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  Prologue




  FALLUJAH, IRAQ




  THE AFTERNOON SUN was motionless in the scalding sky, and Staff Sergeant Kyle

  Swanson, wedged between the floorboards of a decapitated two-story house, cautiously wiped sweat from his eyes with a dirty handkerchief. A hundred and ten degrees out there, with more to come;

  heat merciless enough to bake a plate of cookies or sear a man’s soul. He drank some warm water, then returned his aching eye to the telescopic sight of his 7.62 × 51 mm M-40 sniper

  rifle. Far away was gunfire. He had been in the hide since before daybreak, part of a deadly anvil on which a huge hammer was about to slam down as part of Operation Phantom Fury. If everything

  went right, the insurgent forces that controlled this dusty city beside the Euphrates River were about to receive a crippling body blow.




  More than two hundred armored vehicles of the United States Marine Corps had just crossed the start line to the east, accompanied by some two thousand Marines and soldiers of other Coalition

  countries. Judging by the increasing volume of gunfire, the insurgents had been ready for them, but the bad guys in Fallujah were always ready for a fight. They were determined not to lose their

  ruthless grip on the people in Al Anbar Province.




  “Blue Dog One. They’re coming our way.” The quiet voice in his earpiece was Blue Dog Two, Staff Sergeant Mike Dodge, whose own six-man team was entrenched a half block behind

  Swanson’s. Each position supported the other.




  “Ready here,” he said, running through a mental checklist still again: squad automatic weapons, M-203 grenade launchers, M-16s, even two sniper rifles, plus Dodge’s radio gear

  to call in roof-scraping Cobra helicopters and fast-moving fighter-bombers. They were the anvil. When the tanks and APCs and infantry struck hard from the front, the insurgents would roll back into

  the perceived safety of the city, smack into the waiting Marine force planted in the two buildings that dominated a broad street that was empty of traffic.




  There was no doubt the enemy would put up a good scrap, for they owned the home field advantage in this stronghold forty miles west of Baghdad. Their deposed dictator, Saddam Hussein, was

  believed to be hiding somewhere in the stubborn region known as the Sunni Triangle, where he was protected by fanatic loyalists. The Iraqi force was comprised of members of Hussein’s ruling

  Ba’ath Party political apparatus and government, elements of the Republican Guard, some remnants of the Iraqi Army, and a growing number of Sunni Muslim guerrillas and foreign fighters. They

  owed their allegiance, their very existence, to Saddam. If they lost, none of them had a bright future in a new Iraq that would be ruled by their religious rivals, the Shiites. The burps

  and thumps of automatic weapons fire rose in volume and came closer. Explosions popped on the horizon, and the usual thick haze of dust and dirt churned.




  The Swans on and Dodge teams had inserted during the darkest hours, linked up, and made their way into the eerie stillness of the city before the sun rose. Mike had set up in a house beside a

  junk-littered field, while Kyle arranged his guys across the street and a half block up, but within sight of the other team.




  Straight down the avenue was the broad entry plaza and main doorway of the Haj Musheen Abdul Aziz Az-Kubaysi mosque complex, a domed citadel that had surrendered its protected status as a

  religious site when it was turned into a base for the insurgency. Trashed by looters and air strikes, the remaining mountain of jagged rubble had become a fortress. That was the prime target today.

  Whoever controlled that palace and its underground bunkers had the city. From his strong position, Kyle Swanson believed he held the keys to the front door. He watched gunmen pour out of the

  structure and up over the walls and head for the fighting. He reported the movement. The sniper teams were the eyes and ears of the assault force, gathering intelligence and picking targets, and

  only later would they exercise their trigger fingers. Let the big assault force do the heavy lifting and roll a couple of Abrams tanks up the main street in front of the old mosque, supported by a

  battalion of Marines. The bad guys would be concentrating so hard on the armor, they wouldn’t even know the snipers were at their backs until it was too late. When the hammer closed the trap,

  the guns of the anvil would erupt to take out specific targets such as officers and radio operators.




  The forces were almost fully engaged now. Kyle checked his team, all of whom were veterans who suppressed their eagerness with professionalism, and then he let his fingers wander over his big

  sniper rifle, wiping away dirt. Ready. He was happy that Mike Dodge was at his six. The Marine Corps is a large organization but a rather small family, and over years of service any one of

  them meets many others. He and Dodge had been friends since their miserable days of basic training at Parris Island and later during Scout/Sniper School. They had gone off on their own careers but

  stayed in touch. Both had served in the first Iraq War, and afterward, Kyle had been an usher at Mike’s wedding two years ago. The bride’s name was Becky.




  Now it was November 2004, and they were back in the Sandbox with the 3rd Battalion/5th Marines for another round, this one called Operation Phantom Fury, with the goal of taming the wild city of

  Fallujah.




  “Blue Dog One. Hear that?”




  “Copy. Fire decreasing on the outskirts. What’s going on, Two?” Dodge had the big radios. There was no answer. “Blue Dog Two?”




  “Yeah. I was just over on the main freq. The attack has stopped. Repeat, the attack has stopped.”




  Kyle kept his eye on the scope. Insurgent fighters were flooding back into the city. “Blue Dog One to Blue Dog Two. They’re coming our way. I don’t see any of our guys chasing

  them.”




  Dodge’s voice was calm but urgent. “Dog One, we are ordered to exfiltrate immediately. Something has fucked up, and the attack stopped at Phase Line Butler.”




  “They want us to leave a place that is filling up with enemy fighters in broad daylight? Let’s just stay here and keep quiet until it gets dark.” He wanted to know what had

  gone wrong, but shit happens in war, and he would think about that later. Staying alive was now the higher priority.




  “Negative. Those bad guys are being flushed right toward us, and they will be in every building. We don’t have until dark.”




  Kyle could see it unfolding. The attacking armored force had drawn up in a line outside the city and was laying down a massive barrage that was driving the insurgents back and making them hunt

  cover. The Marine infantry, however, was not in pursuit, although the enemy was scattering like a gaggle of scared cats. Coming this way, fast. “You’re right, Blue Dog Two.

