about the time | got shot thatOs all.O Brandon said.
OSorry dude. | forgot.O Zach said suddenly slumping in his chair.
Nobody said anything as Brandon peeled himself filo&floor and stood up. He
rubbed his left temple with his palm and pulled the chair back.
OItOs OK. | know you didnOt mean anything by itO Brandon said as he sat back down.
OAre you OK?0 Zach asked.
Ol donOt know | feel like | may have gotta concu§siBrandon said, then peeled off
a big grin on his face. OIOm fine.O

They returned to their drinks and potato chips.

OSarge.O Bobby said OWe got sumthin fer ya.O
Ol can never get over that accent of yours.O Sarge said OYou sound like a dumbass
country hick but I think youOre the smartest one in the room.O Sarge scanned the

clientele. OlIn fact | know you are.O He paused OShow me what you got?0
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Bobby produced a small package from his motorcycle tank bag sitting on the floor.
The entire team grinned eagerk/Bobby handed it to their leader.

OWhat did you guys go and do?0

OI1tOs not much. Just a token of our thanks for getting us this far.O Zach said.

OMe? It was all of you out there bustin your asses to make it.O Sarge said.

OYeah but we would have neveraé without your.O Chan paused. OGuidanceO he

said wistfully.

OYou mean my size 120s on your asses?0 Sarge grinned. They all had a laugh. Sarge

tore off the brown paper and extracted a small rectangular box. He opened the lid and
found a polished stairds steel pocketknife packed in the center. He extracted the knife
and opened the blades one by one.

OThis is a nice one.O Sarge said turning it over in his hand.

OWe engraved our names on it.O Brandon said. OTo make it more special to you.O

Sarge scanneehch blade. BobbyOs name was engraved on the razor sharp long
blade, Zachary was engraved on the Philips screwdriver, Brandon was etched into a
smooth area of the nalil file, and Chan was prominently displayed on the side of a small
USB memory stick that fded out from one end.

Ol love it.O Sarge said turning to each of them in order. OIOve led a few teams in my
career, but this one, you guys.O He said looking at each one Ol can honestly say, you guys
are like the little brothers that | never had.O

ODonOell that to Brandon.O Zach said OHeOs too big to be anybodyOs little brother.O

He said placing extra emphasis on little.
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SargeOs phone suddenly bleeped a loud tone. He extracted it from the small holster
and flipped it open.
OSergeant Jackson, yes, yd§, @eOll leave as soon as possible.O

OOutside.O Sarge said.

OWeOve got another mission.O

OAw come on Sarge.O Zach said OThis is the first break weOve had in like forever.O
OSorry guys, duty calls.O

OWhere to?0 Brandon asked.

OWeOll get our orders backerdquarters.O

OJackson residenceO said the voice on the other end of the phone.

OHi honey.O

OCurtisO His wife said. OAre you coming home tonight like you promised?0

ONo babe, | can0t.0

OYou promised.O She said more forcefully.

OWe got another mission.O

OCurtis.O She almost shouted OGeneral Briggs said you were going to be off for 6
weeks starting this weekend.O

OWhat can | say, duty calls.O

OltOs not fair.O

OTell that to the bad guys out there. TheyOre the ones that make our schedule.O

OBriggs needs t@gsomeone else to take the load.O
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OUnfortunately, weQOre the best heOs got.O
OltOs still not fair.O

The line was silent for a few moments.

Ol gotta go.O Curtis said.

OBe careful. | love you.O

OAlways and | love you t00.0 He said and hung up the phone.

Sage snapped back to reality. He had taken out the two targets at the right window.
He had a hunch that the enemy might regroup at the left window. Both windows were
still empty, but there was movement at the back of the building. A small group came
togetherand were maneuvering toward the left window. Sarge watched in amazement as
Zach stumbled, threw his arm out to stop his fall, and continued to drive those thick tree
trunk legs of his until he was running as if nothing had happenend.

amn, this kid can run.O thought Sargegkat’s one of the reasons that I picked him
for this squad wasn’t it?”

Seeing Zach run at full speed, Sarge pictured a cat that had accidentally stuck his tail
in a fireplace and it had caught on fire. His movements were almostendpged. He
covered the ground between them like a racecar covered the track.

