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  NEWPORT BEACH,


  CALIFORNIA




  Kyle Swanson leaned on the white railing of the deck on the second floor of his house as the sun edged down toward the horizon and wondered if he had time to get out in

  the surf one last time, paddle down to the Wedge, ride a few sets, and get back before it got too dark. Madeline, his girlfriend of the past two weeks, was coming over after her shift in a

  beachfront restaurant and was expecting him to grill some tuna while she whipped up a salad. They would drink cold cerveza and eat on the open patio with the glass doors all the way open,

  with a fresh ocean breeze coming in while music spilled into the night. They might take a midnight dip, and he would be dazzled by her body in that red bikini with her blond hair reflecting the

  moonlight. After that, a strategic retreat to the big bedroom to make love while boarders, bladers, dog walkers, tourists, and other lovers strolled the boardwalk out front, unable to see them.




  No, he decided as he rubbed the freshly painted railing. He didn’t have time for that one last swim, and he and Maddy would have to part in the morning, but it had been a hell of a leave.

  The United States Marine Corps wanted its top sniper back on duty.




  His telephone rang, as if it had been waiting for just the right moment to ruin the idyllic mood. A glance at the screen showed Lieutenant Colonel Sybelle Summers was calling from Washington.

  “Hey,” he said.




  “Are you out of the lazy vacation mode yet?”




  “Did I ever tell you that you have a sultry voice?”




  “I am your superior officer, Gunnery Sergeant Swanson.”




  “But we slept together once, Sybelle,” he said. “Remember? A rainy night in France?”




  “I’ve never been to France. You must be thinking of your current chippie, what’s her name? Michelin, like the tires?”




  “Her name is Madeline, and your memory is slipping. I thought you and I had a deep and special relationship.”




  There was a slight, pleasant change in her tone. “Some people just are not that memorable.” They both laughed.




  “Sybelle, why are you bothering me on my final evening of leave? Gimme a break, girl. The sun is just about down, I’m drinking beer, watching the beach, getting ready to grill a dead

  fish, Maddy is coming over, and the California weather is perfect. Washington, where you are sitting, is clogged with snow, according to the Weather Channel. I don’t want to come

  back.”




  “Quit whining, Kyle. You built that big house and now you start acting all rich instead of like the raggedy-ass jarhead you are. Maddy, is it? Maddy? Is she out of high school

  yet?”




  “Here’s a suggestion; why don’t you come out here instead? No snow.”




  “Miss Maddy Michelin would be upset if I did that. Let’s get to business. You are wanted back here right away.”




  “I’ll be there tomorrow afternoon anyway, Sybelle, and I can’t get back any faster than that.” He tilted back the longneck bottle of Corona beer, which was getting warm.

  The sky had deepened into a band of solid orange that was being chased by the heavy purple night coming from the east, and the sun was moving so fast that it seemed to be falling.




  “Change of plans. A plane will be waiting by the time you get out to John Wayne. I’ll meet the flight here, then we go directly to a meeting. Take this thing off

  speakerphone.”




  He closed the speaker and picked up the receiver. “OK. I’m listening. This line is not secure.”




  “Really? I had no idea. Does Maddy know that?”




  “Can you get to the point?”




  “Some of your father’s friends have contacted the boss, and they want us to talk to a guy lives out on the Maryland shore. We’ll drive out from Andrews.”




  That was a jolt. It was her way of advising him that Sir Geoffrey Cornwell in Great Britain apparently had pulled the original string to start this ball rolling, and that was Kyle’s real

  other life. The man had been a colonel in the British Special Air Service Regiment before a broken leg forced him into retirement. Refusing to be shelved, he had set out to design technical

  applications and new weaponry for the military, and was on the cutting edge when the War on Terror dollars started to flow like cheap wine. Eventually, he persuaded the Pentagon to lend him a

  sniper for technical assistance on a unique project to develop a new kind of long-range rifle, the Excalibur. They had sent Kyle Swanson over to Britain, and before long, the project was

  successful, and Jeff and his extraordinary wife, Lady Patricia, who were childless, had found a new friend in Kyle Swanson, an American orphan.




  Over the years, through some very good times and some very bad and dangerous times, they unconsciously knitted together as a family. Sir Jeff branched into other fields and had a golden touch

  for business, and although Kyle remained a Marine, he was brought into the business, too, for the Pentagon liked having its own liaison man in the thriving Cornwell pipeline. It had been a special

  day for Kyle when the Cornwells adopted him as their son.




  So if Sir Jeff, who was always helping out clandestine operations for the United States and Great Britain, was behind this thing—Kyle still didn’t know what it was—then Swanson

  would consider it important and worthwhile. The problem had probably gone from Jeff to his friends within the British intelligence service and perhaps even into the prime minister’s office

  before leaping over the pond to the White House. That was enough for Swanson, but a last night with Maddy would have been nice.




  Kyle paused. “So General Middleton himself is ordering me back?”




  “Not that boss, Swanson. The big boss. Anyway, Task Force Trident is now involved.”




  That more than aroused his curiosity, but he couldn’t swallow it whole. “You want me to give up my final night, fly coast-to-coast, get off the plane a few hours before I would get

  there anyway, and go straight to work in Maryland? That urgent?”




  “Damned straight, Gunny. Consider yourself back on the government dime.” She ended the call.




  “Aw, man.” Kyle folded his phone and returned it to his pocket. The rim of the sun was almost totally gone, sinking into the Pacific Ocean. It was the moment he always watched for

  but usually missed, because it happened so quickly. Then there it was, for only a heartbeat, a brilliant sparkle of emerald as the final rim of the sun disappeared. Maybe it was an omen, he

  thought, an official ending to his two weeks of peace and quiet. Now it was back to being the triggerman for Trident.




