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PROLOGUE


THIRTY-FIVE YEARS AFTER ITS MAIDEN VOYAGE, THE TOSCANA Empress still had never sailed anywhere within twenty-five hundred nautical miles of its namesake of Tuscany, Italy; nor, for that matter, had any of its crew. An offshore supply vessel based at the Port of Lagos, Nigeria, the seventy-meter-long craft had been used for decades to transport personnel, equipment, and provisions to Nigeria’s thirteen offshore oil rigs, all within a couple dozen miles of Lagos, but it had never traveled beyond these familiar waters.


Until now. From the predawn mist, the rusty red-hulled vessel glided into view of the coastline, 140 miles to the west of Lagos, growing in size as it neared the bright lights of a modern shipping terminal.


The West African nation of Togo is an impoverished place, ranking 143 on the world economic scale between Mauritania and Kyrgyzstan, but the Port of Lomé on the southwestern edge of the nation was new and modern, sparkling in the fog like a beacon towards the sea.


The Chinese had loaned Togo the money to construct this terminal, but the interest had been high for the locals; in exchange for the funds to build the port, they’d given up nothing less than their territorial integrity. Ostensibly the Togolese owned the land and controlled access to the facility, but in truth the Chinese had the ultimate say on what, and who, made its way into the country by water.


They called it “debt-trap diplomacy.” Loan a poor nation enough money to get itself into trouble, then control it with the compromise of debt.


The Chinese didn’t invent this ploy, but they had perfected it in Africa.


A man on the dock watching the approaching supply ship adjusted his binoculars, then lowered them, taking a moment to look around his environs. Four men stood behind him, as still as stone. Twelve tractor-trailers, each with a local driver at the wheel, were parked in a row behind them, and a cluster of seven worn but powerful Land Rovers idled nearby, as well.


The man with the binoculars began approaching the water’s edge, while the four behind him held their positions.


The Toscana sailed right into port, dockworkers who came in early this morning for the arrival tied it down at the bow and the stern, and within minutes the gangway lowered on creaking chains. As previously planned, the man climbed the steps onto the vessel, and after receiving directions from a crewman, he made his way across the deck, down a ramp, and into a massive cargo hold.


The lighting was poor but good enough for him to see exactly what he’d hoped to see.


His mercenaries.


Twenty or so in number, sitting on or standing around crates and duffels. More crates rose to the ceiling on the far side of the space. Sleeping bags had been rolled up, gear packed up smartly, but the hold smelled like food, sweat, and piss.


Mostly piss.


But the man was not fazed, because it was impossible to faze Kang Shikun.


According to his business card, Kang Shikun was the director of Shenzhao Star Global, a midsized private security company that protected Chinese-owned mining and construction concerns all across sub-Saharan Africa. There were hundreds of such firms on the continent because of China’s interest in the development and extraction of resources from dozens of nations here.


But Kang’s position with Shenzhao served merely as a front for his real work. For the past sixteen years Kang had been employed by the Ministry of State Security, China’s all-encompassing foreign and domestic intelligence concern.


The four men traveling with him were MSS, as well. Body men. Former People’s Liberation Army officers; intelligent men all, but men also good with guns, good with knives, good with intimidating looks.


Kang himself knew how to fight. Before becoming a spy he’d spent eight years as a member of Arrow, the elite Beijing Military Region Special Forces Unit.


And now Kang was the African expert that Chinese intelligence sent in to do the most difficult tasks, and his reputation as a tough, smart, and resourceful operative had grown into legend back at MSS.


Virtually all the mercenaries in front of him now wore beards, cargo pants, and either T-shirts or tank tops, or else they were bare-chested. The hold was stuffy and the nighttime temperature over eighty degrees. Some were Black, most were white, and Kang quickly scanned the crowd for signs of alcohol use. He searched for bleary eyes, empty bottles, cuts and bruises on their faces, the telltale signs of bar fights. He’d dealt with drunk mercs here in Africa in the past, and he demanded utter sobriety at all times from the people who worked under him.


This ensemble of hard men, to his pleasure, seemed completely switched on. Even in the poor light he could make out clear and serious faces, though the majority of them appeared completely unimpressed with his arrival.


These men were clearheaded, at least, but they didn’t have the discipline that Kang had learned to expect and appreciate in his own men. Here in the cargo hold, backs were slumped; many mercenaries had kept their seats when he entered.


A man in back spit on the deck in front of him.


A show of disrespect, or it would have been if Kang didn’t know this type of individual. They’d keep up their air of detached defiance, and they would do their jobs.


And that was all he needed out of them.


It took him a moment, but he finally recognized a face in the crowd. A strongly built bear of a man in his late forties, with a dark brown mustache and a goatee, and skin just slightly pocked from a childhood disease, stepped forward and extended a hand.


Kang shook it with a little bow. He said, “Hello, Tremaine. Nice to be working with you again.”


The man did not smile back. With a strong South African accent, he said, “Let’s hope this goes better than it did in Niger.”


Kang considered his response before he spoke. Finally, he said, “Niger was a success, on paper, at least, but of course I understand why you might not see it that way.”


“Three of my boys dead. Three more injured and sent home to their families with no ability to earn a good wage. I guess I missed the paper that described that as a success.”


Kang said nothing, unfazed as always. He just eyed the larger man.


After a time the South African seemed to lighten up, if only just a shade. He turned to the men behind him. “Boys, you take orders from me. I take orders from him. It’s as simple as that.”


The men in the shadows looked on.


“How many?” Kang asked now.


“Twenty-one of us, myself included. The usual suspects.”


Kang looked over the man’s shoulder at the group arrayed there. With a nod, he said, “As we discussed, I’ll need more. A lot more.”


“You have an aircraft available for me?”


“As you requested. A Cessna Caravan. Local pilots, but good. Fueled and at your disposal.”


Tremaine nodded. “I’ll fly out tomorrow to talk to the Russians.” His eyes drifted a moment. “They’ll be looking for work; their last job didn’t turn out so good for them.” He again fixed his steely gaze on the man from China. “I reckon I can get us fifty more quality operators.”


“Good.” Kang looked past Tremaine now, past the other humans in the hold, and fixed his eyes on the crates and pallets behind them, stacked to the ceiling. “What did you bring?”


“Two hundred forty-six tons. Everything we talked about. Body armor, small arms, heavier weapons.” He shrugged. “For the rebels … old stuff, but battle tested, bought in Nigeria from the underworld, stolen from a government cache in Port Harcourt. Four hundred eighty AKMs, seventy thousand rounds of 7.62, fifty-two PKMs. Twelve cases of pistols, nine-millimeter ammo, plus basic load. Webbing, walkie-talkies. We aren’t equipping a proper army, but we’ll kit your boys up to make an honest show of it.”


The Chinese intelligence officer was pleased. “Very well. Your men will begin training the rebels immediately while you go and talk to your Russian friends.”


“Didn’t call ’em ‘friends,’ did I?”


“Is there a problem?”


Tremaine shrugged. “I’ve operated against them before. I won, they lost.” He added, “Here’s hopin’ they aren’t sore losers, yeah?”


“We need them.”


“I can be charming.” Tremaine deadpanned this, causing Kang to question whether the South African could be charming in the least.


From the back of the cargo hold a voice came. “We ain’t just training troops, are we? We’re gonna do some killing, as well, yeah?”


Kang pegged this accent as South African, just like Tremaine’s. He stared the younger man down a moment before he replied. “You know what you need to know for now.”


Tremaine looked back at his subordinate. “Nothing more out of you, Junior.”


Junior still looked into the angry eyes of the Asian man as he answered his superior. “Yeah, boss. Sorry.”


Kang held the gaze, but then he answered. “You will be doing quite a bit of killing. It is West Africa. Violence is a given. Even where we are going.” He seemed to think a moment. “Especially where we are going.”


When he said nothing more, the men all rose and began moving the crates with two-wheelers out of the cargo hold and up a ramp to the main deck.


AFTER AN HOUR AND A HALF THEY WERE LOADED UP, AND THEY began leaving the shiny new container port as the first glow of morning sun began to burn the fog.


