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  THE GREEN ZONE


  BAGHDAD, IRAQ




  It was just a matter of waiting. Juba was good at waiting. Patience was an important tool for him, as it is for all snipers. The Iraqi desert sun baked and parched him,

  but his soul remained calm, soothed by the instructions of his two fathers and the sure knowledge that the hunt was on. Once again, he was the sword of the Prophet. God is great! he

  whispered, feeling guilty for breaking his oath and speaking the words of praise.




  He had been in the hole for three days, shaded only by a few bushes during the hottest part of the blistering afternoons. He let his face and neck become sunburned and measured his rations

  carefully, eating and drinking only enough to survive. The last chocolates from his field rations had been eaten, and he had intentionally drained the last water from his canteens the previous day.

  He was hungry, and thirst clawed at his throat. Good.




  Throughout the time in the hide, he had heard sporadic traffic passing unseen only fifty meters away and the occasional boom of an explosion somewhere down the track. Each morning an American

  patrol rolled past, clouds of dust following the big vehicles. He could have gotten help anytime he wanted it. Didn’t want it.




  On the fourth morning, the sun was up and the temperature was climbing when he saw the faraway dust clouds kicked up by the oncoming patrol. No wonder they were so easy to ambush. He crawled

  from the hide, brushed away the signs of his stay by brooming the area with a bush, and staggered to the road. The vehicles now could be seen with the naked eye, which meant they could see him,

  too, a wobbling soldier alone in the desert.




  He held up his hands as if in surrender to the first Bradley Fighting Vehicle that approached, with its .50 caliber machine gun trained on him. Then he collapsed. A lieutenant of the U.S. 1st

  Cavalry Division instantly recognized the disruptive pattern camouflage uniform and weathered beret worn by the British soldier and jumped down to help. They pulled him into the shade of the big

  vehicle.




  Sweat caked the dusty face and dirt clung to the filthy uniform, and when they started pouring some water into his mouth, he greedily grabbed for the canteen. The American pulled it back.

  ‘Easy, pal. Just a little bit at a time. You’re gonna be okay.’ He offered another sip. A medic smoothed a wet salve on the sunburned face, neck, and hands.




  Juba slowly responded in a British accent, haltingly explaining that his sniper team had been discovered a week ago and his spotter killed in the ensuing fight. The Englishman had evaded the

  searching insurgents, found this road before dawn today, and walked next to it since then, hoping that a friendly force would spot him before the insurgents did. The Americans were unaware that his

  uniform and the rifle hanging from his shoulder had been stripped from a British soldier he had killed outside of Basra.




  Juba was able to stand unaided by the time a helicopter arrived, and he thanked the American soldiers and climbed into the bird. Within thirty minutes, it delivered him to the landing pad of a

  military hospital inside the Green Zone of Baghdad. A stretcher team met him, but he waved them off, and they led him into a cool corridor, then into a big room where other soldiers lay on cots. A

  nurse helped him remove his tunic and stuck a needle into his arm to start a slow drip of hydrating fluids. He had been outside in the heat for so long that the fresh liquid going directly into his

  veins, plus the air-conditioning, caused a deep and instant chill, and he began to shake as if he were freezing. The nurse recognized the reaction as normal and wrapped a blanket around his

  shoulders as a doctor came over to check him. Exhaustion, sunburn, and dehydration, but no wounds. Juba lay back on the cot, enjoying the brief rest and the air-conditioning.




  As the IV drip was finishing, a courteous U.S. intelligence captain came to his cot, having already notified British commanders that their man had been rescued. ‘They thought you were

  dead,’ said the captain, settling into a chair. He thought the guy looked like hell. ‘So what happened out there, Sergeant?’




  The officer took a few notes as Juba repeated his tale of a mission gone wrong. ‘Sorry about your buddy,’ the American said and put away the notebook. ‘Bad shit.’