  Reluctantly, he hit the speed dial number to give Madeline the bad news of the broken date. He had to leave right away, he tried to explain, and no, he couldn’t say where, and no again,

  sorry, but he didn’t know when he would be back. She was totally unsympathetic and went from angry to cold as fast as the green flash had blinked out. “Look, Maddy, I’ve built

  this damned house right on the beach. You think I’m going to let it stand empty? Of course I’ll be back. And I’ll call you the minute I arrive; even before I arrive, I

  promise.” She said something extraordinarily vulgar and hung up on him.




  Two hours later, he was the only passenger aboard a small executive jet that was hauling him from John Wayne Airport outside of Newport Beach, heading to Andrews Air Force

  Base, just over the Maryland line outside of Washington, D.C. Swanson was in the wide, soft seat and had already finished reading the Time and Newsweek magazines that were in the

  seatback. It was a government plane, so there was no flight attendant, but he could fix a drink on his own in the galley, and somewhere over Missouri he would probably test the shrink-wrapped

  turkey and cheese sandwich.




  Both magazines had covers showing the mobs demonstrating in the cities of Egypt, and their lead articles were about the latest treacherous political storm that was roiling that ancient country.

  The situation was deteriorating, just as it had been when he began his leave thirteen days earlier, just as it had been doing for years, if not centuries.




  He tossed the magazines onto the empty seat across the aisle, settled back, and tried to puzzle together why he was being called back so suddenly. Sybelle’s guarded conversation had given

  him only some very broad parameters for consideration, but they were startling. First of all, she had mentioned Sir Jeff, and also had said it was the big boss calling him home, and emphasized

  “big.” His actual commander in Task Force Trident was two-star Marine Major General Bradley Middleton, and the general’s only boss was whoever happened to be the president of the

  United States.




  More than a decade had passed since terrorists had flown fuel-packed civilian airlines into the Twin Towers in New York, the Pentagon in Washington, and the Pennsylvania dirt. In response, the

  entire U.S. government had reshaped itself both at home and abroad to make sure such attacks never happened again, and that gave birth to the behemoth Homeland Security Department. Even that

  wasn’t enough, because the inevitable bureaucratic friction soon appeared along the seams of the various departments. Numerous plots had been foiled since 9/11, involving crude devices like

  explosive shoes and underwear, which proved the system worked as long as people remained alert and paranoid enough to maintain their vigilance.




  There were always going to be maniacs out there who would try to kill Americans, but airplane hijackers had lost their advantage. The nature of air travel had changed dramatically: Now there

  were tedious searches by TSA workers before boarding, flight attendants would willingly die rather than open the cockpit door, and every passenger on the plane, from a semipro athlete to a college

  girl, was ready to jump on a hijacker like a pack of crazed dogs. The willingness of a terrorist to give up his life to achieve his goal was of no use when his targets were equally as willing to

  die to stop him.




  The military had also finally changed to accept the talents of Special Forces; elite operations like the Army’s Delta Force and the Navy SEALs, and the futuristic technology of

  remote-controlled drones, had changed the landscape of the battlefield. The Pentagon had met the challenge of terrorism head-on, as had the CIA, the FBI, the NSA, and the rest of the alphabet

  agencies.




  Nevertheless, there were still holes in the protection net, for publicity, budgets, congressional oversight, and the huge numbers of people supporting and carrying out any operation always

  tended to multiply over time. The heroes had become known. It had been a short step from that inevitability to the creation of Task Force Trident by people who still cared fervently about

  secrecy.




  Trident was invisible by military standards, with a total roster of only five people, including General Middleton, who ran the show. The offices were in a hard-to-find area of the Pentagon, and

  the budget came out of Homeland Security via the Department of Agriculture. The team was far outside any chain of command other than Middleton’s reach to the president.




  Sybelle Summers was the ops officer, and Master Gunnery Sergeant O. O. Dawkins handled the administrative end, working the inner paths of Pentagon power. Double-Oh could borrow anything in the

  arsenal, from individual troops to stealth bombers for a Trident mission. The team’s only non-Marine was a squid, Commander Benton Freedman of the Navy, a quirky geek whose proprietary

  electronic net could kick the combined computer butts of Google and Facebook without breaking a sweat. They called him “the Lizard,” a corruption of his college nickname of

  “Wizard.” Swanson handled the wet work. Few people even knew about Trident, but the president always knew where they were, in case they were needed. Like now.




  Swanson left his seat, went to the head with his Dopp kit, and studied his reflection as he shaved. He was not a big man, standing five feet nine inches, and weighed exactly 176 pounds, with

  sandy brown hair. Only yesterday, he had been a beach bum wearing baggy board shorts, and now he was back in his Trident uniform of jeans and a dark blue sweatshirt. His Marine dress blues, on a

  hanger in Washington, carried the three gold stripes and two rockers on the sleeves to denote his USMC rank of gunnery sergeant, with rows of ribbons and awards, including the Congressional Medal

  of Honor. He loved the uniform and the Corps, which had been his home during long years of training, fieldwork, and assignments around the world and had taught him the trade of the sniper. In doing

  so, it had honed him into a fierce weapon.




  He seldom wore the blues these days; he worked in places where he dressed the part he was playing. Jeans and sweatshirts today, maybe a business suit tomorrow, with authentic credentials to

  match the character.




  Swanson cleaned his face of leftover lather, replaced the razor, then picked up the alleged sandwich and a can of tomato juice on his way back to his seat. The sandwich was tasteless. He took a

  few deep breaths, and his mind continued the shift back into the counterintelligence mode. It was like time travel, bridging the freedom he had enjoyed during the past few weeks back into the

  complex and deadly world of Trident, where only the mission existed.