One of the group of enemy soldiers had nearly reached left window. Sarge aimed his
weapon and got ready to shoot. In an instant his helmet display lit up and instructed him
to fire a grenade into the window. Sarge ignored the helmet command. He didnOt know
what was wrong with the helmets but he sure as hell wasnOt going to trust it now when he

needed it the most. The order had the correct feel, but he couldnOt trust it, not yet.
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The orders in his helmet display were issued by a TBC or usually just BC. The
Tactical Battlefield Commander was usually located in an area remote from the mission
operation area, had global tactical awareness of the battlefield from a multitude of
sensaos, and directed the troops in the best tactics to accomplish their mission based on
the current mission status. Sarge had a dim view of their BC. He had already blown his
teamOs element of surprise by issuing orders to fire before his men were get in thei
proper positions, and well before the mission was ready to commence. Grenades had
been ordered into windows with no targets. Team members were ordered to shoot into
windows with no targets. Sarge could not understand how the system had gotten so
screwedup given the raging success that they had in the past, but at the moment the most
important item was to get his men gathered together, back to the extraction point and on

the chopper. HeOd deal with the fucked up mission later.

Just as Zach neared hissgimn, a soldier with a machine gun popped into view in
the left window. Sarge was ready for him and fired a burst into his head. The enemy
soldierOs head rocked back from the impacts, he fell forward without getting off a shot,
partially blocking the ldfside of the window. Zach flew around the corner full speed and
dived behind Sarge. Sliding on his hands and belly, he spun around and popped up on his
feet in one fluid motion. He looked like a baseball shortstop that had just dug out a tough
grounder, ad righted himself in time to throw the ball to first. Zach was out of breath as
he moved into position behind Sarge.

OCover our flank.O Sarge said.

OYes, Sergeant.O Zach said breathing heavily.
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Zach put his back toward Sarge and scanned for enemy tddgetearched the
display for targets between their current position and the helicopter extraction point about
2 clicks behind them. So far the path was clear, no one in sight. He saw only Brandon one
block ahead and one block left of their path to thepko.

OHere they come.O Sarge said as he watched the enemy climb down the stairs, exit
the rear door, and move in their direction.

OBrandon get your ass moving, targets are on the move, looks like they are going to
try to run around and flank us. O Sasgiel.

OOK, Sarge, | will meet you 1 block ahead at the corner.O Brandon said.

OMove your ass, weOre leaving now for the extract point.O Sarge said.

The extraction point was 2 clicks ahead, through a park next to the Beirut river. It
was important to getcross the park before the enemy found them or they would be
vulnerable in the open area. Sarge planned to contact the chopper, once they reached the
park, to let them know they were ready for extraction. The chopper would leave their
current holding positn, fly to the extraction point, and set down as quickly as possible.
The team would jump on and the chopper would get the hell out of there, at least that was
what he had hoped.

Sarge checked his helmet one more time to verify BrandonOs position and the
position of the enemy. The bad guys were behind them and gaining. They needed to pick
up the pace.

Brandon was ahead of them about 2 blocks from the park making good time, so
Sarge decided to call the chopper. He halted, and removed his finger fraamtmeit

button when he noticed a group of ten enemy soldiers on Park Street, the road that
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bordered the transition to the park. They were moving at a fast pace directly in
BrandonOs, and eventually their path. SargeOs heart sank when he realizedvwhat there
no way that they were going to be able to get by these guys if they continued this
direction. Sarge watched as the soldiers stopped at Lemon Street, blocking their route.

Thinking fast Sarge decided to go to plan B.

OBrandon, stay where you arenfny extract unreachable, changing to secondary
extract point. WeOre coming for you.O Sarge said.

OOK, Sarge, waiting here.O

OZach, move out.O Sarge said pointing ahead.

As they ran up the street toward BrandonOs position Sarge went over the plan again
in his head. The secondary extraction point was to their left once they reached Brandon.

OBrandon, whatOs your ammo situation?0 Sarge asked.

OThree clips, 4 grenades Sarge.O

OZach, whatOs yours?0

OOne clip 4 grenades Sarge.O

OOK, 10ve got 2 clips and 2 golsa LetOs conserve our ammo. Only fire when
absolutely necessary and use 3 shot bursts.O

OYes, Sarge.O he heard from both of them.