  ‘Part of the job, mate.’ Juba sighed and leaned back on the green sheet of the metal-framed cot.




  ‘Your instructions are to rest up and then return to your unit as soon as medically fit,’ said the captain.




  The busy doctor in uniform came by just long enough to look him over for a final time and remove the needle. ‘I’ve signed your discharge slip, Sergeant. You’re going to be fine

  except for a few aches and pains and that sunburn. Drink a lot of water and have some chow. Here’s some ointment for the burn, and if you need more, just come by the pharmacy. You want

  something to help you sleep tonight?’




  ‘No, sir. I’ve dealt with worse than this.’




  ‘Okay, then. You’re free to leave. Good luck.’




  The intel officer was still there. ‘Come on with me, soldier, and I’ll take you over to the mess hall, then give you a chit for a bed tonight in the guest quarters. Your orders from

  British HQ are to rest up and then report back to your unit. Meanwhile, you’re a guest of Uncle Sam.’




  Juba pushed himself from the cot, acting wobbly, then drew himself erect and stretched, turning side to side. The body was lean and muscular. He put on his tunic. ‘Thank you, sir, but I

  plan something a little more upscale. I’m going to get a hotel room, raid the minibar, take a long shower, get some decent food, and then sleep for two days.’




  ‘I hear ya,’ said the officer. ‘I’ve got everything I need. Stay safe.’ He waved Juba through the door. The sniper ducked into a bathroom, locked himself into a

  stall, dropped his trousers to retrieve some documents from a plastic bag that had been tucked just above his right boot, and put them in his shirt pocket. He came out, signed for his rifle at the

  makeshift armory, and left the hospital. Back on the hunt. Closer than before.




  He took his time crossing the military areas of the Green Zone as he made his way over to the new Nineveh Hotel, a five-star, four-hundred-room edifice that offered safety,

  opulence, an indoor Olympic-sized swimming pool, a gourmet restaurant, and other luxury conveniences to foreign visitors, diplomats, and business executives. The gleaming signature spire and a

  communication array on the roof made it the tallest building in Baghdad.




  Despite the outward appearances of commerce, Baghdad remained a military town, and it was not thought strange at all when Juba unfolded the papers that he had carried in the plastic bag and

  handed them to the concierge of the Nineveh. The documents allowed him to commandeer the corner suite on the twelfth floor for an unspecified ‘military necessity,’ the code that

  unlocked any door in the city. The civilian led him to the suite and joked during the elevator ride about how things were improving. Soft music played in the background.




  Juba thanked him, locked the door, and dumped his gear and clothes. He showered, shaved, cleaned his uniform, and put it back on. He snatched three pillows from the bed, piled them on the small

  dining table in the center of the suite, and stacked his pack atop them to provide a solid support for the long rifle. Crawling on his knees, then his stomach, he moved to the sliding glass door

  that led onto the balcony and pushed it open by a narrow six inches. Then he wiggled back about seven feet and stood in the shadows of the room, overlooking the neat front garden with lawns of

  grass that was irrigated to a deep lush green.




  Juba lifted his L115A1 long-range rifle, made by Accuracy International UK, the standard weapon of a British sniper. It fired a .338 Lapua Magnum round that was accurate up to 1,100 meters, and

  it had a Killflash silencer on the muzzle and a bipod. He had zeroed the weapon two days ago and was confident it would hold enough for the task today. From his position, he could see the outside

  world, but no one on the ground could see him.




  Juba had exchanged the standard Schmidt & Bender PM II telescopic sight for the better Zeiss version used by the Germans, and he peered through it to examine the foot traffic along the

  pathways. A wolf eyeing a flock of sheep. The people below seemed startlingly close through the clear optics. The first potential target to stroll through his kill zone was a civilian wearing a

  loud Hawaiian shirt and tan trousers. Too easy: a foreign contractor who meant nothing, and killing Americans was not his mission today. It had to be the man with the secret. Sooner or later, he

  would come along, if the intelligence was correct. Juba would wait. He knew how to wait.