  He went to sleep to the hum of the dual engines, leapfrogging in time as the plane moved eastward. The four-hour flight would arrive in Maryland seven hours after he left California. Three hours

  he wouldn’t get to live.




  The descent to land at Andrews was swift. The plane circled quickly and dropped into the approach path of the most exclusive airport in America, the one that Air Force

  One, the president’s official plane, called home. It was too dark for Kyle to see the trees when the little jet’s tires squealed as they caught the runway. The front tilted down

  until the forward wheels made contact, the reverse thrusters screamed, and the brakes clamped hard to slow the bird.




  “We’re here, Gunny,” said the copilot as he stepped out of the cabin. “The flight OK for you?”




  “Anytime the landings come out even with the takeoffs is good by me,” Kyle replied with a grin.




  “Ain’t it the truth.” The pilot popped open the small hatch and dropped the stairs. “Snowing out there. Watch your step going down, it’ll be slickery.”




  Sybelle Summers was waiting on the tarmac nearby beside an old Ford Crown Vic with a single blue light blinking brightly atop its roof. She was as tall as Kyle, with a classic face that never

  carried much makeup, and snow-flakes were catching on the black hair cut to collar length. She wore leg-hugging stretch twill black pants and soft boots, a white sweater of Irish wool, a gray scarf

  hung loosely around her neck, a rock of a Rolex, and a lot of attitude. The only woman ever to pass the Marine Recon course, she had become a special ops and counterterrorism expert and was on a

  fast track to someday become a general, if she lived that long. There was nobody Kyle would rather have at his side if the going got rough.




  Tonight, she had her game face on. A worn black leather gun belt was buckled around her waist, and a big gold badge flashed on her right hip, just in front of the holstered Glock 19.




  “Working undercover, Lieutenant Colonel Summers?” he asked.




  She thrust a padded nylon briefcase at him. It was zipped closed. “Homeland Security creds for you tonight and your .45 Colt ACP, loaded and racked with one in the chamber. Grab your gear

  and get in the car.”




  “What’s going on?” he asked.




  “This guy we were meeting tonight? He’s dead.”
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  The big car had a winter coat of scuffed black paint and dirty curtains of slush caked around the tires. Sybelle was at the wheel, and the big V-8 was thrumming at idle. After

  two weeks on the beach in California, the icy cold of the wet Washington winter slapped Kyle before he had even thrown his bags in the rear seat. When he climbed in front, the heater was blasting

  to fight the chill. Sybelle turned on the full rack of lights behind the grille and in the rear window, and a cop who had been waiting for her signal stepped into traffic and held up a hand to stop

  all oncoming vehicles. Bundled in a black jacket with a fur-lined hood and thick gloves, he looked like a grizzly bear. With a double yelp of siren to warn those in front, Sybelle took off.




  The wipers brushed away an easy snow, and the big tires gripped the pavement as they thundered away from Dulles on the long access highway, using the emergency lane to pass other cars that could

  not get out of the way fast enough.




  “Dead, huh?”




  “Yep. We’re going over to check it out. Police are saying he caught a bullet in the throat.”




  “Want me to program the address on the navigation system?”




  “Don’t bother. I went to the Naval Academy, remember? This little town is just south of Annapolis, and I used to sail down in that area. We’ll be there in thirty

  minutes.” Sybelle was a lead-footed speeder, more reckless pilot than safe driver, and with plenty of horsepower at her command and not caring about the dismal miles-per-gallon rate of the

  large car, they soon were out of the airport and headed east.




  Swanson settled in for the ride. The seat was lumpy. “So bring me into the loop. What’s up?”




  She flicked her dark eyes at him for a microsecond, then back to the highway. The snow had been cleared, but patches of muck and ice hugged low places in frozen puddles. “Don’t know

  too much more than I told you on the phone. Sir Jeff said this guy, his name is . . . was . . . Norman Haynes, was an experienced auditor for one of the big accounting companies, with a lot of

  contracts abroad, including Sir Jeff and Excalibur Industries. Did you know him?”




  “No. I’m not involved in the day-to-day business stuff.”




  “So just what do you do as a senior vice president there, besides make a lot of money to spoil your surfer chicks?”




  “Sybelle, get back to this story. Please.” She was jabbing his ego. Kyle Swanson was already wealthy, and someday he would inherit the company, but he would not discuss that with

  anyone, even with himself. Talking about money embarrassed him, which was why Sybelle enjoyed doing it.




  “So this number cruncher Haynes dropped by London on his way back from Egypt and met privately with Sir Jeff. Said he had been spooked by his trip to Cairo,” she continued.




  “I imagine all of Egypt is a pretty spooky place right now. Revolutions are messy. People take their families and assets and run away to safe havens.”




  “Not necessarily.” Summers blew past a snowplow that was kicking up a thick storm of road gunk behind it. “Instead of being on the ropes financially, the company where he was

  running an audit, the Palm Group, had money pouring in.”




  “So what? Investors looking for an edge is nothing new. Make a bet on a developing nation that is in the shitter, and when the economy turns around, you make a fortune.”




  “This apparently went beyond risk-reward. Haynes found discrepancies and refused to approve the books. That’s a pretty big deal. Other companies and banks won’t do business

  with a firm blacklisted by its auditors. Bonds won’t sell, banks won’t lend, and customers won’t buy. One of the Palm Group vice presidents actually threatened him.”




  That got Kyle’s attention. “Threatened him? Most companies try to keep auditors happy. What the hell did he find?”