OOK, secondary extract is about 5 clicks west, letOs double time it.O
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Chapter 3
San Jose, CA

Badar Bagai slapped at the annoying alarm clock next to his bed when it started its
obnoxious buzzing, after all, it was 6 am. The coffee vapors wafting into the bedroom
tugged wistfully at his nostrils as he peeled back the caretsurned to get out of bed.

His bare feet made light tapping noises as heot on the tile floor leading to the gold
trimmed marble arch to the master bathroom. He quietly closed the ornately carved oak
door behind him being careful not to distuib Wwife.

He spun the gold faucet handle for the hot water on th@badind marble sink.

The sink was only one luxurious element of the ostentatious dZcor of the master suite.
Wall to ceiling mirrors with artful etchings adorned the walls behind thes sind
European crystal hung from the lights above.

He splashed some warm water on his face to wake up. His head felt like someone
was beating out a rap beat on a large bass drum. He grabbed a bottle of extra strength
aspirin, dumped two tablets in hiard, paused, and added two more. He popped the
tablets in his mouth, and swallowed them with a gulp of warm water.

Q guess I partied a little too hearty last night.O he thought to himselb@nothing
that a couple of aspirin won't fix.O

As he walked dow the 12 foot wide curved marble staircase, he hung onto one of
the gold handrails to steady himself. Rupert, his head butler waited patiently at the
bottom holding the expertly folded morning newspaper in his left hand.

OGood morning Rupert. YouOre lngkéhipper today.O Badar said.

OThank you sir. Your breakfast is on the desk in the drawing room.O
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OAnything exciting in the news today?0

OThe press is excited about the return of our Lebanese ambassador, but otherwise
uneventful. Did you have a hand iratfone sir?0

OYou know | canOt say.O Badar said.

OSorry for asking sir.O

ODonOt worry about it, would you bring me the keys to the red Ferrari. 10d like to
drive myself to the office today.O

OI0Il have Alvaro deliver it out front, the keys will be in it.O

OThanks Rupert.O

As Badar scanned the front page of the newspaper he sipped the fresh coffee he had
flown in from Jamaica yesterday. One of BadarOs creeds since he had the ability to do so
was never to drink coffee more than a couple of days old.

A sneercrossed BadarOs face as he read the first story in the newspaper. It detailed a
massive judgment won by an obese woman against a snack food company for allegedly
mis-stating the fat and carbohydrate content of a product in which she had heavily
indulged.She was suing because she claimed the product had made her fat. Badar was
aghast that people actually won such lawsuits.

Jesus, It was her own damn fault for eating too much of the crap, not the food maker.
DonOt people take responsibility for their owtioas anymore? Why is it always
somebody elseOs fault when people do stupid thitggould not understand how
society had sunk so low. When bad things happened to a person it wasnOt because they

had done something stupid or were just plain unluckyas thie fault of some
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corporation with deep pocketd/hat kind of logic was that? You do stupid things
because youOre stupid, and sometimes bad things just happen, even to smart people.

Badar cringed as he read the second morbid story. It was an artictdedits
proving their invulnerability by car surfing. The teens waited for cars to approach the
stop sign on an onramp. They would jump on the top of a car as it slowed, ride the car to
the stop sign, jump off, and run away. Unfortunately one teen ntissexr, landed on
the road in front of another car, was run over and killed.

Classic case of Darwin in action, survival of the smartest. You do moronic things
you die, end of story. At least that idiot wonOt be having anymore stupid kids to pollute
the gene pool.

Badar sipped at his coffee and continued to read the paper as his son Adam entered
the kitchen.

OHey Dad.O

OHey.O Badar responded not looking up.

OWatcha doin?0

OReading the newspaper.O

OOK.O

There was silence for a few seconds.

OWhat are youoihg?O Badar asked looking over the top of the newspaper finally.

OJust finished playing my latest game.O

ODid you get the high score?0

ONabh, | was just playing it cause | liked the story.O Adam said.
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OHavenOt you been listening to me? When you plap)agoto win.O Badar said
sternly.

OBut Dad, | just wanted to see if | liked the game.O

Ol donOt care, whatOs the point of playing the game if youOre not learning how to be
the best.O

OBut DaeD

OBut nothing.O Badar interrupted OYouOre never going thést tialess you put
110% effort in every time.O

Ol donOt care about being the best all the time.O

ONever let me hear you say that again.O Badar bellowed OIf youOre going to spend
your time on something, then you will be the best or you will not be m@son.

OFine.O Adam said noncommittally.