  He put down the rifle, sat in a soft chair, and flipped through the English-language newspaper that had been delivered free to the hotel room and checked the football scores to see if Manchester

  United had won.




  He sipped chilled water from a plastic bottle. Scorching outside air oozed through the slightly opened door and did battle with the room’s buzzing air conditioner. The flat-screen color

  television set mounted in the wall was on, and he adjusted the volume slightly to the loud side. News readers rattled on about next week’s royal wedding in London, elevating the event

  steadily so that by Tuesday, the marriage of the prince and his girlfriend would be considered the most important thing in the world. Millions of people would watch. As a British subject, he

  vividly remembered the legends of the glory days of the monarchy, lessons that had been pounded into him as a student and later as a soldier defending the Crown. He planned to be there for the

  wedding.




  Juba was slightly under six feet in height and slender at 170 pounds, with the fair hair of his British mother and the dark eyes of his Arab father. His skin was several shades darker than the

  normal Briton, more of a nice California tan that had been darkened even more by his work in the desert. It helped him move with ease in the twilight gulf between Christians and Muslims. Juba could

  be anybody he wanted to be, and for the past few days, he had again chosen the familiar role of a British Army sniper. It was his best disguise, because he once had been awarded the coveted

  sniper’s patch of two crossed rifles with an S between the barrels.




  After reading the sports in the newspaper, he put his eye back to the scope and considered the next possible target, an approaching soldier who, despite the midday heat, wore a helmet and a flak

  jacket. This had once been the safest place in Iraq, the International Zone, home of the giant U.S. Embassy. It once had been known as the Green Zone, and although bureaucrats changed the name to

  better claim that the war was the effort of many nations, the Green Zone name stuck. Juba was tempted by the soldier, for he always enjoyed the challenge of placing a bullet in the small gaps of

  the armored vests or between the ceramic plates. Not the mission: Let him pass.




  An hour before sundown, four soldiers in full armor appeared, moving in a box formation as they escorted a smaller man toward the Coalition Headquarters building where the

  first formal interrogation was to take place. The soldier on the left front corner was talking and making sharp, descriptive motions with one hand, probably an officer directing the prisoner

  transfer. Except that the man was not a prisoner, more a valuable guest of the Coalition. He had arrived yesterday in Baghdad, with the secret locked in his head. The Iraqi physicist planned to

  hand the information to the Americans and the British officials, but he had made too many mistakes in escaping from the laboratory in Iran. The biggest error was in trusting his coworkers, who were

  able to provide almost a minute-by-minute schedule for the defector. Then Juba had been summoned.




  The traitor could not be allowed to reach the interrogation room alive. Juba pressed his cheek into the cool stock, his fingers roving with familiarity over the rifle to make sure it was ready.

  They were three hundred yards away, and he checked the flags on the government building. He estimated the wind at seven to ten miles per hour full value, right to left, which would move the fired

  round two inches to the left at two hundred yards. He adjusted the scope to compensate. Humidity was zero.




  He settled the scope on the officer and looked for a weakness. The waving arm! The officer was describing something, and his right arm windmilled to make his point. Juba exhaled and let his

  heartbeat slow almost to nothing. Under the arm, that’s the place.




  At two hundred yards, almost point-blank range, he squeezed the trigger back, slow and steady and straight, just as the American raised his arm above shoulder level. The big rifle fired, and the

  Killflash ate up the noise as the bullet entered beneath the right armpit of the officer, smashed down through the rib cage and exited out of his lower left side, crushing bones and shredding every

  organ in its path. The officer died before anyone could reach out to help him.