  “Iran. Big money coming in from Iran.”




  Swanson thought about that for a while as the snow danced before the headlights. “I don’t know much about the auditing game, except that accountants can face prison time for

  divulging the private results of their work or making money from their inside knowledge.” He shifted in his seat, but comfort was impossible. “So our boy Haynes went against the ethical

  code of his profession and confided that Iran is in the playpen. It would have taken a lot for him to put his career at risk. Meaning he may have stumbled upon a national security issue for the

  United States.”




  She nodded. “The bad news is that he would not say exactly what he knew. The Palm Group security people had taken his computer, his briefcase, and all of his notes and papers, claiming his

  access was voided by his refusal to sign off. Haynes, like most accountants, had a better than average memory, and he convinced Jeff that he recalled most of the important material and would

  divulge everything in a private meeting with an appropriate American authority. That was to be us.”




  “And now he’s dead.”




  “Yes. We had the Lizard start a file on Haynes and tag him in the system, so the 911 call from his wife pinged the Web, and cop radio chatter confirmed it was a homicide. They’ll

  already be at work by the time we get there. The background file is in your door pocket.”




  Swanson picked up the folder and punched on the visor light. As usual, the Lizard had put together a thick dossier on short notice. Norman Haynes grew up in a middle-class neighborhood in Ohio,

  and was a good athlete and student who enlisted to be an Army grunt and earn money for college. He drove a 3rd Armored Division tank in Desert Storm. After that, he traded Army green for Yale blue

  and picked up a degree in economics. The man was totally clean, made good money over the years, and was a registered Republican, married with three children in college, and cleared to audit

  military contractors. A high security clearance.




  “How much longer?” Kyle asked.




  “Twenty minutes,” Sybelle replied.




  “I’m going to sleep. Wake me when we get there.” With that simple statement, he eased the lumpy seat back and closed his eyes. Hard years in the field had taught him how to

  sleep anytime, anywhere, whenever he could. The growling roar of the big V-8 engine was like a lullaby for him as it ripped along Highway 50 toward Annapolis, and he set his mental alarm clock for

  twenty mikes.




  “Know what I’m thinking?” Sybelle asked.




  “Nukes.” He did not even open his eyes.




  “Yeah.”




  “We’re here,” Sybelle said as she steered onto Dietrich Way. Swanson opened his eyes and smelled saltwater. It was easy to identify the correct address, for

  every light was burning in a two-story white Cape Cod-style house and around the snow-covered grounds. Emergency vehicles of every sort were parked haphazardly, and Sybelle shut down her own

  flashers as she coasted to a stop at a checkpoint at the end of the long driveway.




  A young patrol cop with a plastic cover over his hat approached, his eyes sweeping the car, driver, and passenger.




  Sybelle had the window down and both of their creds extended as he arrived. “Lousy weather for standing post,” she said with a smile of sympathy.




  “Yes, ma’am. It truly is. Can I help you?”




  “We need to talk to whoever is heading the investigation. I see local and county cars, so who’s on top?”




  The policeman studied the badges. “You from Homeland Security? What’s your business here?”




  “Do you have Beyond Top Secret clearance?” It was a quick turf battle that she won by answering his question with one of her own. She retrieved the credential wallets and tossed them

  to Kyle, then laughed to break the tension. “Don’t worry, Officer, we come in peace, not to bigfoot your investigation. In fact, we just want to provide some off-the-record information

  to your detectives.”




  “Yes, ma’am. Follow the drive up to the house, park on the left, and I’ll radio Detective Payton that you’re on the way.”




  “We can find him,” she said. “Keep us off the radio. Thanks. In fact, you never even saw us tonight.” There was no “please,” the smile had vanished, and the

  window buzzed up again. The automobile ground on, following the ruts made by the earlier arrivals. She parked beside the band of yellow crime scene tape.




  Kyle hated to give up the warmth of the car but zipped up the unmarked blue aviator’s jacket he had brought from California, flipping up the fur collar around his ears. “Damn,”

  he muttered as he stepped out. “Colder than a witch’s tit.” So much time in the sun had made him soft.




  “Man up, Marine,” Summers said, leading the way to another patrolman who stood at an opening in the tape. Again she showed the creds, this time asking for Detective Payton. The cop

  pointed to a boathouse about fifty feet from the back door.




  “Quite a spread,” Kyle said as they crossed the broad lawn that sloped down to a long dock. “About an acre of prime waterfront property. Price must be more than a million bucks

  if it’s worth a dime.”




  “This channel feeds directly into the southwest side of the Chesapeake Bay. With the calmer water, there’s a lot of sailboat racing here in the summer.”




  Colorful small boats and kayaks were racked neatly in the boathouse, covered and safe from the weather, while the ropes, paddles, and other gear had been dumped outside to provide room for a

  police command center. Radios were popping, and video feeds were online, dumping information directly into computers in Annapolis. She asked, “Detective Payton?”




  A solid man in his midforties zipped up tight in stained khaki canvas overalls and work boots turned from a computer screen. He had narrow, busy eyes and a badge on a chain around his neck.

  “That would be me. Who are you?”




  They handed over the fake credentials once again, and he studied them, then gave them back. “What’s up? We’re kind of busy here with a homicide, you know.” The tone was

  not hostile but suspicious. Locals never liked federal officers showing up unexpectedly.




  “Can we find somewhere private to talk?” Kyle nodded at all of the people jammed into the boathouse, which had grown warm with their combined body heat and the electronics.




  “Sure. Come on. Let’s go up to the porch, and I’ll introduce my partner. There’s hot coffee up there, and I’m going to tell him whatever you tell me

  anyway.”