  This is untenable.”




  As if to make the point, a fighter seeking safety from the barrage threw open the booby-trapped door of their building, and the explosion shook the entire structure and drew the unwanted

  attention of other enemy elements in the area. They swung away from the stalled attack and opened fire on the sniper positions. Kyle’s team answered with a hail of automatic weapons. Swanson

  squeezed off one shot that took down a dumb gunman standing in the middle of the street and spraying bullets from an AK-47 held hip-high. You watched too many movies, Kyle thought. Then he

  popped a second man on the plaza, who looked like he was giving orders.




  “Blue Dog Two. You guys stay out of this. You haven’t been compromised.”




  “Negative, One. We’ll engage from here to take some of the pressure off, and you guys bound back to us. I’ve called air cover and the choppers for the extraction from the field

  next to our building. You control the fight, and I’ll control the air.”




  Swanson clicked his microphone to let Dodge know the message was received, then let the fight talk to him. Bullets were crashing into the mud-and-clay building where they hid, and the Marines

  were answering with outgoing fire that was disciplined and deadly. “Corporal Burke! We’re leaving. You and Ridgeway fall back to the Two position when they start firing.” The two

  Marines slid from their hides and moved to the rear door, and when Mike Dodge and his crew opened up, the pair broke cover and pounded across the street and into the safety of the Blue Dog Two

  position.




  That element of surprise was gone, and the gunmen would be ready for more Marines to make the dash. Swanson and his spotter, Corporal Boyd Scott, came down the broken stairs of the house with

  Kyle calling out, “Reynolds and Thomas! You’re next. Stay low and move your asses when you see the smoke.” Swanson, kneeling at a window, tracked an insurgent who was closing in

  and put a bullet in him. Scott fired smoke grenades with his M-203 launcher, and a soup of thick gray smoke bloomed in the street. Reynolds and Thomas took off running and made it to the house half

  a block away.




  The firefight was getting serious as more insurgents joined in and the acrid smoke started to swirl away. “Now us, Scott. Shoot and scoot.” Kyle slung his long sniper rifle over his

  back and brought up his own M-16A3, then followed Boyd out. The bad guys were firing blind, but with everything they had. Bullets whined off of buildings, skidded along walls, and kicked along the

  pavement. He could see Mike Dodge not far ahead, standing in the window, firing carefully over their heads and into the mob behind the smoke. Movemovemove!




  Halfway across, Boyd Scott was hit. He spun left and crashed onto the ground. The corporal had been struck in both the neck and the head and was bleeding like a fountain. His helmet had been

  torn off and rolled away like a hubcap off a Plymouth. There was no time for emotion or emergency treatment, so Kyle dropped his weapon and grabbed the shoulders of the wounded man’s armored

  vest and began staggering backward, pulling the bleeding man with him as more bullets sang around them. The possibility of being shot himself by slowing down to help a buddy did not enter his

  thoughts; Marines don’t leave other Marines behind.




  Then someone else was at his side, also grabbing the downed corporal and yelling something incomprehensible in the roar of the battle. Mike Dodge had left the safety of his building and leaped

  into harm’s way to help, and the two of them stumbled into the shelter together while the other Marines laid a hurricane of fire up the road toward the palace. A corpsman hustled over to take

  charge of Scott.




  “You were a fucking moron for coming out there, Staff Sergeant Dodge.”




  “Saved your slow ass, didn’t I?”




  “Shit you say. We were almost in the door before you even moved.”




  “Screw you, Staff Sergeant Swanson.”




  Kyle got busy placing the remaining Marines in tactical positions, and Mike went back to the radio. The incoming fire was growing, and two more Marines were wounded within the next three

  minutes. “Watch your rate of fire,” Swanson called as he jumped from team to team. “Help’s on the way. Don’t let ammo become a problem.”




  The first Cobra helicopter gunship wheeled in and made a gun run straight down the boulevard, and another scoured the rooftops on the left side, where enemy shooters had gathered to get a better

  vantage point over their target. As the first team of snakes pulled out, another set of helicopters came down to continue the counterattack, and above the roar of the hellacious firefight, Kyle

  heard the deep-throated thudding of an approaching CH-53 helicopter, their big taxi out of there. Corporal Scott died before it landed.




  On the way back to base camp, Swanson wiped his face and drank some water and thought about what had happened. No way was that a successful mission, not with one Marine KIA and two WIA. It

  wasn’t an unsuccessful mission, either, because the insurgents had been battered pretty well. He might never know why the original plan had been changed. What was it they said about battle

  plans not surviving the first shot? This was Iraq. It was just another mission in a long and dirty war. He listened to the thunking rhythm of the helicopter blades and figured that he owed Mike

  Dodge a beer.
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  BARCELONA, SPAIN




  THEIR CAREERS pushed Swanson and Dodge in different directions after that. Mike

  Dodge, with a wife, chose a more conventional path, while the single Kyle Swanson was swept up in special operations. Two years later, when Marine Corps Brigadier General Bradley Middleton was

  kidnapped by mercenaries and terrorists in Syria after the first Iraq War, Swanson went in and got him back but was mortally wounded in the fight, buried in Arlington, and posthumously awarded the

  Congressional Medal of Honor. It was huge news throughout the nation and the Corps, and Mike and Becky mourned the loss of their friend.




  However, things are not always as they seem, and three years later, Mike was shocked one evening to answer the front door of his two-bedroom home in Oceanside and find Kyle standing there, alive

  and well, beer in hand, ready to regale Becky with wild stories. It had all really been a major league Pentagon paperwork mistake, he said, and they couldn’t very well take back the medal,

  nor unbury him. Instead, they had bounced him around on special assignments until someone could figure out an appropriate job for a dead guy.




  The surprise reunion became a party that continued at a seafood restaurant on the Coast Highway just south of Del Mar. Back home about midnight, Kyle got down to the business part of his

  resurrection and the surprise visit. First, he swore them both to secrecy, making them put their hands on the family Bible.