  Juba accepted the light recoil and cycled another round into the chamber as the startled group stopped in its tracks. He brought his scope to the small man in the middle. They had heard nothing,

  but the colonel had just been shot! The soldiers spun around, looking for the threat but leaving the target uncovered. The Iraqi automatically bent down, turning to aid the fallen American. That

  exposed the left rear side of his neck, and Juba centered the crosshairs right there and pulled the trigger again. He was able to see the vapor trail of the bullet, which impacted right below the

  base of the skull and ripped out the throat when it came out the other side. Two catastrophic kills.




  Juba put aside the rifle, ducked down to the floor, crawled forward, and reached up to slowly close the door to the outside patio. He went back, retrieved his kit and the rifle, tossed the

  pillows back onto the bed, and left the room.




  He increased his pace through the lobby and hurried outside with other armed soldiers and civilian private security company guards who were moving into the attack area. A Quick Reaction Force

  would arrive within minutes, and uniformed men would be all over the place, with all sorts of weapons pointing everywhere, and Juba would be just another soldier with a gun. He made his way through

  the crowd and walked out of the Green Zone unmolested.




  That evening, a small Royal Jordanian Airlines Fokker plane took off on schedule from the Baghdad International Airport. On its manifest was a quiet Canadian civilian engineer with fair hair and

  dark eyes. Juba was going to London.




  The secret that Saddam Hussein had taken to his grave remained safe. The Palace of Death was secure.
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  Captain Sybelle Summers of the U.S. Marine Corps walked purposefully into a secure briefing room at Incirlik Air Force Base in southeastern Turkey. Many of the combat-ready

  Marines who were to conduct the mission recognized her immediately, and the others knew her reputation as operations officer of a special operations unit known as Task Force Trident.




  ‘Oh, oh. It’s the Queen of the Night,’ muttered a lance corporal. ‘We’ve stepped in it. They don’t use the Bride of Dracula on small jobs.’




  ‘Count Dracula divorced her for spousal abuse,’ whispered the man next to him.




  ‘Shhh. Summers will kick your ass if she hears you.’




  The experienced warriors of the Marine Special Operations Command (MARSOC) normally shied away from taking orders from women, but Summers was different. She wore a black jumpsuit with the silver

  railroad tracks insignia of her rank glinting on the collar of a turtleneck sweater and projected a maximum ‘don’t give me any shit’ attitude as she walked to the podium and

  flipped open a file folder. Her short black hair, dark blue eyes, and lithe figure disguised the fact that she was the only woman ever to make it through Force Recon training.




  ‘Settle down,’ she snapped, and the MARSOC team quieted. ‘We are going after a High Value Target tonight in Iraq, and I don’t want any of you jarheads to screw this up.

  Mustapha Ahmed al-Masri has surfaced again, stirring up the Kurds in northern Iraq, and the intelligence pukes have pinpointed his location. They list him as the number two for al Qaeda in the

  region, which is why he has been designated an HVT and we have been assigned to stop him.’




  She walked around the podium to the front and nodded to her left. A door opened and a man stepped in, also wearing a black jumpsuit and with his face covered by a pull-down mask. A long rifle of

  a sort they did not recognize was slung over his shoulder. Sniper.




  ‘Batman?’ whispered the lance corporal.




  ‘Maybe a holdup,’ joked his partner.




  ‘CIA spook. Definitely.’




  Summers spoke. ‘You guys will assault the house at 0500, and I’ll leave it to the other briefers to give you the details. By the time you arrive, this gentleman and I will already be

  on the ground, closing the back door. He is masked simply because you do not need to know who he is. The two of us have been attached as special operators for this mission. Far as you are

  concerned, we aren’t here, and we will go in and extract on our own.’




  As she finished, other briefing officers came forward with their maps and timetables. The lights started to dim. ‘If you see al-Masri, kill him. The best bet is that he will haul ass once

  the attack starts, and we will be waiting. You absolutely must remember that this is friendly territory and be sure not to have civilian casualties. If you screw up and shoot at us, even by

  mistake, he will shoot back, and I guarantee that you don’t want that to happen. Be very careful when you pull the trigger. Know your targets. That’s it. Good luck and good hunting.