  Kyle nodded, and soon they were under the roof of an enclosed deck jutting out from the house itself. Detective Allen Jones was sipping warm coffee. “Bitch of a night for murder,”

  said Payton. “The snow has fouled up any hope of tracks.”




  Sybelle accepted a coffee cup from Jones. “We know some basic information on the victim.”




  Jones, a thin man with light brown skin, frowned at that news. “How?”




  Swanson stirred some creamer into his own coffee. “The reason we’re here is that we had an appointment to meet Mr. Haynes tonight.”




  “Why would Homeland Security be meeting an accountant?” Payton asked.




  “Let’s trade a little more information first. All will become clear,” Swanson promised.




  Payton chewed his lip for a moment. “OK. A single large-caliber gunshot apparently was fired from the end of the dock, blew out a window, and nailed the vic right in the throat. Hell of a

  shot from a football field away.”




  “Anybody else hurt?” Kyle did not mention that a hundred yards was almost rock-throwing distance for any trained shooter.




  “No. The wife was right there in the room with him, and the kids were upstairs. The scumbag killer was apparently only interested in Mr. Haynes.”




  “Neighbors and witnesses have anything?”




  Payton finished his coffee and threw the paper cup in a trash can. “We’re not finished with the questioning, but some say they heard a loud gunshot, and then an outboard motor

  heading down the channel at high speed. Sometime between seven and nine o’clock for a preliminary time of death.” Payton paused. “Now it’s your turn. Until you tell us why

  we should be telling you anything at all, that’s as much as you’re going to get.”




  “Fair enough,” Sybelle said, removing a sanitized version of the Lizard’s background file on Haynes from her jacket. “This will save you trouble on putting together his

  background, and I can bring you up to speed while Detective Jones walks my guy through a quick look-see around the site. Then we’ll be out of your hair. This is a homicide; your case, not

  ours. All we know is that he wanted to report some sort of international financial scam.”




  “Hunh,” said Jones. It was not like Feds to give in so easily.




  “We’re not detectives,” Swanson said.




  “Exactly what are you, then?” Jones asked.




  “Little fish in a big net, Detective Jones, just like you. We have other specialties.”




  Jones examined Kyle. The smaller man had the build of one of those monsters who could run forever, then fight a dragon and not break a sweat. The gray-green eyes were colder than the weather,

  maybe colder than Antarctica. “I’ll just bet you do. Come on.”




  Jones led him outside until they stood side by side with their backs toward the house, where four broad windows faced the water. The lot had been graded at a gentle slope and was anchored at the

  water’s edge by a big oak tree that was bare of leaves. A picnic table was layered with snow like thick frosting on a cake. “The killer probably coasted in down there with his engine

  off, tied up, got out and lay down prone on the dock, and waited to take his shot. Blowing snow has erased the pressure images.”




  “But if it walks like a duck,” Kyle said.




  “It’s probably a fucking duck,” Jones responded, his face hunched inside his collar. “Back during the drug wars in Miami, rival mobs would send hit men in boats on home

  invasion missions to reach their targets. That stopped with more police water patrols. Somebody may be trying to revive the idea. Once away from here, he could have escaped in a car, or met a

  bigger boat out in the bay. Or have chartered a plane.”




  They turned around, and Jones said, “Here’s what’s left of the window.”




  Kyle looked inside the house, where forensic people were still at work, bagging and tagging. Morgue attendants had the lifeless body in a bag, lashed to a gurney, waiting for permission to move

  it.




  “Do you need to see the stiff?”




  “No. Do you have a caliber on the bullet?”




  “Not final. It looks military grade, probably a 7.62 millimeter round. The ghouls dug it out of the wall directly behind where it passed through Haynes. No brass has been found.”




  Inside, the walls were painted a teal green, and a ceiling fan rotated slowly beneath the off-white ceiling. The room was well decorated, with a long dark green sofa and a matching chair at

  right angles around a dark coffee table that seemed to be made from old wood. A wet bar with bottles of liquor and empty glasses dominated one corner; a huge potted plant with broad leaves owned

  the other. Everything was laid out for enjoying the water view.




  Jones pointed through the empty frame. “The kids were upstairs. Mrs. Haynes was in the chair, reading a magazine. The victim had poured a Scotch and was standing in front of the window,

  looking toward the water, when he was shot.”




  “There was no light at the end of the little pier? You know, to warn off boaters?”




  “Maybe that was what Haynes was looking at. He would have known there should be one shining out there but probably thought the bad weather may have knocked it out. We found that the wires

  had been cut, leaving the killer shielded by the dark.”




  Kyle snapped on a pair of latex gloves and knelt in the snow to take a closer look at the windowsill. He touched a couple of points of jagged glass that still protruded along the edge like the

  teeth of a saw blade. A carpet of shards had spread inside. “OK. Thanks, Detective.”




  By the time they were back on the porch, Summers had finished briefing Payton, telling him almost everything about the planned meeting. She was saying, “I’m not an accountant, so I

  don’t have any idea what Haynes wanted to tell us. We can’t rule out that this guy maybe had enemies on Wall Street, was about to drop the dime on a Ponzi scheme, or had pissed off a

  drug lord, discovered an international money-laundering racket, or whatever. I don’t even know enough to guess. We see no obvious evidence of a security threat, and that’s what

  I’ll pass back up my chain of command. The homicide part is all yours.” She looked at Swanson. “We done?”




  “Afraid not,” Kyle said. “This thing may just have jumped way above the pay grades of everybody here, including us.”




  “Whoa up. You found something!” Payton exclaimed. “I know when somebody gets a hunch about a murder.”