  “Everything I told you earlier was bullshit,” he admitted. “I’m sorry, but I had to see how you were both doing before I divulge the actual story. Tell no one what you

  are about to hear, not tomorrow or ever.”




  Swanson then confessed to Mike and Becky how he had been officially washed from the records to help create a totally black spec ops organization that was known as Task Force Trident. It was a

  handful of specialists who answered only to the president and was turning the War on Terror on its head by taking the fight right to the enemy’s doorstep. Some really bad people had been

  learning there was no safe place to hide if they attacked America and its allies, and that there would be no martyrdom awaiting them, nothing but a bloody end. Trident could access any and all

  assets of the U.S. government to accomplish its missions; drones and SEALs and Delta Force and B-52s and computer geeks and federal agents and local cops and forensic psychologists could be called

  as needed for support. There were no paper trails to backtrack, and no punishment for carrying out the strikes, which were cleared personally by the president of the United States.




  Kyle said that Trident had reached a stage where he really needed a partner he could trust out there in the boonies, and who was better at this game than Mike Dodge? Mike looked ready to sign up

  on the spot. Becky pulled back.




  Think about it and talk it over, Swanson urged. Let me know tomorrow. Bumps could be expected in both pay grade and expenses. Big bumps, Kyle said. The Dodges talked all night before turning

  down the offer. It was the right move for them, Swanson admitted, but he at least had to try.




  INSTEAD OF RUNNING and gunning in dangerous special operations, at the end of another five years, in 2014,

  Gunnery Sergeant Mike Dodge found himself in command of the Marine security detachment at the U.S. Consulate in the peaceful diplomatic backwater of Barcelona, Spain. He wore a coat and tie to

  work, commuting from the two-bedroom apartment where he lived with Becky and their one-year-old son, Timmy. The place was all the way to the Reina Elsinda station, last stop on the Metro’s

  L-6 line, and it was a quiet life, a good life for a man with both a sense of duty and a family.




  On a bright Monday morning, when Dodge stepped from the train station, he immediately had a prickly feeling along his arms and neck that sent him into a state of alert. He saw nothing out of the

  ordinary, but the gunny had often felt that special tingling just before trouble broke out back during his combat tours in Iraq and Afghanistan.




  At least on the surface, everything seemed fine. A line of Spanish locals and citizens of other nations wanting to obtain visas and process business permits had been forming for the past hour at

  the main gate to the consulate. All were orderly, standing there for a specific purpose, reading newspapers and drinking coffee.




  Four Spanish cops were in front at the barrier that controlled vehicle entry. Dodge walked over to exchange greetings, and they confirmed that there was just the usual morning traffic and

  pedestrians.




  Dodge walked into the consulate through the heavy main door, crossed the polished stone lobby floor, and was greeted by the day-shift guy, Corporal J. V. Harris, in uniform at Post One behind

  the bulletproof glass wall. Dodge eyeballed him to be sure he was squared away. J. V. stood six-two, with a square chin and broad shoulders, and was an imposing figure although he was only twenty

  years old. Buttons on the short-sleeve khaki shirt and the buckle of the white web belt were in exact alignment. A holstered pistol rode on the hip of his dress blue trousers, and the white cover

  was perched firmly on a high-and-tight haircut. “Top of the morning, Gunny,” Harris called out, buzzing him through the reinforced transparent entrance to the business area.

  “Another excellent damned day in our beloved Marine Corps. Sergeant Martinez is in the back.” Rico Martinez had been the night man and would be changing into his civvies to go home.




  “What’s the threat assessment?” Dodge asked.




  “Low. Martinez reports things were quiet all night. Nothing since I came aboard.”




  Dodge’s eyes studied the young Marine. “Are you sober?”




  “Of course, Gunny.”




  “And the guys at the House?”




  “Absolutely. It was sort of a rough night in Barcelona, but if you want them, they can be on deck quick enough.”




  Dodge shook his head. That meant they were probably as hungover as sheets flapping on a clothesline. He couldn’t shake the itchy warning feeling. “Matter of fact, I do want them.

  Call over there and get them up. And you stay sharp.”




  The big door hissed closed and locked. Harris added, “The RSO and the consul general are already back there.” The RSO was the regional security officer for the Department of

  State’s Diplomatic Security Service and technically in charge of overall consulate safety.




  Dodge walked down the hallway, his eyes flicking to every door. Several consulate workers were at their computers at the front counter, getting ready to deal with the morning line.

  I’ll keep Martinez around for another hour, he decided.




  It was less than a minute before eight o’clock when J. V. Harris picked up a secure telephone and dialed the House. The telephone rang once, twice, three times, but no one answered. He

  hung up, planning to wait a few minutes and give them one more try before reporting to the gunny, who would rip them all a new one if they didn’t answer. Corporal Harris hung up and buzzed

  the security lock again, to allow a consulate worker with a big ring of keys to exit through the barrier so he could open the heavy, bulletproof main door. The business day was about to begin.




  THE MARINE HOUSE, a spacious Spanish-style structure of white

  stucco with a traditional red tile roof, was the official living quarters for five U.S. Marine Corps consulate guards in Barcelona. It was also a party place. When the large main room and manicured

  garden were not in use for diplomatic functions, it was one of the more popular nightlife addresses in the Sarrià/Sant Gervasi district. Off duty, the Marines knew how to have a good

  time.




  Early on Monday morning, Sergeant John Dale was on his knees in the bathroom, paying due homage to the porcelain god after the latest Sunday night party. “I think my brain is

  broken,” he moaned, then his stomach seized and he retched again into the toilet. The feast of paella, roast pig, beer, and red Rioja wine had tasted much better going down than it did coming

  up. He flushed and slumped back against the chill finish of the tub, awaiting the next upheaval from his protesting stomach.