  Captain Barnes will continue your brief.’ She spun on her heel and disappeared out the door with the masked man.




  Once they were in the Humvee and driving to the helicopter pad beside the ten-thousand-foot runway, Kyle Swanson rolled up the mask, changing it into a watch cap. His face itched. ‘Damn,

  Sybelle, you are a woman of few words.’ He changed his voice to imitate her grim briefing cadence. ‘ ‘Shoot at us and he will shoot back!’ Way to inspire confidence in the

  troops.’




  They both laughed. ‘I had to get their attention. We don’t want any mistakes out there.’




  ‘I knew about half the guys in that room,’ Swanson said. ‘Worked with some of them. It’s always strange not letting friends know who you really are.’ In special

  ops, he had a million aliases but no real name at all because he was officially dead.




  The Turkish night was crisp and starlit, with a slice of a coasting moon. A giant Air Force cargo plane roared overhead on its landing approach, hauling more material from the States into

  Incirlik, a major supply dump that fed the war in Iraq. Adana, a modern city of a million people, was less than ten miles away, and the Mediterranean washed onto beaches within easy access. For

  special operations types, it was a good location. You could get a decent hamburger and a cold beer, jump on a bird and fly off on a quick combat mission, and be back in time for a hot shower and a

  movie.




  Swanson brought the Humvee to a halt beside a hangar, and they both got out and suited up with their web gear. Summers removed her shiny captain’s bars because they were entering the world

  of hiding, blending, and deceiving, a dark place where nothing must reflect light. She had assigned herself to this mission for several reasons, one being that she still spoke the language of her

  childhood, although her Kurdish last name had disappeared when her father had died and her mother remarried an American. It was a welcome asset.




  A U.S. Air Force lieutenant approached, saluted, and introduced himself as their command pilot. He would not be going with them, however, and behind him sat a tiny HTX-I helicopter, the rotors

  already turning lazily on battery power. Commonly called a TAXI, it would be controlled by pilots far away from the action, with this lieutenant in charge of getting them launched and then handing

  the flight over to another controller cruising far overhead in an electronics warfare plane.




  The TAXI had been perfected by the U.S. Special Operations Command as a revolutionary tactical delivery system for particular missions and could deliver up to four operators to an exact point,

  then speed away to some nearby isolated site and shut down, roosting there patiently for days if need be, while solar panels recharged the batteries. When summoned, it would zip back in to pick

  them up. Except for the reconfigured overhead rotor, it hardly even looked like a helicopter. With no pilot, copilot, or loadmaster and with the giant internal combustion engines gone, weaponless

  and without armor, the unique helicopter was a blend of ultralight, stealth, and modern fuel cell and electronic technologies. It possessed extraordinary range and was virtually invisible to

  searching radar while its passengers sat in pairs, side by side, encased in a sleek aerodynamic bubble. The HTX-I wore the X designation to indicate it was still in the experimental stage,

  nothing more than an idea on the drawing boards. The media had never even picked up a scent that it was already operational.




  Swanson and Summers climbed in, checked their gear, buckled up, and put on their headsets as the flight engineer closed the hatches and backed away, speaking into a radio to the controller. The

  reaction was immediate, and they heard no roar of engines as the TAXI rose from the landing strip like a quiet elevator, with only a slight whipping sound from the rotors, then flitted away on its

  run to the border. Swanson watched the lights of Adana disappear behind them. It was like sailing on a quiet lake.




  At an exact GPS location, the TAXI slowed to a crawl and went close to the ground and then into a motionless hover. They jumped out, boots crunching desert sand, and ran to

  some nearby clusters of trees. The contact who had alerted the Americans about the presence of Mustapha Ahmed al-Masri was waiting, and Sybelle spoke to him in Kurdish, apologetically explaining to

  him that she was just a mere translator for the man with her.