  Swanson looked at the cop. “This is a personal guess, with nothing to back it up, Detective Payton. Totally speculative, but based on my experience.”




  “Talk to me, son.”




  “You’ve got to make it plural now. There were two killers here tonight, not just one.”




  “How’s that? The neighbors heard only one shot.”




  “Glass does specific things to a bullet on impact,” Swanson said, falling unconsciously into his sniper-lecture mode. “It changes the trajectory, depending on the thickness of

  the glass, and causes the round to lose its point of aim. The first shot did nothing but blow out the window. Then a second shot was fired only a half second later. It would easily have blended

  into one noise for someone not paying attention. Witnesses really would believe they heard a single sound.”




  Detective Jones interrupted. “Only one bullet was found.”




  Kyle changed his angle to face the dock so he could use his hands to frame what happened. “A single bullet like a 7.62 would have just punched a hole in the glass before hitting the

  target, leaving the window intact. So Shooter One used a smaller round, like a 5.56 millimeter, to totally shatter the glass, which is why there are so many shards inside. That allowed a clear path

  for Shooter Two’s 7.62 round to impact the victim. Your forensic people saw only a single wound, therefore expected to find one bullet, and they found it.”




  “Our crime scene people would not have missed something like that.” Jones put an edge on the comment.




  “No criticism intended, Detective,” said Kyle. “But did they really conduct a detailed study of the entire room? Most likely, they will find the second bullet in there

  somewhere, probably imbedded in the wall behind that fiddle-leaf and the other big plants in the corner. Shooter One would have aimed at a place where the bullet would do its job of taking out the

  window but would neither cause the target to shift nor be easily found.”




  “You know about this sort of thing?”




  “Seen it once or twice.”




  “So you think we’re dealing with some trained snipers?”




  “Not really, but they were obviously good enough as marksmen with military training. Shooter Two actually missed his target. No sniper aims for the throat, because the target zone is too

  narrow. That’s movie stuff. And the bad weather would have affected the bullet’s path.” Kyle pounded his fist into his palm for emphasis. “A big round right into center

  mass, the chest, is much easier, and death is just as certain.”




  “Jesus H. Christ,” said Jones, putting the picture together in his mind. “Suddenly, I’m wishing this was just a drug hit.”




  Payton gave a long look to Sybelle and Kyle, and seemed to deflate. “Shit. Now I gotta call the FBI. You two might as well stick around. It’s gonna be a while.” He stomped

  through the snow back out to the comm center that was set up in the boathouse, muttering to himself.
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  CAIRO, EGYPT




  Yahya Naqdi was running for his life. He was ten years old and scared. The sand and rock of the desert pulled at his sandals like a hungry thing holding him rooted to

  the spot, immobile on a plain of sudden, ugly death. Explosions and screams, shrapnel and fire, and dirt, dirt, dirt everywhere; it filled his nostrils and his eyes and his mouth. The voices of

  soldiers behind him were bellowing for him to run straight and hard at the enemy, for he was in the lead element of the Army of Twenty Million, and they were surging forward in a human wave attack

  against the entrenched Iraqis. Despite the religious cries of the mullahs, the threats of his own Iranian sergeants and the thrill of becoming a martyr and going to paradise, he had come to a halt

  in the middle of the screaming charge when his best friend, only twenty feet beyond, stepped on a land mind and was blown to pieces. The bloody head bounced back toward Naqdi like a soccer ball

  with white eyes. There was a thundering drum roll of explosions as dozens more mines were triggered. The concussion of another blast smacked the boy hard, knocking him to his knees. He bent forward

  and vomited, then fell into the bile when a piece of flying shrapnel knocked him on the back of the head and tore away a slice of scalp. More boys ran over him, calling at the top of their lungs

  that God was good. That was the plan: Thousands of boys would dash through the minefields to clear the way for the real attack. The last thing he had heard was the Iraqi artillery starting to fire

  to rain even more destruction on the charge of the children. While he lay unconscious on the battlefield, more sharp metal tore at his body.




  He came out of the dream sweating and clutching the sheets in fear. He coughed once, twice, hacking to spit the dirt from his mouth, to breathe through clogged nostrils. For more than thirty

  years since the Iran-Iraq War, he had been haunted by the terrible dream of his friend’s head skidding along, bloody and sightless, and staring back at him from paradise.




  He lay in bed as his breathing slowed and the terror faded. He had never married, for he would never let anyone detect this weakness. Better to be alone than pitied and ridiculed behind his

  back. He threw off the covers and began the daily ritual of again becoming Colonel Yahya Naqdi, the feared and mysterious intelligence officer who ran foreign clandestine operations for

  Iran’s Army of the Guardians of the Islamic Revolution.




  He slid his feet into comfortable slippers and walked naked across the carpet of the hotel suite in downtown Cairo, avoiding looking in the mirror. A tiny refrigerator yielded a chilled carton

  of orange juice, which he drank while the shower warmed to the proper temperature. Within the glassed cubicle, clean water, foamy shampoo, and a good scrubbing sluiced away the filth that

  accumulated with the dream. He turned off the shower and dried with a soft towel, and only then allowed the mirror to throw his image back at him. It was a disturbing sight.




  Two puckered scars were on his right shoulder from where bullets had struck him in an alley in Istanbul during a mission gone bad early in his career. A healed knife slash curled up from his

  left hip, another memory, this one from Beirut. The long, ragged one across his stomach dated back to when he had almost been gutted by shrapnel during the children’s charge. He did not

  bother to turn and see the others on his back. Fingertips traced the old scar in his scalp, and he turned away from the reflection.