Less than a mile up the blacktop road, Kang, Tremaine, and the first few trucks were joined by six pickup trucks full of men. Tremaine looked out at the vehicles, at the dark figures in the beds. He saw no weapons, which was good. A convoy of this size drew enough suspicion, even with the vehicles spread out with a kilometer of space between them.


Guns in the hands of the men visible would draw more.


They’d be armed, of course, but they kept their weapons out of view, and the South African respected this.


Tremaine himself carried a Beretta 92FS pistol on his hip. In his bag was a folding-stocked Vektor R5 battle rifle, just like the rest of the team.


A Dutchman who went by the nickname Krelis—his given name was Cornelius—sat next to the South African and leaned close in his ear. “You’ve got a history with this Chinaman?”


Tremaine nodded. “The guy looks like a history professor, but he’s as cold a fucker as I’ve ever come across. He had us slot a roomful of bandits in Eritrea, all of them just boys. They’d stolen a couple of trucks, but the trucks had equipment he needed. He didn’t know what the boys had seen, and he didn’t trust the kids to keep their mouths shut. Must have been a dozen. We shut their mouths, we did. No comebacks.”


Krelis looked up at the man sitting behind the passenger seat. “What happened in Niger?”


“What always happens to guys like us?”


“You were expendable.”


“And Kang didn’t have a problem expending us. Three dead out of eighteen; we survivors were paid well.” He shrugged. “That’s the job, isn’t it?”


Krelis nodded.


“Kang is the best operations man in country for his government, and the Chinese are throwing money around this continent to make sure he gets his job done.”


Krelis said, “When China throws its money my way, I grab it, salute, and do what it tells me.”


“Do what I tell you,” Tremaine said, a finger in the Dutchman’s face. “We’re here to kill, not to die. Stay out of a body bag, and then you can enjoy that Chinese money.”


“An order I’m happy to obey, boss.”


The truck rolled north out of town, disappearing into triple-canopy jungle just as the approaching dawn began to illuminate the blacktop road.









ONE


OVER ONE HUNDRED TWENTY CONTRACTORS EMPLOYED BY UNITED Defense Services Group, a private military corporation based in the United Kingdom, lived and worked here at Forward Operating Base Blackbird on the outskirts of Jalalabad, Afghanistan. Conditions weren’t nearly as austere as some of the regular military FOBs in the area; the men at Blackbird enjoyed decent chow, a well-appointed outdoor gym, good Internet, and a team room with a massive projection TV, along with a collection of over three hundred DVDs.


And alcohol, under certain restrictions.


The big TV in the team room came alive at four p.m., and a crowd of men sat in front of it, all guys who were finished with their work and had no more missions scheduled for the rest of the day.


They’d cleaned their trucks, cleaned their weapons, and changed out of their gear, and now they lounged around the team room on cheap sofas or sat in camp chairs. A couple of the men smoked cigars. Beer or hard liquor was consumed by those who were officially off the clock, but others drank water and soda, knowing they could still be called out at any time on an in extremis op, even if no movement had been previously scheduled.


After a heated argument between the half dozen men who gave a shit, Blade Runner was chosen for the afternoon film, and the DVD was slipped into the machine.


A bearded man crossed the room in front of the crowd and pulled the blinds shut, removing a harsh glare from the screen, blocking out the scorching Middle Eastern summer’s day outside.


The film began with an opening crawl of text that explained the Nexus phase of replicants created by Tyrell Corporation, but many of those in the large room continued their raucous conversations, to the displeasure of someone on a sofa at the front.


“Everybody shut the fuck up!”


“The movie hasn’t even started yet, mate,” a man with an Aussie accent shouted back.


“The hell it hasn’t. Listen to that Vangelis score. That’s what I’m here for!”


The chatter died down a little, but not much.


“Somebody turn off the damn light!” a different voice yelled out now, also from the front near the TV, and a young man in the back of the room got up from his padded nylon chair, walked barefoot to the light switch, and flipped off the overhead.


He returned to his seat, reached over to the drink fridge next to him, and pulled out a can of Red Bull. Taking a sip, he told himself he’d watch the show until Sean Young saved Harrison Ford by killing Leon, and then he’d go back to his hooch and call his girlfriend in Richmond, Virginia.


Out of all the men in the room, out of all the men working here at FOB Blackbird, in fact, Josh Duffy was the third youngest at twenty-six. But he was far from a newbie. After four years in the U.S. Army, he’d been hired as a high-threat civilian contractor providing security around the Middle East and North Africa, and now, after nearly eight uninterrupted years living in the sandbox, he was a seasoned veteran, despite his boyish looks.


The contractors in the room slowly simmered down as the film played, and Josh sat there alone sipping his drink. He wore a gray United Defense T-shirt and khaki cargo shorts, a light brown beard and mustache, and hair that hung almost to his neck.


His girlfriend liked his hair long, and in the nearly two months since he’d last seen her he’d been trying to grow it out for her approval upon his return to the States.


And that wasn’t all he’d done that he hoped she’d approve of.


One of the contractors here at Blackbird used to work as a tattoo artist, and he’d inked a lot of the men around the team house. Josh had gone to him just a couple weeks earlier, and now on his left pectoral the young man wore a heart with the name “Nikki” across it, still slightly red and slightly raised.


He hadn’t revealed this new addition to his body to his girlfriend yet; it was a major statement, after all, and not something to just whip out on a random FaceTime call.


But it wasn’t like she didn’t know how he felt. They’d gone engagement ring shopping in Europe on his last leave, and in Florence they found what she said was the perfect ring, if not for the high price tag.


Josh had applied some misdirection, agreeing that it was more than he could afford, but as soon as he put her on a plane back home to Virginia the next morning he raced back to the shop and bought the ring.


It was too expensive, in fact, but he didn’t care. He’d give her the ring in three weeks on his next leave, and he was already working on his proposal.


He’d booked a table for two at the most romantic restaurant in Richmond—according to the Internet, anyway—and he’d spent time in his hooch over the past couple of weeks writing out what he wanted to say.


He was in the middle of reciting his proposal to himself while the movie played on, and only stopped when an African American sitting on a dirty vinyl couch just in front of him turned and said, “Yo, Duff, pass me a Miller Lite. Make sure it’s cold.”


Everybody here called Josh Duffy “Duff,” and he doubted most people knew that it wasn’t his real name.


Duff obliged the man’s request, reaching into the fridge and pulling out a cold can of beer, then bringing it over.


“Thanks, kid.”


“You bet.”


Mike Gordon was Josh’s team leader, but Duff had a tendency to do what people asked of him without complaint, even if they weren’t his superiors.


Gordon cracked the can and brought it to his lips, but before he could take a sip, a booming voice with a South African accent yelled over the soundtrack of the movie.


“Got an in extremis to the airport! I need three volunteers to go with me.”


Heads turned to a big man standing in the doorway. He was in his early forties, with a handlebar mustache, a camel-colored bush hat, and a lean, pitted, and tan face. He wore his armor loose over his body, the cummerbund of the load-bearing vest hanging down halfway to the floor.


“Not it!” a tall South African with dark curly hair said near the front of the room.


“Not it,” Mike Gordon said, as well, and he started again to take a drink of his beer.


But the South African just said, “Caruth, Gordon, Duff. Let’s go.”


“You said you were looking for volunteers,” Gordon complained.


“Yeah? Well, you just got voluntold. Picking up a couple of VIPs and dropping them at Fenty.”


Duff knew this big South African. His name was Tremaine; his call sign was Condor. A senior section leader for United Defense, before that a major in the South African army, he’d been contracting around North Africa and the Middle East for the past five years or so. Duff had only been with this company for six months after moving over from another private military corporation, but in that time he’d conducted dozens of ops with Condor both here at J-Bad and on another contract down in Syria.


Condor was competent and highly intelligent, in Josh’s estimation, but he was too sure of himself, too reckless, too dismissive of opinions other than his own.


In short, he was like a lot of senior contractors Josh had worked with over the past several years.


Gordon, Duff knew, neither liked nor trusted Tremaine. He’d had run-ins with him before and thought the senior contractor was shady, prone to deceit.