  The two other Marines in the House were Sergeant Pete Palmer and Corporal Chet Morrison, both sleeping off their own hangovers. Palmer had a girl with him. The large house was laid out along a

  central hallway, with a big living room and dining area flanking the curved entrance alcove. Kitchen, bedrooms, and two full baths were lined down a central hallway that emptied into the manicured

  backyard, which had an enclosed swimming pool. It was the best place that the twenty-year-old Dale had ever lived, far beyond his dreams growing up in his small town in Indiana. A hell of a lot

  nicer than his last posting in Afghanistan.




  A dry and aching spasm clutched his stomach and he barfed again, and this time knew he was finally empty. There just can’t be anything left down there. Sick as a skunk with an

  exploding skull, but finally empty. Staring into the mirror as he washed his face and brushed his teeth, Dale promised to pace himself next time. Someday. Maybe. Wearing just his boxer shorts, he

  headed barefoot for the kitchen and a big glass of water while the coffee brewed. The living room was a wreck, but by noon the maid would clean it, the gardener would fix the flower beds, and the

  handyman would repair any damage, all on the government dime.




  Dale drank deeply and looked out through one of the broad windows in the rear and saw the fresh April sun rising, with its orange light glistening along the thick border of juniper bushes and

  tall blue-green Spanish fir trees. Things were a mess out there, too. It was about eight o’clock, but by evening it would all be squared away by the people who were paid to pick up after them

  and fix things. Like magic. This was his first embassy posting, and he liked the duty.




  Had he been looking out of the front windows instead of the rear, Dale would have seen a small van coast to the curb, and five bearded men climb out and hurry through the front gate that opened

  without so much as a squeak. They all carried AK-47 submachine guns. With a low threat assessment throughout the area, all weapons in the Marine House were locked away in a safe. There was no local

  police security protection, for only an idiot would attack a group of Marines.




  One of the men outside unspooled what looked like a long, narrow piece of weather stripping and snapped the prefabricated adhesive explosive around the edges of the heavy front door, then

  hustled for cover. A second one pressed the command detonator button, and a hard explosive charge smashed the quiet morning and blew the door to splinters. While the smoke was still thick, the five

  attackers rushed inside with their guns up and fingers on the triggers.




  Sergeant John Dale was caught in the kitchen, where the blast of the door had left him sprawled on the floor beside the table, dazed and blinded by flying debris. The first burst of full-auto

  gunfire ripped his chest and stomach as the other gunmen hurried down the hallway, kicking in doors and shooting. Corporal Chet Morrison was leaping from his bed when he was knocked backward,

  stitched by a hail of AK-47 bullets. Sergeant Palmer and his girlfriend were still untangling themselves when a gunman stepped into the room and shot them both repeatedly.




  The attack team, working from a map that had been carefully drawn by the maid, checked every room and closet, plus the garden and the tool shed, then hurried back to their car. As it sped away

  toward the harbor and a waiting fast boat to take them away from Spain, the Marine House telephone began to ring.




  FOUR HUMPBACKED Volkswagen Eurovans were parked bumper to bumper and with engines idling along the Carrer del

  Doctor Francesc Darder, less than three hundred yards south of the consulate. Each vehicle contained five men and an assortment of serious weapons. When the man in the passenger seat of the lead

  vehicle, a brown-eyed veteran fighter named Djahid Rebiane, received verbal confirmation that the Marine House raid was complete, he spoke one word softly to the driver,

  “Vámonos.” Let’s go.




  They attacked just as the big front door of the consulate was swinging open. Gunmen in the lead car took out the Spanish police in the guard shack with quick bursts from automatic weapons; then

  Rebiane got out and lifted the boom-device barrier that blocked the road. The other four Eurovans sped through. Djahid Rebiane shouldered his AK-47 and walked calmly toward the consulate, opening

  fire on the startled civilians in the line outside. Three went down before they realized what was happening as panic grabbed the others. At the guardhouse, two terrorists established a defensive

  security position while two others began to assemble the tripod, tube, and aiming device of an 81 mm mortar.




  The worker who had been opening the door saw the first shootings and moved to close it, but he was blown away by a pair of rocket-propelled grenades that demolished the entire entranceway.

  Almost simultaneously, another RPG team attacked the windows on the right side of the building, and the automatic weapons chattered in suppressing fire.




  The three Marines inside the consulate, all battle-tested veterans, did not panic but moved with precision, although clearly on the defensive side of things. Gunny Dodge picked up an Uzi

  submachinegun. Martinez, wearing jeans and a blue T-shirt, came out of the back room fully armed and with a helmet and protective vest. Harris looked at the television monitors and saw civilians

  falling outside and a large attack team pressing in on all sides.




  “No response from the Marine House, Gunny,” he shouted.




  Dodge also looked at the monitors. “We have to consider them dead. You guys hold in place while I get the RSO and consul general.” Staff members were running down the central hallway

  to the safe rooms in the rear, putting Marine guns between themselves and the terrorists. Some of the secret squirrels began destroying sensitive equipment and shredding documents.




  Dodge found the two State Department officials arguing. The RSO had his own weapon out and was telling Consul General Juanita Sandoval to get ready to move to an extraction point. She was

  refusing. Just then, the first mortar round hit the consulate roof and blew through the second floor, and the concussion knocked all of them to the carpet.




  Up front, Harris and Martinez were hunkered into doorways as the first attackers charged into the destroyed lobby. Shooting would do no good because the thick glass that fronted the secure area

  was bulletproof on both sides. Djahid Rebiane knew that, and he brazenly strode through the lobby and slapped a small plastique charge against the inner door, then scrambled outside again. Martinez

  hollered a warning a split second before the detonation ripped the place apart. Harris loosed a volley into the opening, and then Martinez rolled into the hallway and opened fire, both ducking back

  to cover when a hand grenade came bouncing in.




  Gunny Dodge and the RSO realized time was running out. The Spanish police would be on the way, but this was an orchestrated attack and would be over, one way or another, before any help could

  arrive. It was up to them to hold. The RSO ordered the consul general to get to the secure telephone in the safe room and call Washington immediately, but the woman hesitated.