  He applied body powder and deodorant, then took his time shaving close to the skin. Other Muslims were sometimes offended by his not having a beard, but Naqdi ignored them, for he walked among

  the barbarians, and a long, unruly, dirty beard would be as good as a beaming light to identify him as a terrorist. Anyway, in his heart, he had no time for Allah, or God, or Buddha, or any other

  superstitious nonsense. Prayers were a waste of time. You are who you are, and when you die, you are dead, and that is truly the end. There is no paradise, no heaven, no afterlife. He still

  performed the ritual prayers to Allah if among Muslims, because not doing so would draw attention; he did not listen to the words he recited.




  He carefully brushed his hair and energetically scrubbed his teeth, attacking his gums hard with the bristles. Personal hygiene was important, for details were important. He cleaned his

  manicured nails, then washed his hands again, and imaginary dirt still clung to him.




  Naqdi was fifty-one years old, of medium build and had sprinkles of white dusting thick black hair and eyebrows. One of his trademarks was to always dress as well as, or better than, whomever he

  might be meeting. With a generous budget from his masters in Tehran, he had become a clotheshound, to fit in better with the infidels. His spacious closet was stocked with laundered clothing, and

  this morning he chose a fresh cream-colored shirt that buttoned at the neck, gray trousers with sharp creases, a soft tweed sport coat, and a pair of shoes that had been made in London. These gave

  him the cultivated look of an intelligent and successful businessman. Finally, the colonel was ready to face the new day.




  A BMW limousine was waiting downstairs, and a bodyguard opened the door to the spacious and cool backseat. The armed guard got in the front, and the driver moved smoothly into

  traffic. Naqdi took note that the streets of Cairo seemed calm and cheery this morning, for soccer mania had temporarily calmed the ongoing street protests staged by the rival political parties

  that comprised an uneasy coalition beneath the banner of the Muslim Brotherhood. The mobs were only a mask, for the intelligence colonel from Iran was the guiding hand, and the man with the

  money.




  He had sent word to the various parties to stop squabbling for the day because the Iranian national soccer team, one of the best in Asia, was coming to Cairo for a friendship match with the

  Egyptian squad. The mood of the people was important, and he wanted a rather neat revolution.




  In the not-too-distant past, running such an Iranian special mission in the heart of Egypt was unthinkable, but with the fall of the dictator Mubarak, and the political takeover by the Muslim

  Brotherhood, things had changed. Now it was easy. Colonel Naqdi had designed a masterpiece that would deliver an intact and functioning Egypt into the political grip of Tehran.




  Less than ten minutes later, the BMW ducked into the basement garage of a large office building that headquartered the Palm Group, and Naqdi was escorted up to his office near the top floor.

  Breakfast and hot coffee were waiting for him.




  Major Mansoor Shakuri, the colonel’s aide, had been alerted by the BMW driver that their boss was on the way, which gave him just enough time to rush to the bathroom and

  shove two fingers down his throat to force a violent spell of vomiting. Colonel Naqdi terrified him. The man oozed intrigue and misdirection, and he did not care how many lives and careers he

  smashed to achieve goals known only to himself and his powerful masters back home. The aide had come to learn that for his boss, a simple double-cross was never good enough when something more

  complex could be developed.




  The major splashed cold water on his face, gargled some mouthwash, adjusted his suit and tie, combed his hair, and was ready by the time he heard the colonel enter the office. The man’s

  phobia about neatness had trained the aide to also be immaculate. If Shakuri had so much as a smudge on his shirt, the colonel would frown, and that was never a good thing. Taking a deep breath,

  the major knocked twice and went into the private office, immediately feeling the head-to-toe visual scan by his boss.




  “Good day, Major Shakuri,” the colonel called to his chief of staff as he settled in to eat, check the news on the Web, glance at his private messages, and receive the morning

  briefing.




  “Good morning, Colonel,” answered Mansoor Shakuri as he placed a folder of information beside the food tray. Shakuri, forty-five years old and six feet tall, had been at work for two

  hours to prepare the colonel’s day. His reports were concise. The men had worked together for more than a year, and the strain and tension had given Shakuri painful stomach ulcers.




  “The mission in the United States was successful,” he said, standing with his hands folded before him. “The bothersome accountant, Haynes, has been eliminated.”




  The confirmation did not come as a surprise. The colonel expected such results in his clandestine operations; in fact, demanded them.




  “Our team made a clean escape. One has already flown to Los Angeles, where an Iranian community thrives in an enclave around Beverly Hills. The other is driving to a similarly safe area in

  Houston, Texas. Once settled, both can be used again.”




  Naqdi sipped some of the strong coffee and savored a bite of sweet pastry. He had been forced to expend a sniper team that had been inserted into the Washington area three years earlier, and the

  colonel despised exposing skilled talent.




  “Good,” he said. It was not a moral thing. Killing people did not bother him if it meant accomplishing the mission. He would leave such worrying to those unlucky men who had a

  conscience.




  Sometimes, people simply had to be removed, and this was one such case. This man had completed the required auditing duty for the Palm Group and then stupidly had dug deeper into the

  business’s extended financial network. He had not been required to do so, had personally been warned by the colonel not to do it, and became a walking dead man when he persisted. The

  continued economic health of the Palm Group, where the colonel had the cover of being a vice president, was much more important than the life of any certified public accountant.




  “What of the audit?” asked the colonel.




  “A more compliant company based in Hong Kong has already assumed that task, with a guarantee from Beijing that it will receive the needed approval.”




  “Fine work, Major Shakuri. We’re not quite finished with it, however. I want an investigation to re-create Mr. Haynes’s movements and meetings from the time he left our offices

  to the moment he was killed. Did he confide in anyone, or did he just run home to report about how he was mistreated?”