Duff, for his part, stayed out of it. Tremaine was his superior … Duff did what Tremaine told him to do.


Mike Gordon put his beer down on the table next to him, then stood reluctantly. The tall, curly-haired South African, Caruth, rose in the front of the room, let out another annoyed grunt, and began walking towards the door. “It’s bleedin’ Blade Runner, Condor.”


“Back in ninety mikes,” Condor replied. “We’re taking the Askar, leaving the FOB at sixteen thirty. Move your asses!”


The other two men recruited for this hasty operation continued bitching, but Josh just rose, followed the big South African out the door, and hurried back to his hooch to gear up for a run outside the wire.


LESS THAN TEN MINUTES LATER, JOSH DUFFY ARRIVED AT THE MOTOR pool and made his way past the dozens of vehicles parked there, finally arriving at the Askar, a Turkish-made armored personnel carrier. The sun beat down on him, made all the more brutal by his full load-out. He wore a flameproof tunic, Kühl cargo pants, body armor, a ball cap, Vasque boots, Oakley sunglasses, a chest rack full of M4 magazines, and a utility belt holding a Glock 9-millimeter with extra mags for the pistol.


He carried his primary weapon in one hand and a go-bag in the other. The rifle was a Heckler & Koch 416, painted a faded green, brown, and camel camouflage and equipped with a three-power scope, a white light, and a laser.


The go-bag was full of food and water to last him seventy-two hours in the field, plus extra ammo and additional medical supplies that didn’t fit in the IFAK, the individual first-aid kit that he wore on his load-bearing vest.


Andy Caruth and Mike Gordon showed up a minute later, both dressed similarly to Duff, and then Condor stepped out of a prefab building next to the motor pool with an M249 light machine gun on his shoulder, carrying a sheaf of paperwork in one hand and a cardboard whiskey carton in the other.


He put both items in the front passenger seat, then turned back to the three men standing around.


“We’ll run buttoned up. Intel reports roaming Taliban in technicals, but IEDs continue to be the main threat. Big Army got hit about a klick from the airport yesterday. Just some potshots, no casualties, but let’s stay inside the armor till we’re at our destination.”


Caruth took the wheel, Tremaine rode shotgun, and Gordon and Duff sat in back, leaving the third row empty for the two VIPs the South African had mentioned.


As they rolled out past the razor wire, the Hesco barriers, and the bomb-sniffing dogs, Josh automatically switched into full-on security contractor mode. He didn’t think about Nikki, he didn’t think about wedding rings or his future, he thought about his mission.


And Josh’s mission was his sector. He looked out the rear passenger-side window, scanned buildings and rooftops, empty dirt- and rubble-covered fields, roadside kiosks and market stalls.


And he also checked the road itself. It was Condor’s job in front of him to help Andy Caruth watch for roadside bombs, often disguised or simply buried, but Duff couldn’t help but keep an eye out, as well.


He’d run over an IED once in Syria; no one had been seriously injured, but it had rattled him for days.


Duff much preferred an enemy he could see, an enemy he could kill.


J-Bad was a dangerous place, but Josh had been here for three months, and other than some indirect fire—mortars dropped on FOB Blackbird from a distance—he hadn’t seen any real action here.


Each and every day he worked escort missions around the city, and bad shit had happened in town since he’d been here; it just hadn’t happened to him.


Still, he remained completely focused, at least until ten minutes into the drive to the airport, when Condor abruptly changed the mission.


“Caruth, take the next right. We’re going straight to Fenty.”


FOB Fenty was the main U.S. military forward operating base in Jalalabad, a five-square-mile complex that had been here for over a decade.


Gordon spoke. “What about the airport?”


“Gents, we’re on special assignment.”


“What assignment?” Caruth asked.


Condor said, “The company has authorized me to pick up an allotment of rifles from weapons depot”—he looked down at the paperwork in his hand—“vault twelve. It’s there on the west side of the FOB behind the pistol range.”


“How many weapons?” Caruth asked.


“One-twenty AKs.”


Gordon cocked his head now. “How we gonna fit one hundred twenty AKs in here with the VIPs?”


The South African sniffed, then said, “We aren’t picking up at the airport. Just going to Fenty and then back.”


“Then why’d you say—”


“This operation is clandestine, signed off on by the home office.”


Duff and Gordon looked at each other. Neither of them was sure what was going on, but both of them had skeptical expressions on their faces.


Caruth asked, “What does United need the AKs for?”


“I mean,” Gordon said, adding to Caruth’s thought, “if they’re AKs in a weapons depot at a U.S. FOB, they’re probably the property of the U.S., confiscated from the enemy and then handed out to the ANP. Why would we be—”


Condor said, “United’s starting a counternarcotics training center, off site from Blackbird. They’re bringing in a cadre from our base in Kabul, hiring some ex-DEA guys, and pulling trainees out of the Afghan army. The U.S. is giving us guns for the center. It’s a CIA operation, need-to-know type of deal, and you three now know all you need to know.”


This explanation did not slow down the questions. Gordon asked, “How do we just go to a U.S. military base and pick up all these weps?”


“I sign for them. It’s all set up.” After a moment of silence he said, “Just watch.”


Gordon looked to Duff and mouthed the word Bullshit.


Duff turned back to the window and continued watching for trouble, but he was starting to think that trouble was inside the vehicle.


THEY ARRIVED AT THE FRONT GATE OF THE FOB, SHOWED THEIR DOD contractor badges to get on base, then drove for several minutes more before arriving at a weapons storage facility with a sign out front that read Vault 12.


Caruth stayed behind the wheel while Condor led Gordon and Josh through the harsh sunlight and into a dark and cavernous building.


Duffy noticed that Condor was carrying the carton of whiskey with him.


They made it to a check-in desk, and here an Army warrant officer in his thirties stood. Duff saw that his name tape read “Thacker,” and he seemed to be expecting Tremaine. “Condor, good to see you. How’s everything over at Blackbird?”


The South African looked around. “About the same as here, I expect.”


“Doubt that,” the warrant officer said, looking at the carton in the United senior officer’s hand. “You’ve got booze over there.”


Condor opened the carton, pulled out a bottle of Booker’s, and put it on the table. “You’ve got booze here, too, if you know where to look.”


Thacker smiled. After a moment he seemed to remember his task; he snatched a clipboard off his desk along with a pen, made an X on the line he wanted Condor to sign on, then passed it forward.


Gordon took a step forward and looked over Tremaine’s shoulder as he signed, then slipped back next to Duff before the South African turned around to address the pair behind him. “Duff, Gordon, load ’em up.”


The rifles came ten to a crate, and each crate also held forty magazines, plus a sling and a cleaning kit for each weapon.


Duffy and Gordon carried the twelve crates back to the vehicle, one at a time.


As Gordon shut the rear he turned to Duffy. “If this was a CIA op, we’d be getting this shit from the Agency, not from an Afghan police stockpile. Either Condor, United, or both are up to something pretty fucking fishy.”


“How do you know, boss?”


“Because he just signed his name as ‘Eric Cartman.’”


Duff’s eyebrows furrowed. “The kid from South Park?”


Gordon looked furious. “We’re being roped into something illegal here, kid.”


Duff shrugged. “I just do as I’m told, Gordo.”


The two men went to the back doors and climbed into their seats.


They left the base soon after, and back on the road it was quiet in the vic, only the radio chatter of other United vehicles in convoys around the city. It was a quiet afternoon—so far, anyway—and the roads weren’t too heavily trafficked.


Eventually, Gordon spoke up. “I mean … no way we’re not doing something shady.”


Caruth gave a vigorous nod as he drove.


Condor sighed. “What do you feckers want me to say? Regional command called me from Kabul this afternoon, told me to take one truck to Fenty to pick up a dozen cases of rifles, and that’s what I just fecking did.”


Gordon snapped back at him. “They tell you to sign your name as a fucking cartoon character and to drop off a hundred-dollar bottle of whiskey to the warrant officer at the front desk?”


Condor sniffed now. After several seconds he said, “As a matter of fact, they did.”


Gordon shook his head, and Duff felt tension rising in the vehicle.