OWhat do you mean fine?O Badar said in a menacing tone.

Ol mean, yes sir, 10l try to be the best.O Adam said clearly trying only to appease his
father.

ONo, you will DO it, | donOt want any halfhearted tries.O

OYes $iO Adam said hanging his head and not looking at his father.

OGo to your room and donOt come back until you have the highest score.O

OBut that could take hours and IOm hungry.O

OYou heard me.O

OYes sir.O Adam mumbled as he walked out of the room.
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Bada®s hand shook slightly from the adrenaline of the encounter. He took a few
deep breaths to calm himself down. He just could not understand why his son didnOt seem
to take pride in the things he did. He knew his son was capable of so much more, but he
simply did what he needed to do to get by, didnOt seem to have the killer instinct that
Badar knew he would need to get ahead in the world. That was the hardest part of raising
a son, worrying that his son might turn out to be a loser, feeding like a pafegie o
fruits of his fatherOs hard work. Badar wasnOt going to let his son be one of those trust
fund kids partying his life away on his parentsO money. HeOd cut him off before he let that
happen. If only his son would quit wasting his life away and shenefforts to better
himself.

While he mused over how to deal with his son he reflected on his own childhood.
Badar still remembered painfully the sting of the boysO ridicule as he lay on the ground
after he had been unceremoniously thrown withjggu move delivered by the quiet
Japanese kid he had been provoking. As he lay on the ground Badar fought the urge to
jump up and attack again because he knew the kid would send him flying to the ground
where he would face even more ridicule. He brushed Mimiestamped away to the
jeers of the bystanders, and vowed to never let it happen again. It was a life changing
moment in time, one that redefined how he approached everything from that day forward.
He vowed never again to be unprepared.

The lesson fim the encounter permeated BadarOs every thought for weeks after it
happened. The ridicule poked at his brain like sharp needles whenever he thought of it.
Dwelling on it made him sick to his stomach. He forced himself to train like a fiend in

every kind é martial art he could find. He learned Kung Fu, Karate, Tae Kwan Do, and
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JuJitsu. He practiced day after day, hour after hour, honing his skills until the day he felt
he was ready. Whenever he could Badar would sneak into the quiet kidsO dojo to watch

his moves, study his strategy, learn what he would do.

ORemember me?0 Badar said to the quiet Japanese kid when he got off the bus.

The kid must have recognized his voice and whirled around, his backpack nearly
spinning him off his feet. He said nothingtlblwmped his backpack and assumed a
fighting stance with his legs spread apart and fists up ready to strike. He had a focused
stare on his face, watching every move Badar made as he slowly circled him. Badar
stopped and faced the kid.

OYouOre gonna pay ¥anat you did to me.O he said menacingly.

The quiet kid said nothing but continued to stare at Badar with complete mental
focus. Badar feigned a strike with his right hand, saw the kid react to it, and spun a
roundhouse kick to the right. The kid realized mistake, corrected for the kick, but was
a split second too late. The kick glanced off his right arm and knocked him to the ground.
Badar immediately jumped on top of the kid and punched him in the face. Blood flowed
from the kidsO nose as he triedodestely to block the blows. Badar exised his demons
as blow after blow rained down upon the quiet kid. Badar was so focused on dealing out
punishment that he didnOt notice a policeman appear from around the corner.

OHey! Break it up!O the cop yelled.

Badar spun his head around to see the cop on a dead run to their location. He stopped
punching the kid and stood over him. He could see the pain on the kidsO face, but he

didnOt care. The rage had completely enveloped him now and there was no stopping it.
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Badar could see from the look in the copsO eye, that he needed to get out of there now but
he stomped his foot into the kidsO stomach a couple more times and ran off. The cop
chased after him, but gave up as Badar had a head start and was just a litilektoo q

Even as Badar thought back to the event, though years had passed, he could feel his
body steel itself, as if getting ready for another battle. When he delivered the blows to the
kid he not only beat the kid, he dominated him and it felt so goodr Bamteed that his
son would never feel that satisfaction, that he did not posess the killer instinct to go all
the way when it counted. He didnOt feel his son would make the ultimate commitment to

dominate another person into total submission, and itBadar deeply.
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Chapter 4
San Jose, CA

Badar handed his black leather briefcase to his driver with his right hand. He grabbed
the open door with his left, and sat into the driversO seat of the red Ferrari F430. As the
driver placed the briefcase on the passengersBaskatshifted the transmission into
first and waited for him to close the door.