  “Maybe they only want to take us prisoner,” she said. She had been a political appointee to the unimportant position of consul general in Barcelona, and her job was mainly to hold

  social functions. “Like in Tehran a long time ago. If we surrender, Washington will negotiate our release.”




  Dodge moved back toward the hallway, where the gunfire was increasing. “No, ma’am. Think Benghazi, not Tehran. These people want to kill us.”




  “But why?” Her eyes were wide in fear. “Let me just go talk to them. Maybe all they want is to give some demands, like the Basque separatists always do.”




  Dodge ignored her. It was up to the RSO to get her to an extraction point, if possible, and the gunny went crawling back up the hallway. Martinez and Harris were doing selective fire at a couple

  of terrorists in the lobby, who were doing the same thing back at them. There had been no general assault through the breach. Instead, indirect mortar fire was crashing into the right side of the

  building, opening still another gash. More gunmen outside found places in the rubble from which they could fire inside.




  “How we doing, guys?” Dodge called out.




  “Pretty good, Gunny. We’ve nailed a couple of the assholes, and they haven’t come charging in.” Martinez took a moment to change magazines. “Looks like they are

  just trying to hold us in place.”




  “Which means they are up to some other kind of shit,” Dodge added. “So let’s do a counterattack. Toss out a grenade, and we follow out to hit the front area and reclaim

  the outer doorway. The cops should be showing up soon.”




  “Or we can just hold the fort.”




  “I don’t think that’s an option. There has to be a reason for this to be going on for so long. They seem content that we are trapped in here, but they know a stalemate

  can’t last forever.” He slithered away back down the hall to alert the RSO and consul general as more RPGs and mortar rounds and automatic fire continued to smash into the building.

  Then within sixty seconds, it all was quiet again, as if someone were taking a deep breath. Everyone exchanged glances. Is it over?




  Rebiane watched his men pull back and climb into the waiting Eurovans and head toward the open exit. His teams had used the time to place heavy crates of explosives at all four corners of the

  building, and he got out at the bullet-pocked guard facility and gently held the cell phone that would detonate the boxes all at the same time. Satisfied that all was ready, he ducked into a fetal

  position and thumbed the predialed number, which ignited a cataclysmic explosion that flattened the building. When the rocks stopped falling, Rebiane stood again and spent a moment watching a great

  fireball boil and curl and reach into the morning sky as walls and floors caved in. Nobody could survive that. Then he got into the van waiting for him, and it drove away.
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  BADEN-WÜRTTEMBERG,




  GERMANY




  MARINE GUNNERY Sergeant Kyle Swanson burrowed deep into the muck of the Black Forest, covered head to

  boots in a ghillie suit layered with tangled twigs and brush. The Heckler & Koch MSG-90A1 sniper rifle was in a drag bag dummy-corded to his gear, and he was invisible in the gloom. This was

  only a war game, but he never mistook exercises for mere games when he had a chance to polish his deadly skills.




  The woods were thick with big trees anchored in overgrowth, and although it was almost noon, it had an early morning feel. Fuzzy sunbeams filtered in columns through the low branches to stain

  the landscape with shadowed dullness. A stubborn mist still hung about, and a sporadic breeze was stirring every bush. It was prime stalking country.




  He held his small Zeiss binos steady on a four-man team of German KSK Kommando Spezialkräfte that was moving as softly as a gaggle of ghosts; countersnipers, looking for him. Their backs

  were toward him, and he could take out all of them all right now, right-to-left, four-three-two-one, in a couple of seconds with the ten blank rounds in his box magazine. Swanson never

  entertained qualms about shooting the enemy in the back. That only made them easier targets. That wasn’t his job today, so they could live a while longer.




  Germany was to host the vital G-20 summit this summer, when the leaders of the world’s most powerful economies would gather to attempt to resolve the stubborn global debt crisis. Security

  forces were in constant training to protect them, and the Black Forest was alive with war games testing their various abilities. The KSK special operations unit had specifically invited the Marines

  to send over Kyle Swanson to try an elite penetration, best against best.




  Swanson had been running so many off-the-books missions that he welcomed the chance to slide back into his comfortable old skin as a scout/sniper for a while and recalibrate his basic skill set

  in some place out of a real danger zone.




  His spotter was Corporal Harold Martin, a promising young scout/sniper from New Jersey who still had a lot to learn and was trying to pass a test of his own to qualify for future clandestine

  missions. Getting Swanson’s approval on this job would be a big step in the right direction. Martin had already made a mistake because he was so nervous about partnering with the no-nonsense

  gunny. He had not emptied his bladder before the mission began, and now it was about to burst.




  The exercise was to determine if an intruder could get within 400 yards of the Blue Force command center, a cluster of light military vehicles strung out along a valley road. Security patrols

  could only extend out beyond 350 yards, which created a no-man’s land of 50 yards.




  Swanson and Martin had helo-dropped in overnight three klicks away and spent the morning hours humping over the crest of a hill toward the grid coordinates of the target. Closer, and after

  freshening their ghillies with local vegetation, they began the low and slow work of moving without being seen. Poor visibility further hampered the hunters, and the sniper team easily oozed

  undetected to within 800 yards of the target. With Martin slithering alongside through the bountiful cover, they were at the 400-yard mark by the time dawn swam reluctantly through the trees. That

  meant that the exercise was technically over and Swanson had won. A shot from such a distance is nothing for a good sniper, so he could set up where he was and ruin the day of the generals in the

  command post below when one stepped outside the parked vans that bristled with radio antennae.




  With that 50-yard cushion, the security patrol could not find them anyway. He had spotted two static observation posts supporting the four men on foot duty, and he admired the methodical KSK 5th

  Platoon troopers who were doing a solid job combing the countryside with a coordinated search. Blocked by the imaginary search boundary, it was nowhere near being an adequate test in such terrain.

  Too easy. The Germans were looking for X. He would give them Y. He never had much use for rules anyway, for reality always derailed plans made on paper. This was really unfair. He

  activated the small microphone at his throat and whispered, “We’re going closer.”