  Satisfied that as a woman, she was still an underling, the man guided them into the village and pointed them to a flat place in a ditch. The road beside them ran straight for a while, then bent

  right, and at the curve was the house that was to be attacked.




  Sybelle and Kyle slid into the dry gully, and Swanson unlimbered some of his gear, setting up shop. Sybelle thanked the guide profusely and told him he was now free to go and wait for the main

  force that would be coming in on the other end of town. The guide disappeared into the night.




  ‘Let’s move,’ she said.




  Kyle was already packing. They had no intention of staying in a place known to a local. Trust went only so far. ‘That house on the left. We go over the wall and get some protection, and I

  can brace the rifle on top of it.’




  They moved out quietly, and Sybelle spider-dropped over the wall and landed without a sound on the far side. Swanson turned the knob on the gate, opened it, and walked through. Sybelle raised

  her middle finger in response.




  During the next hour, they created a hide by using material found around the yard, and Kyle placed his personal space-age sniper rifle, the Excalibur, on a solid rest. Sybelle set up a

  spotter’s scope. Both had a clear view of the target building. They created a range card by measuring distances to points in the target area as they waited in the early morning chill.




  At five o’clock, dawn was only an hour away, and parts of the village stirred as men and women prepared for the coming day. Kyle and Sybelle received a radio alert that the assault team

  was on its final approach, and almost immediately, the attack began with the buzzing approach of two big troop-carrying helicopters. Lights began snapping on throughout town by the time the birds

  landed on a soccer field a block east of the target. As the other Marines charged for the house, one of their snipers found a high position and took out the al Qaeda guard in front. Swanson and

  Summers, in the rear of the house, never took their eyes off of the target area.




  ‘I have movement at the door,’ whispered Sybelle. ‘Tall man. Must be al-Masri’s huge bodyguard.’




  ‘I see him,’ responded Kyle. In the scope of the Excalibur, strings of numbers scrolled in constant movement as the computer measured the distance and figured the trajectory. So

  close, wind would not be a factor. Swanson held his fire.




  ‘Second target. I identify him as al-Masri.’




  Kyle studied the figure. ‘I confirm. Target in sight.’




  As gunfire snapped in the house, the two men ducked into a small automobile, with the bodyguard driving, and the vehicle charged into the street with its lights off. Once again, the foot

  soldiers of al Qaeda were left behind to become martyrs while the leader escaped.




  ‘Not this time,’ whispered Kyle. He pulled the trigger. The .50 caliber weapon fired with a jarring BOOM, and the recoil kicked his shoulder as the big bullet slammed into the

  engine block hard enough to make the vehicle jump. A second round then went through the windshield and shattered the head of the bodyguard as the out-of-control car swerved sharply and slammed into

  a parked truck with the crunch of metal and glass.




  ‘Target down. Other one getting out.’ Sybelle’s voice was perfectly calm, a monotone devoid of emotion.




  ‘Confirm the other one is getting out.’ Kyle took his time racking in a third round, giving the man a moment to open the door. Al-Masri was alone in the empty street. His men were

  all dead or captured, and he knew that an American sniper had him in plain view. It was time to quit. He dropped to his knees and held his hands high over his head.




  Kyle shot him through the chest, and the al Qaeda officer flopped over on his side. A final shot went into his head.




  ‘Both targets down,’ said Sybelle.




  Kyle grabbed his rifle and pack, and Sybelle picked up her scope and gear and called out the signal for the controller to send in the TAXI for pickup. They hustled out through the gate and back

  to the landing zone, where the little bird arrived two minutes later. They jumped in and were gone.




  The fighting was over in the house. The nest of terrorists had been wiped out to the last man, and the Marines would secure the area.




  ‘Was he trying to surrender?’ Sybelle asked, wiping some camouflage greasepaint from her face. ‘Might have given up some intelligence.’




  ‘I saw a weapon,’ Kyle said.




  ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Me, too.’
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  They arrived back at Incirlik with plenty of time to shower, change clothes, and have breakfast before their next flights. With the special op done, they could mix anonymously

  with the crowd. Lines of soldiers and airmen and Marines talked in a garble of background noise, and silverware and china clinked a tinny chorus. The aroma of cooking eggs, sausage, and bacon rose

  like a cloud from the grills as cooks in stained whites kept the food moving to the steam tables. Air Force chow halls were the best, so although the flyboys wore bus driver uniforms, Kyle was

  always happy to share their food. He stacked a tray full of the good stuff, while Sybelle settled for bran flakes and fruit. Plenty of black coffee. They found a small table off to one side and put

  down their trays.




  ‘What are you going to do on your R-and-R, Kyle? Two weeks is a long time.’




  ‘Rack time. Sleep. Wake up and then go back to sleep. I’m tired.’ He drank some coffee and thought back over the last few months, during which he had been constantly on the go.

  The two weeks spent stalking a terrorist in Chechnya had been exhausting, and before that he was looking for a drug operation buried deep in Brazil’s giant rain forests. Leading a Filipino

  marine unit against an island hideout of Islamic terrorists ended in a screwed-up firefight. Last night’s raid into Kurd country seemed like just another routine day at the office for

  Swanson, but even professional hunters get tired.




  Sybelle studied him as they ate. Kyle Swanson: the legend himself, the ghost arisen. He was not a big man, 5'9" and 175 pounds, with muscles that were sinewy rather than bulging. The kind of guy

  with remarkable endurance who could fight all day, long after the bigger guys gave out. Gray-green eyes and sandy brown hair that was longer than normal, even by civilian standards, around an

  angular face. He was neither handsome nor unattractive, just unremarkable, which was exactly what he needed to be.




  On paper and in all government computer banks, Swanson was dead, and he had a tombstone in Arlington National Cemetery to prove it. Two years ago, Kyle was the best scout-sniper in the Marines,

  a veteran shooter who was often tabbed for special ops work by other agencies. Then General Bradley Middleton had been kidnapped as part of a plot to topple the United States government and put the

  Pentagon beneath the thumb of a private military contractor. Kyle was on the rescue team sent into Syria, and although the rest of the force had been wiped out, Swanson pulled Middleton to safety

  while most of the Syrian army hunted them. He was badly wounded in a final firefight, and his fiancée, Shari Towne, was murdered by the plotters in the United States.




  Important people realized the value of a single operator in the modern-day climate of terrorism, and it was decided that Kyle Swanson, with no living relatives, should cease to exist. He

  accepted the deal, with one condition. After recovering from his wounds, the billionaire maniac responsible for killing Shari Towne was soon thereafter found dead on a Colorado mountain, shot

  through the head in what was ruled to be a hunting accident.




  With the fake burial at Arlington, and Kyle’s entire identity and fingerprints wiped away, Task Force Trident was created around him, with General Middleton in charge and Sybelle Summers

  as the operations officer. Swanson was virtually the invisible man, free to take on any assignment. He could kill anybody, anywhere, and walk away untouched by law.




  But he had never fully recovered from the death of Shari, his bride-to-be, and one of the reasons that Sybelle had come out from Washington for this otherwise routine operation in Iraq was to

  evaluate his physical and mental condition. She found that he still had his normal cold edge and the hard shell that made sure nothing got inside. Swanson simply did not care about much.

  Kyle’s problem was not about being dead but about continuing to live with himself.




  ‘Middleton wants me to report back on how you’re doing, Kyle.’ She held the warm mug of coffee in both hands. ‘I know you can still shoot straight, but how’s your

  head?’




  ‘You mean, am I crazy?’




  ‘Are you?’




  ‘Of course. I have to be crazy to do this job!’ He grinned. ‘No. At times, I get tired of being dead. It can be a pain in the ass. I mean, having to wear a black mask in that

  room with other Marines? I knew half of those guys but couldn’t even say hello. I have to check my latest fake passport every morning to remember my name for the day. They even gave me a set

  of Dutch identification papers a while back. Do I look Dutch to you?’