OThanks Alvaro.O

OHave a good day sir.O

Badar pulled around the driveway loop on the grounds of his estate and slowly made
the eigth mile drive to the front gate. He waitedthe gate to open as the car
approached the main gate, waved to his guard in the guard shack, and pulled the Ferrari
onto the street that led to the freeway.

Badar revved the engine delighting in the exhaust note as the nearly 500 HP V8
engine snappelkis head into the headrest when he punched the throttle. The acceleration
was so intense that doubling the speed limit took just a few seconds.

Q'his is one of the best parts of being rich.O Badar musedi#@ awesome toys.O While
Badar typically rode to wa& in his limousine, he still reveled in being able to drive
himself to work in one of his expensive toys. The Ferrari was only one of the expensive
toys in his stable of cars, boats, airplanes, and a helicopter.

As Badar waited at a stoplight, a yound ki a flat black Honda Civic pulled up
next to him and revved his engine, enticing Badar to race. Badar smiled slyly at the

young boy and revved the Ferrari engine nearly to redline in response. He could see the
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twinkle in the boysO eyes as he heardhiteaty sound of the engine and the car rock
slightly every time Badar punched the gas pedal.

Badar watched intently and waited for the red light to turn green. The young boy
watched the other direction as the green light turned yellow. He watched thérafios
and anticipated the green light. Badar watched in amazement as the black Honda
suddenly shot forward narrowly missing a crossing car by inches. A half second later the
light turned green, Badar revved the engine and released the clutch.

The Ferari accelerated forward as if shot from a gun, pressing Badar into his seat,
and threatening to pull his arms from the steering wheel. Badar expected to catch and
pass the Honda in short order, but the boy was still ahead and he wasnOt gaining.

(He must have some serious mods on that thing.O thought Badar, then he caught a
whiff of exhaust. Sitrous, he’s running nitrous, that’s why I am not catching him. No
wonder the kid wanted to race.O

Badar pressed the gas pedal all the way to the floor, spinningathgres as the
massive power from the engine turned the tire rubber to blue snitikee ©straight
line acceleration, straight line speed, and then there’s actual driving. Let’s see how he
does driving.O BadarOs eyes widened as the speedometer agpidigched 100 MPH.
With the gas pedal mashed to the floor, his fingers jabbed at the paddle shifters as he
danced the Ferrari through the gears.

Badar started to gain on the boy slightly when they approached the traffic ahead. He
sped forward in the lefane rapidly approaching the rear of a large SUV. He thought he

had the boy boxed in when the Honda hurriedly approached the rear of an 18 wheel
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tanker truck, but the kid made a bold move, jerked to the right and passed the tanker on
the right shoulder.

QGood move.O thought Badar slightly surprised. He used the paddle shifters to pop
the Ferrari down a couple of gears and raced off after the boy careening between the car
in front of him and the tanker truck. His car squeezed through the space betwaen the
vehicles with inches to spare, the momentum sending him straight for the guardrail. He
corrected the turn, stomped on the gas, fishtailed the rear of the car, and accelerated after
the kid.

Badar was gaining on the kid, but only slightly. They boteamed down the
shoulder past a number of slower cars and the Honda shot back in the right lane when a
space opened up in front of a slower car. Badar was about to follow the kid into the right
lane when a stopped car on the shoulder directly in framinofrabbed his attention.

Instinct took over as Badar panic stopped as hard as the ABS would let him, pressing him
against the fivgooint seat belt harness with breathtaking force. The briefcase on the front
seat sailed forward smashing into the dash,aabdx of tissue from the rear became a
projectile flying between the seats. It impacted the windshield with a distracting thunk,
and BadarQOs coffee cup emptied its contents onto the floor.

The Ferrari decelerated amazingly fast with all four tires sqngron the bleeding
edge of traction. BadarOs foot vibrated with the buzz from thipaktirakes as the
system tried to prevent wheel lockup. Badar stole a glance in his left mirror and noticed a
small opening between two approaching cars. He flungi¢leeiisg wheel to the left and
his Ferrari bolted out off the shoulder missing the stopped car by a few feet. Badar

frantically pressed the gas pedal and shifted up a couple more gears, the rear end of the
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car swinging wildly back and forth in protest oétbhange of direction. Badar glanced in
his rearview mirror to see the driver of the car behind with both hands clenched on the
steering wheel, arms locked straight as he braked to avoid hitting him. He had a look of
pure panic on his face.