  The response from Martin was the first unexpected thing Swanson had encountered all morning. “I have to pee.”




  “Hold it a little bit longer and shut up.”




  Swanson continued studying the area as well as the security patrol and soon found both things he needed for the next step. The patrol’s pattern had a break in it, and just beyond that

  break stretched a long shadow that was darker than the surrounding ground and a safe zone that was further obscured by high brush. He would have a better chance in there of finding a clear opening

  through the trees to the command post.




  Then life, the unexpected event, came visiting. “I’ve been holding it for an hour, Gunny. Now I really got to let it go.”




  There was nothing Swanson could do but deal with the situation. If Martin urinated, the smell could carry on the wind and might alert the patrol to their location. To lose this opportunity

  because of such a minor thing would be a crime. The kid has to learn such things, but let him do it on somebody else’s time. He ain’t ready for prime time. It was an even

  better reason to change their location.




  “When I give the word, roll to your side and pee in the dirt, then be ready to move.”




  “Ah, man. You’re going to mark me down for this when the exercise is over, aren’t you?”




  Swanson did not respond, but patiently waited as the corporal tended to his business. The smell seemed overpowering before the kid could cover it with dirt. They immediately moved out. Martin

  was right behind him. Once in the depression, the higher bushes provided enough cover to allow a high-crawl, and they scooted along bent at the waist rather than digging with elbows and toes. He

  stopped when they were only 200 yards from the command post, far behind the snooper perimeter and with a clear view down the slope to the vehicles. The little valley would mask the echo of any kill

  shot and confuse the searchers, who would not know where it came from. It was a perfect conclusion. He removed the H&K from its bag and checked it out, then put his binos on the backs of the

  patrol.




  The leader stopped abruptly and held up his right hand in a fist. The rest froze but kept their eyes busy.




  “Dammit, Martin, they smelled your piss.” Swanson watched as the leader put his hand to his right ear, probably communicating with the command post. Then the German slung his rifle,

  removed his helmet, and put on the distinctive maroon beret with the wreathed-sword badge of the KSK. The other three followed his movement, dropping their wariness and standing in place.




  “Gunny Swanson!” the team leader called out. “I am Oberfeldwebel Mausch. I have just been informed that this exercise is terminated and that you are needed immediately in our

  command post to answer an emergency call from Washington.”




  “Right here, Oberfeldwebel. We’re coming in.”




  Mausch wheeled in surprise. The voice was behind him. A clump of underbrush stirred, then grew into the shape of a man as Swanson stood, shook off the hood of his ghillie, and raised

  his hand.




  Martin also struggled to his feet, wondering how to cover the dark stain at his crotch.




  “I think we would have found you,” the German said with a reluctant smile as Kyle reached their group.




  “But you didn’t,” the Marine replied. The two NCOs shook hands, then walked casually down to the command center, exchanging sniper shop talk.




  “What’s that awful stench?” asked another of the German soldiers as the rest of the team followed.




  “I think the young American has wet his pants,” mocked another one.




  “My friends, that is the sweet smell of success,” said Martin.
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  GERMANY




  SWANSON WAS HUSTLED directly to the convoy’s communication vehicle, a multiwheeled armored

  beast stacked with small satellite reception disks and aerials. Cables stretched to generators and subsidiary radio units that were hardlined into the vehicles serving the commander and his staff.

  Kyle stripped off the ghillie and dropped most of the gear, but camo grease still stained his face, and his uniform was caked with dirt. The call was said to be urgent, so soap and water would have

  to wait.




  The door opened to show a frame of red light, and an enlisted man stepped out of the comm van. “Sound and camera have been tested, and the secure uplink is ready for you. Take the first

  seat,” the soldier said, jumping to the ground. Kyle climbed up and in, pulling the door closed behind him. The soft red interior light automatically switched to regular lighting, and the

  whir of fans indicated a first-class climate control system that kept the guts of the electronics cool and provided temperate spaces for the human workers. Panels of lighted dials, knobs and

  switches, handsets, and a half-dozen small flat television display screens were lined precisely along both bulkheads. All were blank except one. Kyle sat down and swiveled toward the lighted unit.

  “Hey, Liz,” he said to the face on the screen. “What’s up?”




  Navy Commander Benton Freedman was the technology chief of Task Force Trident. Marine Major General Bradley Middleton was the commander, Marine Lieutenant Colonel Sybelle Summers was operations

  officer, and Senior Master Sergeant O. O. Dawkins was the do-it-all administrator. Swanson was the field operator, the deadly triggerman for an organization that performed the sort of missions that

  would never be written about in the history books. Five people were the total complement of the unit. Trident itself did not appear on any military flow chart. It occupied a suite of offices deep

  inside the Pentagon, but from there, it had a worldwide reach.




  Freedman was concentrating on whatever was happening, with his tousled black hair and big glasses giving him the look of a nerd on steroids. He had been called “the Wizard” by his

  college classmates because of his genius with electronics, but the Tridents changed that to “Lizard” and then chopped it again to “Liz.” He glanced up but did not comment on

  Swanson’s appearance. “Wait one for the general,” he said, and with the stroke of a key, his face vanished and was replaced by the unsmiling grimace of General Middleton. As

  usual, the Trident commanding officer wasted no time with pleasantries. “Gunny, there was a terrorist event at our consulate in Barcelona, Spain, this morning. The entire six-man Marine guard

  detachment was wiped out, the consul general was KIA, and at least ten others are dead, including the RSO. Unknown number of wounded. Heavy local civilian casualty count.”




  “Yes, sir.” Swanson just acknowledged the observation, since he had not been asked to comment. The general wasn’t calling to tell him something that would be popping up soon on

  television news and Twitter.




  “This is almost a real-time situation, Gunny, so we—the people we work for back here—want you to get in there right away and help the FBI do a tactical analysis and survey the

  area from a military attack standpoint. The Germans are laying on a helicopter to take you to a base large enough to handle a big plane, and you will fly directly to Rota. You will rendezvous with

  an officer who will give you a package of information, then get you down to Barcelona.”