The lone African American in the truck said, “Just tell us, man. What have you roped us into?”


Now Condor turned around in his seat and put a finger up towards Gordon, but before he could say anything, Caruth called out from behind the wheel.


“Oi! Eyes out. Somethin’s not right.”


“What is it?” Condor asked as he lowered his hand and turned back around.


Duff spoke up because he registered it, as well. “It’s too quiet, boss.”


They passed through a market area, usually bustling, even this late in the afternoon.


Condor looked out his window. “Where the feck is everybody?”


Gordon himself got back on mission. He called out from next to Duff. “My sector’s clear but … you’re right, this is like twenty percent of the people you normally see here at this time.”


“That means increased Taliban activity,” Condor said. “Stay sharp,” he barked, and then added, “Duff, up on the two-forty.”


The M240 machine gun on the top turret would provide a good defense to any attack, and though they’d been most concerned about roadside bombs, now the intelligence they were picking up from the atmospherics in the street was that there might be enemy personnel in the area.


Duff unfastened his seat belt and reached up for the top hatch. Fully engaged on popping out of the roof and manning the machine gun, he didn’t see what Gordon and Caruth had both missed on their side of the vic.


A portion of the curb that was whiter, newer-looking than the rest of the road, just a meter in length. A torn and empty burlap sack lay across it, an attempt to hide the curb or, more exactly, an attempt to hide the fact that this was no real curb.


The few kilograms of concrete molded into the side of the road housed a 120-millimeter artillery shell, and a man a kilometer away on a rooftop had been watching this stretch of road for over ten hours, willing the U.S. military to pass by. The desert-sand-colored Askar was not an American military vehicle, but from the bomber’s distance it looked like one, and no matter who was in the vehicle, he was certain they weren’t Taliban, and that was good enough for him.


Just as Josh grabbed hold of the hatch lever, the man command-detonated the device with his phone, and it went off just ten meters in front of and to the left of the armored personnel carrier.


Josh Duffy registered nothing. His world simply turned black.









TWO


DUFF OPENED HIS EYES AND FOUND HIMSELF ON HIS SIDE, HIS BODY armor hiked up to his nose, his right temple and right shoulder hurting like hell.


His jaw felt like he’d just taken a left hook from a heavyweight.


It was so dark at first that he thought it was nighttime, but quickly the choking fumes in his throat and lungs told him something else was going on.


A sudden loud banging sound, somewhere close, helped to bring him back to the present.


He felt around and quickly figured out he was in the back of an armored car that had flipped onto its right side.


Another bang, just ahead of him, sounded like something had slammed into the roof of the vehicle at high velocity.


There were three men in here with him; he couldn’t see them but he remembered now.


Two rapid pounding sounds came next, bullet impacts on armor, and now the smoke began to clear.


Condor was in front of him, on his side and moving. Caruth was strapped in behind the wheel, arms and head hanging down, either unconscious or dead.


Duff heard a voice, just a foot or so away from him on his left. “Fuck me.” Mike Gordon coughed, and Duff felt a splatter of either spit or blood on the side of his face.


He slowly sat up to help Gordon out of his seat.


Condor spoke up now after a raspy cough. “Sound off.”


“Gordon’s good,” Mike said with a cough of his own.


“Duffy’s okay.”


Caruth was moving now. The South African shook his head and spoke weakly but with humor. “Andy C’s in the house.”


Suddenly, automatic gunfire raked the truck. Bullets pinged off the armor, snapped against the bulletproof glass of the windscreen.


Condor reached for his radio, but then a heavy machine gun somewhere out on the street laid down fire on the stricken vehicle.


Condor screamed to the men in back. “Back hatch! Back hatch! Bail, bail, bail!”


Duff climbed over the big crates of AK-47s, making his way to the rear of the truck. He flipped the lever to open the hatch, then fell out of the door and onto the street, pulling his rifle along with him.


All the gunfire seemed to be directed at the front of the fallen Askar, so Duff used the machine to shield his body as he posted security for the other men while they bailed.


Almost instantly he saw a technical roll into view from a side street; a man stood in the back of a white pickup behind a Russian-made machine gun. Duff went prone on the asphalt and opened fire. His first half dozen shots hit the vehicle itself or sailed high, but then he slammed a .223 round into the machine gunner’s stomach, causing the bearded man to fold up and fall out of the bed of the vehicle. Turning his attention to the two men in the cab now, Duff fired until he saw blood splatters on the glass, and then the technical rolled slowly forward until it hit an empty food stall and stopped.


He felt someone kick his boot and looked back to see Gordon on one knee just behind him, covering to the west. Caruth crawled out of the back of the vehicle next, blood dripping out of his beard, and took up a position facing east.


The last man out of the ruined armored car was Conrad Tremaine, call sign Condor.


He stayed low, walking on his kneepads, until he had his M249 light machine gun out the back, and then he rose and peered around the side of the vehicle, just under the still-spinning back left tire, six feet in the air.


He started to raise his weapon, but after a moment, he pulled his head back around.


He shouted to the three men around him. “PK shooter is reloading! We’re going to that wall! Move!”


Duff looked up and saw a long, low concrete wall around a parking lot in front of a two-story building under construction. It looked like it could have been a shopping center of some sort, and Duff assumed he and the others would try to use the structure for cover as they bounded on foot away from the kill zone. He rose and led the way to the wall, his rifle up, and as soon as he came around the side of the fallen APC he began firing short bursts in the direction of where they’d been taking fire.


He wasn’t even trying to hit anything, that would have been too much to hope for at the moment; rather, he was simply trying to keep heads down while he and his mates got to cover.


In seconds he’d crossed the fifteen yards to the low concrete wall; he rolled over it, then crawled a few feet along the wall so he wouldn’t pop up right where he’d gone over. He brought his weapon up and emptied the rest of his magazine at a group of armed men positioned on a rooftop across the street while the other three contractors tumbled over the wall next to him.


Tremaine rolled back to his kneepads, ducked down low, and then grabbed his radio. “J-Bad Op Center, J-Bad Op Center, this is Condor, we are in heavy contact from technicals and dismounts at this time, how copy?”


There was no response.


Duff looked behind him, already planning to begin bounding out of the area, and he realized Tremaine had put them in a bad spot. The building next to the parking lot had no doors on this side of it; it was just a flat concrete wall with a small lip about three meters high and a row of open windows above it.


With their weapons and body armor and packs, there was no way they were climbing that wall to access the windows, especially under fire.


Tremaine squeezed several bursts out of his M249, the most potent weapon the four contractors had in this fight. Enemy had positioned themselves for an ambush, and Duff could tell that the only reason he and the others were still alive was that whoever detonated the IED had done it about a second too early.


He turned to Tremaine now while Caruth and Gordon fired at targets across the street to the east and north. “Boss! We’ve got to move laterally off the X, go around the side of this structure on foot.”


Tremaine did not acknowledge him, he just shouted again into his radio. “J-Bad Op Center, this is Condor. We are in contact, time now. How copy, over?”


A response came, but it was garbled, and just as Condor was about to ask for the op center to repeat last, the PK machine gun opened up again. Bullets slammed into the wall just on the other side of them. Duff raised his weapon and fired without looking, still hoping he could get the attackers to bug out if he sent enough lead their way.


Duff saw that Tremaine was spending significantly more time on the radio than on his gun.


The South African shouted over the fire from the other three weapons. “Repeat last! You have us geo’d? We need QRF. Facing at least ten oppo.”


Duff reloaded his weapon a second time. “Condor, we gotta go!”


“Negative,” he shouted, and all of the others stopped firing and looked at him.


Tremaine said, “We hold this ground till the QRF comes.” He fired a long burst from his M249 at a rooftop across the street.


Duff knew this was exactly the opposite of the doctrine contractors used in times like this. They had to get away from the ambush, because in a city like J-Bad, more and more fighters would respond to the sound of gunfire.


The correct course of action was flight, and Duff couldn’t understand why Tremaine wasn’t ordering them to move.


“Boss, we—”


Heavy machine gun fire blew massive chunks out of the wall they hid behind, dumping rock and masonry and concrete onto the men as they hunkered down.