When Badar fially got the Ferrari under control he ventured a look for the kid. He
found him 3 cars ahead in the middle lane, stuck behind a large SUV. Badar maneuvered
his way to the middle lane, and accelerated toward the boysO car. When he reached him
he continuedd accelerate and traveled around the left side of the kid, but the kid
anticipated his move and veered out in front of him. Badar seethed as he was stuck
behind the boy and boxed in by cars to his right.

Badar pulled his car out slightly across the doybleow to see around the cars in
front of him, but jerked back as oncoming traffic whooshed by dangerously close to his
door. Badar looked back to the right, but there was no way around. He was boxed in. He
drummed his fingers on the steering wheel impéireas he waited for an opening on
either side of the boy, but he was stuck with nowhere to go.

Badar yanked the steering wheel left, jammed on the gas pedal, and shifted through
the gears when an opening in the oncoming traffic suddenly appeared. @adarace
less about the fact that he was crossing double yellow no passing lines and veered into
oncoming traffic. He wanted to beat this kid.

The kid reacted to BadarOs move, but too late and Badar successfully blocked him.
Badar gave a small wave asdtot past the boy. In his mirror Badar saw the boy pull out

on his tail, so he waited for the last possible second to get out of the way of oncoming
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traffic, then turned back into the left lane. The boy turned in earlier and ended up one car
behind. Badabeamed from ear to ear at his victory.

His victory was short lived as he saw the boy move far right and speed off on the
shoulder around a pickup trucksi.0 Badar thought @un 't let this little punk beat
me.O He slammed the Ferrari down two gearspjed his right foot to the floor and
rocketed to the right relishing the sound of that sweet V8. The Ferrari engine roared as
Badar pushed it to the absolute limit. He weaved through traffic, darting back and forth as
if the two of them were playing cratke whip. The road to BadarOs office came and
went, but he didnOt give it a thought. He concentrated his total effort on finding the flaw
in the boysO driving, so he could crush him once and for all. He knew that very soon he
would receive a call from thgepartment secretary asking when he would arrive so the
meeting could start, but he right now he couldnOt be bothered with that. He wanted to
humiliate this boy, crush him like a bug.

Badar pulled up on the rear bumper of the Honda as the road narm@/é&thes and
oncoming traffic prevented passing. At a stoplight one mile ahead the road widened to 4
lanes so Badar drove up next to the kid on his left side and rolled down his passenger
window. Badar revved his engine loudly as he waited for the kwllitdown his
window.

OThat thing is pretty fast.O Badar said.

OYeah, itOs got a little work done to it.O the kid responded.

OThink itOll keep up on the twisty bits ahead?O Badar asked.

OBring it on.O said the boy cockily, but even as he said it hiswensaddenly

changed and his eyes widened in wonderment.
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OAre you Badar Bagai?O the kid asked.

ONone other.O

OOh man, thatOs so frickin sweet. IOve watched you beat the hell out of so many
opponents on the video game circuit. | had no idea it was yondme.O

ONo point in playing unless you play to win.O Badar replied OYou still up for the
challenge ahead?0

OSure, 10d love to kick your ass for real. | have beaten you many times in Ultimate
Racing on my Xbox.O

OThatOs just a computer simulation oftna¢Qs not the real me. The real me doesnOt
lose.O

OweOll see.O

OHa, ha, | like your attitude son. Tell you what, you beat me to Skyline and Hwy 84
and IOl hand over the keys to this car. What do you think?0O

ONo way man, are you like for real?O saiditheyeing the shiny Ferrari with
delight.

OIOm not kidding, you beat me to the corner there and itOs all yours.O

OSweet, youOre on dude.O the kid said as he revved his engine, and dropped the
clutch a few times his tires making chirping noises.

OWait, wht if you win?0 the boy asked slightly nervous.

OThen 10l just drive my Ferrari home laughing all the way.O Badar jested.

OYouOre not going to take my car?0
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ONo, | have enough cars and | donOt need a piece of junk like that anyway.O Badar
sneered. The #iopened his mouth to say something, paused, thought better of it, closed

his mouth and steeled himself for the race.

35