  “Yes, sir.” Why do I sense that there is more to this than just me jumping into Spain in such a hurry to take a look at a crime scene?




  “We have six dead Marines, Gunny. I want you involved up to your neck. The frag orders at Rota will give you more details. Good luck.” The screen went blank.








  ONCE HE WAS CLEANED UP and had packed his gear, the Germans got Swanson over to Ramstein Air Base, where he had a seat waiting aboard a

  VIP C-20 of the 86th Airlift Wing, and the Gulfstream jet ferried him to the giant naval station on the coast of Rota, Spain. The other three passengers were an admiral and his aide and an Army

  brigadier general, so conversation was only polite small talk and kept mostly between the two flag officers. Swanson tuned them out and used the short time aloft to catch some sleep. He had learned

  long ago to sleep whenever he had a chance, and since he had been awake for almost forty-eight hours during the war game, he had a dreamless, deep rest. In fact, he snored. The plane had banked and

  touched down with a squeal of rubber tires on hard tarmac before Kyle blinked awake again.




  It rolled to an easy stop, and the copilot, an Air Force major, came back into the cabin and popped the hatch. The admiral descended the steps first, followed by his aide, and they were greeted

  by other staff members in sharp Navy whites throwing crisp salutes. The general, a one-star, carried his own briefcase and walked toward a waiting car. The copilot raised his hand to stop Swanson

  in the aisle. “You might as well stay in your seat, Gunny. A messenger is coming aboard to deliver a packet for you; then we have orders to ferry you over to Barcelona. Plenty of fuel for

  that hop, and it won’t take too long. Get yourself a drink out of the galley and be comfortable.”




  Swanson nodded. The job, whatever it was, seemed to be gathering speed, forcing him along like a stick on a rising tide, and he didn’t know why. The supposed assignment of helping the FBI

  had to be bullshit, even though it had come straight from Middleton. By this time, whole teams of American investigators would be heading into Spain to tear the crime scene apart and map and

  photograph it to the inch. Middleton frequently left bread crumbs along the path to confuse anyone who might try to track what was really happening. Those trained forensic crews were much better

  equipped than Kyle for such work, for his own talent lay in killing people. The general was always testing him, and Swanson assumed that in the long run, Middleton would be satisfied that his prize

  shooter was still up to his unknown standard, had not mellowed out, and still had a sharp edge. Only then would he give the gunny a job and send Swanson out to take care of some violent business.

  Kyle got a chilled bottle of juice from the small refrigerator. Middleton is such a pain in the butt. He doesn’t do that measuring-stick thing with anybody else in Trident.




  A Marine second lieutenant wearing a sidearm ducked into the cabin and snapped, “Are you Gunnery Sergeant Swanson?”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “I’m Lieutenant McDougal. Your ID.” It was a youngster’s order, and he should have known better than to go pecking around with a gunnery sergeant.




  Kyle fished out his military identification card but held on to it. “May I see yours first, sir? Some of my information is classified. I have to see your security clearance.”




  The lieutenant was startled. Classified? It’s just a fuckin’ ID card. “Sure,” he said, and pulled it from his wallet. After Swanson read it and matched the

  picture to the man, he handed McDougal both cards. Swanson’s contained a color head-and-shoulders photo, his name and a serial number printed boldly over a gray Marine Corps eagle, ball, and

  anchor symbol, and a telephone number at the Pentagon that should be called if there were any other questions. Nothing more. The lieutenant had never seen anything like it.




  The officer handed it back along with a tightly sealed box wrapped in dark paper. Red-ink letters declared it to be Top Secret. The lieutenant also had a clipboard to verify delivery, and Kyle

  signed the receipt.




  Swanson put the package on the seat and laid his big .45 caliber Colt pistol on top of it. “Is there anything else, Lieutenant?”




  “No, Gunny. That’s all.”




  “Very well.” Swanson called out through the open door of the cockpit, “Major? If we’re fueled up, let’s get going.” He stared blankly at the lieutenant.




  McDougal, fighting the urge to say “sir” and salute, retreated up the aisle and out of the door, which was secured behind him. Back in his Humvee, he paused to watch the sleek jet

  take off. So that’s the famous Kyle Swanson, some kind of super spook and sniper. Not much to look at. Swanson was only five feet nine inches tall, weighed 176 pounds, and wore his

  light brown hair short and neat. He looked like any ordinary Marine and had been militarily correct in their brief conversation. Those ghostly eyes were a great difference, though, for they had

  pierced the lieutenant like uncaring daggers, vacant of emotion, as if McDougal were nothing worth considering, much less worrying about.




  After the C-20 settled in at altitude, Swanson used a thumbnail to pry up an edge of tape, then tore away the thick brown wrapping paper. In the box were six cream-colored folders—the

  personnel jackets of the slain Marines in Barcelona—and a short set of orders that directed him to identify and collect the half-dozen bodies and escort them all to Joint Base Andrews in

  Maryland, just outside of Washington. Strange. There were whole groups of specialists who performed this kind of duty; once you were dead, your remains entered into a realm of ritual in

  which every step had been preplanned with exactness. Just like with the investigators who were coming to Barcelona, this was not in Swanson’s job description. What the hell is Middleton

  up to?




  Whatever it was, the boss had gone to some trouble to route these folders to meet Kyle at Rota, so he must want him to know this information before reaching the next destination of the trip.

  Swanson opened the first one and began to read as the plane roared through the Spanish sky: Martinez, Ricardo D., Corporal, and his Social Security number. O-Positive blood type.




  By the time the wheels of the VIP aircraft kissed the tarmac in Barcelona, Kyle had begun to understand, as if he were breaking out of a mental fog bank. The final folder had been that of Gunny

  Mike Dodge, who had been in command of the consulate security detail. It contained the official résumé, and Kyle already knew all of those details. Less than an hour after leaving the

  plushness of the plane, he was standing in a cold morgue in Barcelona, looking down at the scarred face of his old friend.




