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Luc ‘Nap’ Fortesque — mercenary team leader, Global Security Services (GSS)

Prisoners:

Nazanin

Farid

Sami

Jean-François Moreau — professor at the Victoire campus, University of Bordeaux

Dr Rashid Al-Jabouri — Iraqi defector

Al-Shabah — Iraqi Intelligence Service, Directorate 9, Black Ops assassin

Yusuf Zaid — comms and surveillance tech, Iraqi Intelligence Service

Emma Burrows — Central Intelligence Agency

Simmons — Private First Class, Military Police

Tyler — Corporal, 75th Rangers Regiment

Carl Burke — Federal Bureau of Investigation (Baghdad Museum Project)

Helicopter pilots:

Ed Rivers

John Oaks

US Marines:

Tommy Ruth

Gareth Andrews 

Jake Coleman

GSS mercenaries:

Ollie ‘Dash’ Gibson — transportation

Evangeline ‘Hotstuff’ Rojas — sniper

Gustav ‘Dragon’ Sergei — demolition

Joint Task Force 2:

Captain Billie Bradford

Tobias Keller

The Man in Black — the man in black
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March 2003

The United States of America invades Iraq.

April 2003

The Iraq National Museum is looted. Thousands of artefacts go 'missing'. 

One year later

A rescued Iraqi prisoner has state secrets that will justify the invasion. 

But the evidence is hidden in an artefact listed as 'missing'.

When a cache of artefacts is located in a remote Iraqi hamlet, CIA Case Officer Emma Burrows rushes to secure it...

unaware that a rogue mercenary team led by Luc Fortesque is already on site. 

And Luc has no plans to hand over the artefacts.
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Chapter One
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Bamiyan region of Afghanistan, April 2001

The sun peeked over the ridgeline, caressing the hard, desolate, craggy landscape in its soft pink glow. 

Darkness retreated, revealing more of the valley’s rugged features. The serrated peaks of the Hindu Kush stabbed at an ever-brightening sky. Sheer cliffs plunged hundreds of feet to the river, a steel-blue ribbon that had, over millennia, tirelessly carved this gorge to its sinuous will. Tremulous dewdrops clung to the spindly thorny branches of a pistachio grove that was a smear on a scrubby hillside.

Only the mouths of caves, hundreds of them, openings of a veritable warren that burrowed deep, remained in impenetrable shadow.

For a time, all was still.

Then, seven people streamed out of a cave.

Three of them were Taliban mujahideen. They wore turbans on their heads, scarves around their necks, woollen high-collared jackets over their long-sleeved tunics. Their chest rig — armour plate with pockets for ammo and grenades — went over that. Their baggy salwars were bloused into combat boots. Each man carried an AK47.

The other four were civilians. Three were Afghan, two men and a woman. A hijab enshrouded the woman’s face. The fourth man was a white-skinned French citizen. All wore spectacles and cold-weather clothing. They stumbled in a daze, huddling together.

The mujahideen led them to the pistachio grove. One fighter plucked the fruit, spat on it, rubbed it, popped the shell and ate. He plucked more, tossed them to his companions. 

The prisoners watched silently as their captors partook the spartan breakfast.

When they were done, the leader of the mujahideen pointed to the earth and said, “Koze iste!”

The Afghans knelt. The Frenchman shivered but kept standing, not wanting to make this final submission. They all knew what was coming... He shook his head, tears sprang to his eyes. 

“Please... there is no need for this... let us go... we will not tell anybody...”

The leader planted himself squarely before the westerner and growled, “Koze iste!” Spittle flew from his mouth.

The woman looked at the Frenchman and spoke, “Jean-François, I’m sorry... It will be over soon.”

“How can you —”

Nazanin turned away, staring at the sky, preferring to enjoy her last view of daybreak rather than engage in a futile argument with Jean-François. 

She had made her peace with her fate. Nobody was coming to save them. The mujahideen were going to execute them and dump their bodies over the cliff.

A mujahideen fighter kicked Jean-François’s knees from behind, cutting short his grovelling. He landed on his face. The prisoners were now in a line in front of their captors. 

The Taliban conversed, deciding who to execute first. They agreed the Frenchman would be last because they wanted to prolong his distress. His despair was entertaining.

Without further ado, one fighter withdrew a Soviet-era Makarov pistol and touched the muzzle to the back of Nazanin’s skull. She stiffened, forced her eyes open, and prayed silently. She felt the fingers of her nearest male companion, Farid, touch hers. They were in love but had not revealed it. She turned her head to gaze into the eyes of her beloved. A shivering smile came to her face. 

Together until the end.

The would-be executioner cocked the pistol and started squeezing the trigger.

The gunshot of a PGM 338 sniper rifle reverberated in the valley one second after the mujahideen’s head exploded in a spray of blood and gore.

For a second, his three companions did not comprehend what happened. One moment he was there, and the next, his headless body was crumpling to the hillside. As the echoes of the gunshot faded, three shapeless figures rose out of the earth. From within their amorphous forms spat flame and the three mujahideen’s heads snapped backwards simultaneously, their lives snatched away in less than the blink of an eye. 

Silence on the execution site. The prisoners were shocked, splattered with human detritus... but all alive.

Two of the ‘creatures’ went into the cave, leaving one giant to guard the civilians. 

There was a single gunshot, signalling that the fifth, wounded mujahideen inside the cave had joined his brethren in the afterlife. 

Over the comms, the team heard: “Threat neutralised.”

A female voice: “Calling in evac.”

The two creatures stepped back into the sunlight. 

Now the bewildered civilians saw they were actually men, draped in ghillee suits. The camouflage had been so perfect; it had fooled the keen eyes of the Taliban. 

One rescuer approached the civilians. His Heckler and Koch HK416 assault rifles hung across his chest on a concealed harness. In his gloved hand he held a honey-coloured object. It was streaked red from oxides. He hefted its weight, held it up for the others to see.

“What the hell is that?” asked the giant — a man who was as large as the boulders on the hillside.

“Looks like a big effing hand,” said the third, who had accompanied the first into the cave.

Nazanin, Farid and Jean-François were sitting where they would have died. Farid held Nazanin in an embrace, their faces buried in each other’s shoulders. Jean-François hung his head between his knees, his body racked with sobs. The third Afghan, an older man, Sami, knelt, his hands raised in prayer, gratitude on his upturned face. 

The leader of the rescuers showed them the sandstone hand. It was missing the thumb and ring finger.

“Is this what you risked your lives for?”
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