Tremaine finally made contact with the ops center and was told QRF was en route with an ETA of ten mikes, and he fired again over the wall. As he ducked back down, he said, “We’re not leaving those weapons! We have to take control of this intersection!”


“We have to do fuckin’ what?” Gordon screamed as he dropped the magazine from his HK and slammed a fresh one in the mag well.


The PK machine gun continued chewing up the wall; all four men crawled twenty feet or so and popped back up, then continued firing on men and a couple of gun trucks.


And behind the wall, the four contractors continued arguing. Duff said, “We’ve got to boogie!”


Tremaine shook his head. “My orders are to guard those guns with my life.”


“Go for it. But not my fucking life,” Caruth shouted now.


The Taliban machine gunner walked the rounds down so that they were now pulverizing the wall at the exact spot where the men had moved.


Tremaine moved again, then looked over the wall quickly. Once back out of the line of fire, he said, “There’s an unmanned MG on a technical to our right!”


Duff knew about the unmanned Russian-made PK machine gun because he’d just killed the man who’d been operating it, as well as the pair in the cab.


Duff said, “What about it?”


“Go get on that PK, kid.”


Gordon fired three rounds, then ducked back down. He shouted now, “No fucking way! Duff, you do not go out there.”


All four men moved again, and seconds later the wall where they’d been taking cover completely failed, and bullets whizzed through the parking lot where the men had just been kneeling.


Duff raised his weapon at another part of the wall, then laid down an obscene amount of fire. After expending an entire mag, he knelt back down. “Condor, we can go around the side of this building and be a block away from all this shit in thirty seconds.”


“I gave you a direct order, Duff! Get on that feckin’ MG!”


Duff poked his head over the wall again and saw that the truck was about twenty-five yards away. It would have been suicide to run for it if not for the Askar lying on its side in the middle of the road. Duff thought the armored truck would block the enemy’s view of him for about seventy-five percent of his run to the technical.


Gordon said, “Tremaine! We have to get out of here!”


Tremaine grabbed Duff by the shoulder strap of his body armor and shook him. “Kid, I’m not going to tell you again!”


Duff unslung his rifle and took off his pack. Leaving both there on the ground, he rose into a squat and then began moving along the low wall for another ten yards. Once there, he rolled over the top of it, landed on the street on the other side, and then began sprinting as fast as he could.


The machine gun on the other side of the armor kept booming at a cyclic rate, but Duff didn’t feel that the fire was being directed at him until he passed the tipped-over Askar with the crates of AK-47s lying behind it.


As soon as he did so, asphalt blasted into the air in front of him, an AK chattered, and Duff knew at least one Taliban rifleman had seen him.


He kept running, the armor weighing him down, both his arms pumping furiously and, after a spray of rounds snapped right overhead, he climbed into the open bed of the truck, rolling onto his side. He scrambled behind the PK, pulled the bolt back to charge it even though the dead Taliban had already done so, then looked through the iron sights for the enemy.


The road ahead of him was nothing if not a target-rich environment.


He opened fire on the street, took out the enemy technical just as it blasted through another section of wall where his three coworkers had positioned themselves, then began walking his fire along a line of men at a wall on the opposite side of the street.


When the men scattered, he began raking bullets across a rooftop full of men.


He took some return fire, and something slammed into his chest plate, but he kept dumping big machine gun rounds in short, measured bursts.


He heard Tremaine’s M249 working the area, as well, but he didn’t hear either Gordon’s or Caruth’s weapons in the fight.


Forty-five seconds after manning the PK, thirty seconds after knocking out the other machine gun up the street, the Taliban force bugged out. Duff emptied the last of a two-hundred-round box-fed magazine at a fleeing truck, missing it low, and then he knelt to the bed, grabbed another ammo can, and began switching it out as fast as he could.


As he did so he shifted his focus over to the wall for an instant, just long enough to see Condor standing there, his M249 up to his shoulder, covering Duff’s reload.


Once he racked a fresh round into the smoking-hot gun, Duff himself began looking for more targets, but only until he heard Mike Gordon yelling for him.


“Duff! Duff! On the double!”


Duff leapt off the gun truck and sprinted back across the road, passing the Askar and heading over to the ruined wall. Once there, he realized he didn’t have to roll over the top as before; he could simply jump over some low cinder blocks, because there was a gaping hole in the wall carved out by the enemy machine gun.


Once he was on the parking lot side, he stopped in his tracks.


There was blood everywhere.


Andy Caruth lay on his back; Gordon had gotten his armor off him, revealing a gunshot wound to the upper chest, almost in his underarm area. The man’s broken sunglasses were on the ground next to him, his eyes glassy and unfixed, and though he moved his mouth some, Duff couldn’t hear a word he was saying.


Duff had more trauma training than Gordon, so he immediately took over the man’s care. When Gordon didn’t move away from the injured man, Duff said, “Gordo! Cover!”


Gordon nodded, almost imperceptibly, then lifted his rifle and began scanning the market ahead of him.


Immediately Duff went into action, pulling his IFAK out and removing a chest seal.


Tremaine continued to pull security; Duff could hear the sounds of approaching APCs and he knew the quick reaction force was on the way, but Duff had had as much medical training as anyone who would be on the QRF, so he was just going to have to try to save Andy Caruth on his own.


For the next five minutes, now protected by an eighteen-man QRF in three armored gun trucks, Duff worked on Caruth, putting an airway in his nose, doing what he could to control the bleeding. He’d been shot through a lung, the bullet had exited his back, and even with two chest seals and a thick roll of bandaging, he continued to bleed.


And then the bleeding abruptly stopped.


Duff’s hands, his arms, and even his right cheek were smeared red by the time he sat back, wiped sweat off his brow with his forearm, and looked up to Gordon. “He’s gone.”


Duff looked around for Tremaine, then saw he wasn’t even there. He found him in the middle of the road, working with more men to retrieve the crates of Kalashnikovs from the IED site and load them into the QRF’s trucks.


Gordon called out to him. “He’s dead, Tremaine.”


The South African sighed in frustration, then walked back over to the two other men. Duff rose from where he’d been kneeling, then scooped up his rifle and his pack, putting them back on his body.


Tremaine turned back to one of the men by the QRF trucks. “Bobby, we need a bag.”


“Yeah, boss.”


A black body bag was pulled from the back of the vehicle and brought over, while Duff just looked on. The adrenaline was leaving his body now; he felt exhaustion, depression.


And then he felt rage. After several seconds standing there, covered in Caruth’s blood, he said, “Andy’s death is on you, Tremaine.”


“Fuck you, kid. We weren’t leaving all that equipment for the enemy.”


Duff stormed up to the South African, his rage getting the better of him, and balled his fist. The older man threw a punch, but Duff ducked it, came back up, and threw his own punch.


Condor took a glancing blow to the side of his head, but with his next swing he dropped the younger, smaller, and less experienced man to the ground with a hook to his kidneys.


The South African stood over him now; Duff heaved and spit into the grit on the road. He tried to roll onto his side to get back up, but he found he couldn’t move a muscle.


Right next to him on the ground, Andy Caruth’s body was unceremoniously rolled into the body bag facedown and zipped up.


Tremaine had another body bag—Duff didn’t know where it came from—and he opened it up, still standing over the prostrate American.


Duff lay frozen while Tremaine put him inside. He wanted to scream, but no sound came; his heart pounded in terror, but he could do nothing to stop it.


The zipper slowly shut over his face, over his eyes, and then all was dark.


THE MAN IN THE BATHROOM SAT ON THE TOILET WEARING TRACK pants and a sweat-soaked threadbare T-shirt that read “Army.” His chest heaved up and down, and he wiped his eyes with the back of his forearm.


Though he breathed heavily, he did so quietly, biting the inside of his mouth to focus his thoughts and to push away the panic that threatened to overtake him.


It was just a nightmare, this he knew, but it was always just a nightmare, and that never seemed to make it any better.


And, if he was being honest with himself, it was not just a nightmare. The event had happened, though some of the details were different than what his conscious brain remembered; nobody put him in a body bag, for example, but the gist was the same.