  “Yes, sir. I already have someone assembling that.”




  Satisfied, the colonel changed the subject. “Who am I meeting this morning?” He dabbed a napkin at his lips and brushed crumbs from his coat.




  “A Muslim Brotherhood representative wants more financial assistance for his faction, one of the centrist groups. Fifteen minutes at the most, although he would probably like to spend the

  day here.”




  Naqdi shook his head. These political gangs never ceased their little intrigues, no matter who was in power. “Anything else?”




  “You are then clear until after lunch. At one o’clock, the navy people are finally ready to brief you about the Suez Canal.”




  “Excellent.” The major was relieved to see a smile. “And what about our soccer team?”




  “Everything is in order, sir,” replied the aide. “They should arrive on schedule.”




  “Excellent. Excellent.” The colonel turned to the written reports and his maps. The major left the room with a heavy heart.




  EVERGREEN, ALABAMA




  Trooper Horace Milbank of the Alabama Highway Patrol had backed his Dodge Charger SRT8 into a cutout at the edge of a pine forest along I-65, about halfway between

  Montgomery and Mobile, and sat there a while wondering why his wife could not understand that cops only really felt comfortable in the presence of other cops. Their dinner at home two nights ago

  with her co-workers from the real estate agency had been a disaster, because he had gotten drunk and angry when none of the pansies wanted to see his gun collection. Another cop would have jumped

  at the opportunity. Hell, nobody in the dinner group had sold a house for three months, and they were all drinking his liquor. Mrs. Milbank had withheld sexual favors since then. The trooper

  relaxed in the broad front seat, keeping an ear cocked to the radio chatter as he watched the broad corridor that had been carved through the pines.




  This was a quiet section of interstate, one of those long stretches where drivers lose track of what they are doing and gradually increase their speeds to well beyond the 70 miles per hour

  limit. From his hideaway, Milbank could see traffic coming from both directions. Nothing had come up from the south for five minutes, the last being a truck loaded with a mountain of cut timber.

  Way out at the edge of his vision, he saw the single bright light of a motorcycle pop into view, a bike that was moving fast, which made the trooper more alert. He decided to clock the guy with

  radar and kicked his big V-8 engine to life, anticipating a short, happy chase. Alabama had long ago inserted some luxury sport sedans into its motor fleet in order to keep up with the new hot

  wheels of the bad guys. His Charger’s 470 horsepower would get him up to 60 miles per hour in only five seconds, and he had a top end of 175 mph. If this turned into a flat-out road race,

  Milbank would be all over the guy.




  As the light loomed closer, Milbank changed his attitude. It was not a motorcycle after all but a one-eyed jack, a car with a burned-out headlight. When it passed, he saw that it was hauling a

  small covered rented trailer. The trailer had no lights at all on the back. Idiot. Still going too fast and overrunning his only headlight. With the extra weight pushing from behind, the

  driver would not possibly be able to stop in time if something happened. Milbanks flipped on his light bar and laid tracks of hot rubber on the pavement as he accelerated out of his hiding spot and

  swung in behind the car, catching it in ten seconds flat. He tapped the siren, and the car slowed and pulled to a stop in the safety lane.




  The trooper had a feeling about this, one of those cop-gut forebodings that warned him to take things slow and easy. After halting, he had notified Troop Headquarters of his position and told

  the dispatcher to stand by. He had parked at an angle in order to bathe the target car with a high-intensity spotlight as well as with the headlights, effectively blinding the driver.




  “Keep your hands on the steering wheel,” he ordered, with his voice magnified by a loudspeaker system. Then he unlocked his Winchester pump 12-gauge shotgun and laid it on the front

  seat as he slid out, leaving the door open. Keeping his heavy flashlight in his left hand and unsnapping the holster of his Glock 23 pistol, Milbank walked to the left rear of the car, watching the

  hands of the driver as he cautiously approached the side window.




  A dark face, but not African American, more of an olive skin. The first thought was that he had stopped an illegal immigrant. “Habla usted inglés?” asked Milbank.




  The driver blinked. “What?”




  “Use one hand only, and give me your driver’s license, then the registration and insurance.”




  “Why? I have done nothing wrong.” The driver dug out the necessary identification and handed it to the trooper.




  The funny accent, a thick beard, and now some attitude. A drunk? “Sir, would you please slowly open your door and step out of the vehicle?”




  The driver stayed where he was, turning a grim face toward the trooper. “I refuse. I want a lawyer!”




  Milbank decided against the Taser in this developing situation. He drew his handgun and pointed it. “Get out of the damned car. Right now. Keep those hands where I can see them!”

  Using his shoulder radio microphone, the trooper summoned backup help.




  The driver opened the door slowly and swung his legs out, then unfolded from the seat. Overweight, dirty sneakers, rumpled jeans, and a shirt hanging unbuttoned over a T-shirt.




  “Put your hands on the car and spread your legs.”




  The driver began to turn but planted his right foot hard on the pavement and in a quick movement broke into a run, cutting around the front of the car, passing through the headlights, and

  reaching the darkness beyond. The trooper hesitated to fire his weapon at someone he had just stopped for having a busted headlight.




  Milbank did not chase him but walked to the runoff ditch alongside the road and shined his flashlight along the perimeter. “Go ahead and run, Bubba,” he called out.

  “Nothin’ out there but pine trees, poison ivy, skeeters, and snakes for twenty miles in any direction. Try not to hurt yourself before daylight when we bring in the hound dogs.”

  He stayed alert, with his pistol ready, and walked the roadside for another five minutes until a county police unit rolled up, then two more Highway Patrol cars, one bringing his sergeant.
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