  His driver, an FBI agent, took Kyle past the demolished Marine House and the collapsed ruin of the consulate to give him an idea of the ferocity of the attack, then ran him over to the city

  morgue, where the six bodies he had to identify were laid out beneath sheets on gurneys. The other victims were stored elsewhere. It wasn’t the low temperature that made him shiver as he

  looked into the pale and empty faces of the recent dead, but a stirring of passion about how wrong this was, and growing outrage about the attack.




  Then he broke investigative protocol and told the driver to take him over for what was sure to be a heartbreaking visit to the new widow. The apartment was located in a neat Barcelona suburb,

  and Becky Dodge flung open the door even before he rang the bell, launching herself into his arms. “Kyle! Come in! Get yourself in here!”




  “Hey, Becky. How you doing?”




  “Do you want some coffee? I just made some.” The dark-haired beauty with the almond eyes fled back to the kitchen, calling over her shoulder, “Kyle, that’s Dorothy in the

  living room, she’s from the Red Cross. Wait a minute. I want to get Timmy. You haven’t even met him.”




  Swanson looked at the Red Cross woman, a middle-aged brunette, who shook her head and whispered softly, “Total denial.”




  Becky was still emotionally at sea. She swept back into the small living room, hugging a sleepy child. “This is him. Say hello to the one and only Timothy Leland Dodge.” She smiled.

  “Isn’t he wonderful?”




  “You better keep him. I don’t do children very well.” He smiled and guided her to the sofa.




  She kept talking, as if silence were an enemy. “Now tell me, where have you been keeping yourself? Mike is always talking about the things you do, mostly rumors that you go out and do

  stuff that nobody really knows about. He loves this embassy work, though, and we’re happy to leave the rough stuff to you.” There was a break, her eyes misting. “He says there

  will be no more combat tours because he’s a father now. I mean that in the past tense, of course. Mikey is dead, you know, but that’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”




  The Red Cross lady took Timmy into her lap, and Kyle put an arm around Becky, who finally broke into a fit of tears. “Damn the Marines,” she burbled. “You goddammed Marines. He

  had a chance to get out and take a good job back in the States, but he wouldn’t leave the Corps. He promised me no more combat, and that nothing ever happened in a place like

  Barcelona.” She balled a fist and pounded Kyle on the chest.




  “I came to take Mike home, Becky, and to see that you and Timmy were all right. Mike was killed by terrorists and died a hero, trying to save innocent lives. He will be treated

  accordingly. One of the best Marines I ever knew.”




  “And what do Timmy and I do now? Our child is going to grow up without a father, and I don’t have any skills other than sewing buttons on uniforms!” He let her cry, and Dorothy

  from the Red Cross watched. It was a breakthrough moment, as the brave facade collapsed and Becky Dodge realized that she was no longer a wife but a widow.




  He had no words for this, holding Becky and looking over at the gurgling Timmy after having just seen Mike Dodge flat on a slab in the morgue. He held her close and let the tears puddle the

  shoulder of his shirt.
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  PALMA, MALLORCA,




  SPAIN




  FORKS OF CHAIN LIGHTNING clawed the night, streaking sharp and blue beyond the verandah of the big

  villa, and bombs of thunder fought behind huge black clouds, as if the heavens were at war. The sea around the island sighed and heaved with waves that crested white and rolled high in the shipping

  lanes as the storm ravaged the western Mediterranean. Djahid Rebiane was content as he watched the turmoil, satisfied that he was not out in the weather; he and his element of the attack team had

  safely made the crossing from Spain before the low-pressure front caught up with them. The others had scattered into Italy and France and could be reached for future operations. The 130-mile boat

  trip had been rough, with the bad weather coming in, but manageable. Now he was stretched out in a comfortable lounger, watching the storm rage while he savored the fruity taste of sangria in the

  home of the renegade banker Cristobál Jose Bello.




  Rebiane had showered and shaved his beard as soon as he arrived, and removed the contact lenses that had turned his sharp blue eyes brown. The thick black hair would be cut and styled tomorrow,

  and he would wear European clothing. The killer no longer looked anything like the thug who led the attack on the Barcelona consulate. If anyone asked for identification, he carried the passport

  and press credentials of a freelance writer and magazine photographer, but people seldom asked. Posing as a photojournalist allowed him relatively easy access anywhere he wanted to go. A gust of

  wind blew through the arches and puffed his new shirt. He was an imposing man, tall and strong through the chest, and at only thirty-one years of age believed himself to be immortal. Death was

  something he served to others, usually with a smile.




  “Do you believe the Americans understood our message?” His father, Yanis, asked the question in Arabic from a nearby chair.




  Djahid answered in the same language. “I think so. Our strike was delivered with force and finality.”




  “Enough to make them back off?”




  “You know those things better than I, Father.” He watched the rain fall. “This is a wicked storm.”




  Yanis made a dismissive face and lit another cigarette. “Washington has been taken by surprise and has not responded in any way, other than some rather common anger on television. Nothing

  has come through on the back channels of the diplomatic world.”




  “Give it a little time. We will know soon enough. We killed a diplomat and a lot of other people. They cannot just pretend it did not happen.”




  “And they cannot declare war on Spain.” Yasim stopped speaking when a thunderclap seemed to shake the entire island, the largest of the Balearic Islands. “Señor Bello

  and I will fly to Algiers tomorrow for a meeting of the Group of Six to discuss how to best take advantage of your victory, my son. I believe we are now in a position from which we can impose a

  deadline on the Madrid government.”




  The Group of Six had stepped boldly onto the world stage a year earlier, when the European Banking Risk and Regulation Congress in London was shocked to learn that a special relationship was

  developing between Spain and a half-dozen investment bankers with Islamic links: a straight-up free-market business offer to the Madrid government as an alternative to the onerous economic rescue

  terms being presented by the European Central Bank. The five men and one woman identified as the core group represented international assets and credit worth billions of dollars, and contacts

  across the globe. Yanis Rebiane and Cristobál Jose Bello were two of its members.
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