Josh Duffy rose from the toilet, pulling himself up by the sink, then leaned against the sink’s edge and wiped sweat from his clean-shaven face with a towel hanging nearby. He washed his face with cold water and dried it again. Staring into the mirror, he saw the twitch in his upper lip that often came in moments of high stress, and then he told himself that it would go away.


Just like it always did, it would go away.


And just like it always did, it would come back.


Maybe not the same twitch, the same nightmare, the same country, the same weapons, or the same outcome.


But the combat he’d experienced in his life seemed like it was always there to relive, hanging out just under the surface of his consciousness.


He hadn’t dreamed of this particular event in Jalalabad in many months, maybe longer. The shootout had happened nearly ten years earlier, and in that time Duff had experienced quite a few other traumas that had taken J-Bad’s place in his nightmares.


And not all of the trauma he’d experienced was contained solely in his brain. He flipped off the bathroom light before opening the door, then hooked his left underarm over a crutch and began moving into his darkened bedroom.


Josh Duffy moved nimbly across the floor, silent as a cat, even though he was missing his left leg below his knee, and even though the panic attack he’d just dealt with had made him want to crawl out of his skin screaming bloody murder.


But he made it back to his side of the bed quietly, sat down slowly and gently, then leaned his crutch against the nightstand and looked at the clock.


Three twelve a.m.


He sighed.


Carefully, he lay back in bed, covered himself with the blankets, and stared out the window in front of him. Biting the inside of his mouth again, he took a few calming breaths, then closed his eyes.


Every. Fucking. Night, he said to himself, over and over.









THREE


THUMPING AFROBEATS MUSIC PLAYED OUT OF SPEAKERS HANGING from trees, and locals drank and laughed and danced on the dirt-floored courtyard in front of a small thatched-roof structure that was nearly as dark as the jungle that encroached on it from three sides.


The gravel out in front of the roadside bar crunched under the weight of a dirty gray Land Cruiser as it pulled up and parked on the far side of the path, just off the riverbank and next to rows of scooters and motorcycles.


Five men climbed out of the vehicle and began walking through the crowd, and although the music kept pumping, the patrons of the bar immediately began to quiet down as heads turned.


The new arrivals weren’t regulars. And they weren’t locals, either.


All five of the white men wore beards, and one was bald; they ranged in age from late twenties to late forties, and the patrons of the bar didn’t spend any time pondering who they were. This establishment lay just off a rural road on the Ubangi River, outside the city of Bangui in the Central African Republic, and every single person in the bustling courtyard was instantly certain of three things about the new arrivals.


They were Russian, they were mercenaries, and they were trouble.


The men strolled into the darkened covered area, a bar on a low concrete slab with a thatched roof above it, and sat down at a plastic table. A wary waitress crept over, her boss watching her from behind the bar while she took their orders, and within minutes she returned with their drinks.


By the time the men were served, the entire place had all but cleared out of locals, save for a stalwart few who were not intimidated and a couple more who were either too drunk to notice or too drunk to care.


A single fan hanging from the thatched ceiling only served to stir the warm night air around the five as they drank, illuminated only by a couple of small neon signs across the space and the glow from a strand of Christmas lights hanging from a wooden support beam. Fat flies buzzed all around, ignoring the gently swirling night air, and the chanted lyrics of a thumping hit by Fireboy DML had been turned down by the staff in hopes the foreigners wouldn’t complain about the racket.


But the men did not complain, they just downed bottles of “33” Export beers and shots of Wa Na Wa vodka, and they kept to themselves.


Gruppa Vagnera, or the Wagner Group, was a private military corporation controlled by the Russian government that had fought in Syria and Ukraine, but its forces throughout Africa were simply known as Afrikanskiy Korpus, or Africa Corps. Here on the continent, the Russian organization operated like a mafia organization, but one of its many specialties was providing private security for weak leaders in exchange for lucrative natural resource rights.


The Russians had run timber, gold and diamond mines, and alcohol production and distribution all over Western and Central Africa, but when Wagner’s leader’s aircraft was blown out of the Moscow sky with him in it late one afternoon a year earlier, the organization immediately fractured, and the Kremlin began projecting its direct authority on the heretofore semiautonomous Russian contractors on the continent.


For that reason, the five in the bar here were no longer Wagner Africa Corps employees. They’d instead taken various security gigs on the continent, straight merc work, most recently here in the war-torn Central African Republic and across the border in the DRC.


And there were hundreds more Russians just like them around: here, in South Africa, in Nigeria, in Niger, in Ethiopia.


Some Wagner contractors had returned home, but most had not, because home meant the war in Ukraine, and the war meant stepping into a meat grinder. It also meant the previously well-paid soldiers of fortune would earn an enlisted soldier’s wage in exchange for their deaths, a small fraction of what they were paid for fighting other people’s battles down here in Africa.


These men felt abandoned by their company, by their country, by their people. They burned through their local money in bars and started fights, channeling the aggression that had been a key component of their jobs into their bleak civilian lives.


They were a powder keg waiting for a spark, and that spark arrived shortly before midnight.


A sudden gust of warm night air scattered the flies from the table a moment, and then the five Russians put their drinks down, because a lone white man approached through the nearly empty courtyard, stepping around the trees and tables on his way to the raised thatched-roof bar.


The stranger was athletically built, six feet tall, maybe fifty. He had wrinkles on his forehead and crow’s-feet around his eyes, and he possessed a lean face pockmarked with some childhood ailment that even his dark goatee could not completely hide.


He wore a sweat-stained light blue linen shirt with epaulets, khaki cargo pants, and Merrell boots. Central casting for a Western security man in Africa, the men all realized, and over his shoulder hung a well-used Arc’teryx backpack.


The man seated at the head of the table watched him approach. The Russian had a bald head and a bushy beard, and he spoke softly in his native tongue, just audible to the others around him under the music. “Anybody know this asshole?”


The chorus from the men was unanimous. “Nyet.”


A pistol hammer clicked under the far side of the table.


“Steady, Oleg,” the man at the head of the table said.


The stranger stopped directly in front of him now. “Lev Belov? I’m told you speak English.”


Belov’s eyes narrowed. After a moment he said, “Who told you that?”


“Can you and I go somewhere to talk in private?”


“Hand your pack to one of my associates and lift your shirt.”


The man in blue did as instructed; he wasn’t carrying a firearm, and nothing in the bag aroused suspicion.


Satisfied, Belov nodded, motioned to the bartender, and ordered a beer and another bottle of vodka, and then he waved to the one empty seat at the little wooden table.


“Buy us a round of drinks?”


“Of course, but my business is with you. We can go discuss—”


“Sit down. These men don’t speak five words of English between them.”


The bearded stranger didn’t seem pleased, but he did comply, taking an open plastic chair next to Belov.


Two bottles, a beer and a vodka, were placed in front of the new man by a waitress who immediately disappeared; rounds of the Wa Na Wa were poured for everyone and then downed without a corresponding toast.


Mistrustful eyes flitted around the table.


But the new man appeared relaxed, Lev Belov noticed. After he put his glass down, the stranger used his left hand to hold the beer while he reached out to the man at the head of the table with his right. “Conrad Tremaine.”


Belov shook the man’s hand. “You’re South African?”


“From Pretoria.”


One of the men at the table said something in Russian, asking Belov what the man was talking about, and Belov told him to shut up and to drink his beer. Finally, after pouring himself another shot, Belov said, “What do you want with me?”


“I want to hire you. Others, as well.”


Belov sniffed out a laugh. “To do what?”


“You and your men are fighters, but if you only wanted to fight you would be back home by now, dying in a ditch in Ukraine. You’re still here, which tells me you’re looking for what comes next.”


Belov didn’t disagree with any of this. He just sat silently until the South African continued.


“My friend … I’m what comes next.”


“Who says we need work?”


“You’re in exile. Wagner has been folded into Russia’s Ministry of Defense. Yeah, there are Africa Corps guys still out here, but they work for Moscow, they’re paid shit Moscow wages, and they wake each morning hoping Moscow doesn’t call them home to fight their neighbors.


“You and hundreds like you left the organization but stayed on the continent. You’re working shit security contracts while the gold and timber and diamond extraction moves right on by you on its way back to Russia.”


“You working alone?” Belov asked.


“No. I’m with Sentinel Security.”


Belov just shrugged. “Sentinel. Never heard of you.”


“You know us by our old name. Armored Saint.”


The Russian’s eyes narrowed now, a new tension in an already tense atmosphere. “Armored Saint was in Congo.”


“Yes.” Tremaine nodded. “I was there. Till the end.”


Belov nodded. “So was I.” After a moment he added, “On the other side.”


“Sorry that didn’t turn out so good for you guys,” Tremaine replied. Off a look from the other man, he added, “That was a year ago, mate.”


Belov’s eyes narrowed even more. “You killed my friends a year ago.”


“And you killed mine. But look around you. Surprise, surprise, Belov, the world keeps turning without them.”


The other Russians had remained silent only because they didn’t speak English, but Belov bristled at this. He was about to let this bastard know that he hadn’t forgotten his friends, but then the bastard said something that instantly changed things.


“This employment contract will be for a maximum of seven months, six in training. I need you and I need a lot more men, and you will be paid a finder’s fee for each quality shooter you bring me.” He added, “By Christmas you’ll be a very rich man.”


Belov turned away from Tremaine and spoke Russian once again, this time to the man on the opposite end of the table. “It’s okay, Oleg.”


The audible sound of a pistol’s hammer being decocked from under the table was not lost on Tremaine; Belov could tell it in the man’s face when he looked back to him, but the South African made no mention of the fact that there had been a gun pointed at his balls.


“How many men are you looking for?” Belov asked now.


Tremaine remained cool. “I have twenty. South Africans, Nigerians, Germans, Dutch, a Chilean … I’d like fifty more. Can you get me that many?”


Belov whistled. “That’s a massive crew. What’s the job?”


“Direct action,” the South African said without hesitation. “After the training, that is. Real spec ops work. Three- to five-man fire teams. Various weapons systems, various objectives. Blitzkrieg speed.”


“Where?”


“Here in Africa. We’ll be in Togo until the action, and for that we’ll go over the border.”


“Into Burkina Faso or into Benin?” Belov knew both of these border nations were exceedingly unstable.


“Into neither. Into Ghana.”


“Ghana? Why there?”


Tremaine did not respond.


Belov looked off into the black jungle rimming the bar. “You won’t tell me the reason, fine. Just tell me this: are we working for the government of the target nation or the opposition of the target nation?”


“That’s another question I can’t answer yet.”


Belov raised an eyebrow, then sipped his beer. “When?”


“The planning’s already begun. I need you and your boys now.”


“What’s the rate?”


“Five thousand euros a week per man … beginning once they’re hired. That will shift to fifteen thousand a week once the operation begins. A completion bonus at the end, seventy-five thousand more.”


“Benefits?”


“A death payout to the family of fifty thousand.”


When the Russian didn’t speak, Tremaine said, “A good wage for a half year’s work, mostly planning and training. An excellent wage for an operation that should only require a week or two at most. And then a bloody ransom for when it’s over. Don’t try and negotiate with me. I know this is a dream opportunity for you and your people.”


Belov sat in silence a moment. It was clear the man from Pretoria was annoyed by the delay, but the Russian just eyed him up and down as he drank his vodka.


“Well?” Tremaine finally prodded.


Finally the Russian said, “My people, my former employer, we have a reputation in Africa. We’re the new colonialists. We’re the invaders. The devils.


“But you white South Africans have done more killing on this continent than we ever will. Your mercenary outfits. You’ve got laws against them on the books, but you register your companies offshore so you can keep on doing your dirty work.”


Tremaine didn’t speak; he just sipped his beer, his eyes looking over the sweaty bottle at the Russian in front of him.


“Where is Sentinel registered?” Belov asked.


“Manila” came the reply, and Belov laughed.


“I told you.”


Tremaine put his bottle down. “You think I traveled all the way to this shit hole for a lecture from an ex-Wagnerite?”


“No. I think you came all the way to this shit hole to get a crew of Russians who can help you with something dark and dirty. I can see it in your dead eyes, Mr. Tremaine. You are here because you are preparing your next slaughter, and you would like my help.”


Tremaine did not blink at the accusation. “Have I wasted my time and yours?”


Putting his bottle back on the table, the Russian said, “You have not. We will take the work. I will find the men.” He looked to the others here with them. “Two of these guys. Not the other two. Their door-kicking days are behind them, they just haven’t accepted it yet.”


Tremaine reached into his backpack under the still-mistrustful eyes of the other men. He first pulled out a wad of bills and threw them on the table, payment for his round of booze, and then he retrieved a small folded paper and handed it over to Belov.


The Russian took it and looked it over. “Signal number?” Tremaine nodded and handed over a blank sheet and a pen, and Belov wrote his own encrypted Signal phone number on it.


Tremaine said, “Wire info, too.”


Belov jotted down the number of an account in Cyprus, folded the sheet, then handed it back. The men shook hands again while the others looked on.


The South African rose, and the Russian followed him up. Tremaine said, “I’ll wire you some travel money tonight. Once you get me the first five men, I’ll pay your wage, and theirs, for the first two months. It is in all of our interests to keep this a friendly relationship.”


With a nod to the others, Tremaine turned away and began walking back into the courtyard and towards the front of the building.


The Russian sat back down, looked to the four men at the table, and spoke in Russian. “That man came alone. Unarmed. Big balls.”


“What did he want?” Oleg said, and Belov just looked at him. After a moment he said, “Oleg, Vlad. Your drinks are on me.” After a pause, he added, “Now … fuck off.”


After an awkward silence, the two men stood and walked out into the night.


The two remaining Russians scooted closer to their leader. One of them said, “Who was that?”


“Tremaine. I’ve heard of him, but I didn’t let on. A year and a half ago he was our mortal enemy down in the Congo. Now … now he’s hiring us.” Lev Belov added, “We’re going to do some killing, boys.”


“For who? For him?” the other man asked.


Belov shook his head. “That South African … he’s one of us. A merc in the dirt. There will be someone else calling all the shots.” The Russian sighed. “There’s always someone else.”


“Where are we off to?”


“Training in Togo. Action over the border in Ghana.”


The man’s response was the same as Belov’s had been. “Ghana?”


Belov held his hands up, indicating he had no clue. But he said, “It’s in the middle of the coup belt of Africa, even if it’s not known as unstable. We’re either going to go support a coup, or we’re going to go defend against one by hunting rebels.” The men hefted shot glasses, downed one more vodka, and then rose. Looking around the darkened bar, Lev Belov sighed and said, “In the end … who really cares?”









FOUR


ALEXANDRIA, VIRGINIA, LIES ON THE BANKS OF THE POTOMAC RIVER, just south of Washington, D.C., but this little cul-de-sac well west of the water felt a thousand miles away from the hustle and bustle of the nation’s capital.


Tree-lined and quiet, Candlelight Court was the epitome of the burbs.


Just after seven a.m. on a frigid January morning the only movement inside 3802 Candlelight came from a woman opening the freezer in the kitchen, retrieving a box of Eggo waffles, and dropping two in the toaster. She then moved to a cabinet, pulled out a pair of white cups with the eagle emblem of the U.S. State Department on the side, and added creamer from the fridge to them both.


Nichole Duffy was an attractive thirty-five-year-old blonde, and she wore a dark blue pencil skirt with a white blouse, low heels, and eyeglasses. Already wide awake after a run and a cold shower, she’d even staged her purse, her heavy coat, and her shoulder bag by the door the night before.


A creature of habit, Nichole was a highly disciplined individual, and she knew her efficiency would be helpful this morning because she had others to lead.


After pouring coffee into both cups and taking a long draw from one of them, she pulled bowls of hot oatmeal out of a microwave, then made her way to a drawer and grabbed a fistful of forks and spoons.


She moved with pace, but methodically, not frantically. After all, she did some version of this most every morning.


A man in a dark suit came down the carpeted stairs and stepped into the family room, checking the knot of his burgundy tie in the mirror on the wall. Satisfied, he looked over to the steaming mug of coffee still on the counter and began advancing on it.


“Morning, babe,” he said, a little tiredness in his voice, contrasting with his wife’s more alert response.


She glanced his way as she pulled a plastic bottle of syrup from the pantry. “Any nightmares last night?”


“You look gorgeous today.”


She looked at him and chuckled. “Thanks. I must have wandered into some good lighting. Any nightmares?”


“Not that I remember,” he said, and he averted his gaze to pick up his coffee.


She turned away after a moment herself, then went back to what she was doing.


She knew Josh had been up during the night; she’d reached out for him in the dark and felt nothing but sweat-drenched sheets. His PTSD was unrelenting, and it aggravated her when he tried to keep it all bottled in.


“What’s your schedule?” he asked just before taking his first sip.


Nichole shook off a moment of melancholy. This wasn’t the time for a deep discussion about her husband’s mental health. “Dropping the kids,” she said. “Then I have to be at Foggy Bottom at eight thirty. Mandy and Huck will stay at aftercare till I grab them at six.”


Both Josh and Nichole worked for the U.S. Department of State, she as a junior political officer, and he as a special agent in the Bureau of Diplomatic Security. But their offices were miles apart. She worked in D.C. proper, while he had a little desk at DS’s Washington field office in Dunn Loring, Virginia.


He smiled at her now, waking up with the introduction of caffeine into his bloodstream. “Today’s the day, isn’t it?”


Looking out the window over the sink into the cul-de-sac, she said, “Yeah. It’s ridiculous. I’ve spent two years waiting for a foreign posting, and now that I’m about to learn where they’re sending me, I’m nervous as hell.”


“It’s not ridiculous. This is a pretty momentous thing.” He moved closer to her. “You’ve proven yourself with everything you’ve done. They’ll send you somewhere interesting, don’t worry.”


“Hopefully not too interesting,” she replied.


He put his hand on her shoulder. “Wherever they send you, we’ll all go, together.”


“That’s the best part,” she said, and then she took plates down from the cabinet.


“You driving today or taking the Metro?” he asked.


“Driving. It’ll shave eleven minutes off the Blue Line commute, and I don’t love the parking at Van Dorn station, anyway.”


“Okay,” he said. “I’ll take the Toyota.”


Nichole cocked her head in surprise. “Why aren’t you taking the Metro?”


“Have to be in Dupont Circle at eight sharp.”


“What’s in Dupont Circle?”


“Got a text last night. A Dutch EU official is here for meetings with members of Congress and some other foreign dignitaries at the Washington Hilton. They want a four-person team on her, and with all the other dips in town, they needed an extra body.”


Nichole had been stirring milk into a bowl of oatmeal, but she stopped and looked up at him. With only the slightest hint of worry in her voice, she said, “Any specific threats?”


To this, Josh was adamant. “Not at all. Typical detail for something like this. I’m the junior, so I’ll probably get tasked with standing outside the shitter when she takes a bathroom break.”


“What’s a shitter?”


The question did not come from Nichole; rather, it came from a high-pitched voice on the staircase behind them.


They both turned towards the new participant in the conversation. Mandy Duffy, age eight, wore purple leggings and a jean jacket; her sandy blond hair was in pigtails and she looked ready for school, exhibiting all the efficiency of her mom.


Nichole looked back to her husband. “Great, Josh.”


“Shit,” he mumbled.


She rolled her eyes now. “Stop talking, please,” she said, and then she turned to her daughter. “It’s nothing, sugar. Your dad’s speaking French again.” She gave a little wince. “But … but don’t say that word in school, okay?”


“Shitter? Or shit?”


“Neither,” Nichole blurted out. “And don’t say them at home, either.”


“I’m not a kid, Mom. I know what those words mean.”


“You are a kid, so don’t say them, please.”


Mandy looked like she was going to carry this further, and then the toaster popped behind her mom.


Her attention shifted, Mandy shouted, “Eggos!” and then skipped to the kitchen table.


“Eggos!” Duff echoed.


Nichole said, “You wish. Oatmeal.” She handed him his bowl.


Josh then stepped over to the stairs. Calling up, he said, “Huck?”


A six-year-old boy with a sandy brown bedhead came down seconds later. He was barefoot, but his school clothes were on, at least, and when he saw the Eggo on a plate at his seat, he rubbed his eyes and ambled forward.


Soon all four sat, the adults with their oats, the kids with their waffles. Mandy said the blessing—she insisted on saying the blessing both at breakfast and at dinner, and Huck seemed fine letting her do so.


Mandy then looked to her mom. “Tonight you’re going to tell us what country we’re moving to?”


“That’s right, sweetheart.”


The little girl sighed. “I don’t want to move.”


Nichole and Josh flashed a glance at each other, and he put a hand on his daughter’s shoulder. “I know, sweetie. But it’s the job. I promise you, wherever we go, you are going to make lots of new friends and have lots of new experiences, and you’re going to love it.”


Nichole raised an eyebrow. It wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility that they’d be sent to some developing nation where the kids couldn’t travel outside a bubble of American diplomatic families.


But Josh was trying to keep Mandy from having a meltdown, and Nichole appreciated the attempt.


To the surprise of both of them, their young son said, “I want to go to Africa.”


“Africa, Huck? That’s new.”


“I want to see a monkey.”


“A monkey?” Nichole smiled now. “They have those in South America and Asia, too.”


“Really?” he said, excitedly. “Why don’t we have monkeys here?”


“I’ve got two of them right in front of me,” Josh said.


Huck laughed, and Mandy grinned with a mouth full of waffle.


Nichole added, “And I’ve got three.” After a moment she took a sip of her coffee, then looked over the mug at her husband. “Got to be honest. I’m a little annoyed.”


Without missing a beat, Josh said, “Again? Or still?”


She laughed a little; Josh often made her laugh when she didn’t want to, but finally she turned serious. “I don’t love that they’ve got you on a protection detail today, just out of the blue like that. I like it better when you’re sitting at your desk doing visa fraud investigations.”


“I’ll be doing that the rest of the week. This is a staffing issue. We just walk some Dutch EU diplomat through her day. There will be a lot of muckety-mucks with security at the hotel, so as long as we don’t all step on each other’s toes, we’ll be fine.”


Nichole looked incredulous.


“It’s no big deal. It’s not like the old days.”


After holding his gaze a moment, she looked back down to her food. Softly, she said, “Thank God for that.”


Josh said nothing in reply, and Nichole noticed this. “You sleep okay?”


He had not.


“I did.”


Her eyes narrowed; she was evaluating him, trying to peer into his brain to feel what he was feeling. Eventually she said, “The fact that they don’t use you to work protection much … as far as you’re concerned, is that a good thing or a bad thing?”


Josh shrugged as he dipped a spoon into his bowl. “It’s just a thing.”


Nichole was going to dig deeper, but Mandy changed the subject. “Daddy, can we do karate after dinner tonight?”


Josh had been showing Mandy and Huck self-defense techniques out of a concern that everyone in the world could possibly be a danger to his kids. Nichole knew where his paranoia came from, that was no mystery, but she still didn’t love that her husband was teaching the children how to fight.


He said, “As soon as we load the dishwasher after dinner, I’ll show you and Huck how to do a wrist lock. You can drop anyone to the ground with this move, and it’s really easy.”


“Have you ever done that on a bad guy?” Huck asked.


Josh thought a moment. He’d never wristlocked an opponent in the real world, but he’d always wanted to. He decided not to say that at the breakfast table. Normally in his past life he’d just shoot people in the face, but he wasn’t going to bring that up, either.


Before he could answer, his wife said, “Your dad’s a lover, not a fighter.” Raising an eyebrow, she said, “Right?”


“That’s right,” Josh replied, and then he winced a little and scooted back from the table. He stood and put his left foot on his chair, then lifted his trouser leg and made an adjustment to his sock. Doing so exposed, just for a moment, a high-tech-looking black prosthesis.


He began quickly rubbing his left hamstring.


“Cramping?” Nichole asked, and Josh nodded, concentrating on his massage.
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