  ‘Got to be tough,’ she agreed. The ultimate loner. ‘Tell you what. You’re obviously exhausted and running on battery power alone. So take your R-and-R and rest up, get

  drunk, get laid, and sweat out a hard physical conditioning program. Then come back to Washington and let’s figure out how to slow down the workload. They can’t expect you to cover the

  whole world by yourself.’




  ‘Is the general complaining about me again?’ Swanson and Middleton had not gotten along for years, dating back to their first encounter during the First Gulf War. Middleton had come

  across Swanson after a particularly vicious firefight and saw the sniper trembling as he reflected on the carnage he had caused during the battle. Swanson always had found a few moments alone after

  a fight to bring himself back to normal, but Middleton had mistaken the reaction as evidence of incompetence. Not only had he tried to get Swanson kicked out of the Marines, but he also used the

  term ‘shaky’ in the official report. The attempt failed, but the ironic nickname of ‘Shake’ stuck, for his friends knew that Kyle Swanson was anything but unreliable in

  battle. It had taken the rescue in Syria to start Middleton and Swanson on a path of mutual respect and friendship.




  ‘No. He’s just concerned. We all are. Without you, there is no Task Force Trident.’




  Kyle finished a final slice of toast and pushed away his plate. ‘Well, Captain Summers, tell the folks back home that I am just skippy. I still believe in our mission. I still hate

  terrorists, and I’m still willing to kill whoever the president decides needs a good killing.’




  Within a few hours, Summers left for Washington aboard a military transport, and Kyle climbed into a Sikorsky S-76 helicopter. It was shining white except for two narrow bands

  of dark blue stripes and a gold corporate symbol on each side marking it as part of Excalibur Enterprises Ltd., the holding company for the many businesses of British tycoon Sir Geoffrey Cornwell.

  The sleek bird was a combination executive passenger vehicle and all-around workhorse, and Kyle was the only passenger in its spacious and soundproof cabin. The aircraft had no ties to anything

  military, and its flight log for the day recorded just a routine trip for a company executive, but in the world of clandestine operations, Sir Jeff was known to occasionally lend a hand for

  off-the-book operations. Kyle strapped into a comfortable leather seat as the powerful Turbomeca Arriel 2S2 engines revved up, and in minutes the Sikorsky was up and heading toward the

  Mediterranean Sea. The steady low throb of the engines helped him fall asleep almost instantly.




  ‘We’re landing, sir.’ The pilot’s voice on the intercom aroused him after what seemed only a few minutes, but when he checked his watch, Swanson saw they had been in the

  air for more than an hour. The blades were slapping hard, and from the cabin window, he could see the square landing deck of a luxurious yacht with the same color scheme as the helicopter. The

  sparkling Vagabond seemed to rise from the waters to meet the wheels of the descending bird, which touched down lightly on the landing deck.




  ‘Home, sweet home,’ said Kyle Swanson as a crewman pulled open the door from the outside. ‘Thanks for the lift, guys.’




  He stepped to the deck while the chopper was still shutting down its engines and ducked away from the powerful downdraft of the rotor blades. A woman moved toward him from the

  cabin area. She was Lady Patricia Cornwell, in a blouse of blue silk and dark slacks, with a silver necklace and earrings. ‘Welcome back, stranger,’ she said, giving him a tight hug and

  handing over a cold beer. Her eyes took in everything: the weary movement, the sun-reddened skin, a slight limp. He had been gone for almost two weeks. No questions. ‘Jeff is on his way back

  from a NATO meeting and should be aboard before the storm arrives.’




  ‘Good to be here, Pat. Lord, I’m tired.’ Clouds were gathering on the horizon, and crewmen in crisp uniforms hurried about, coiling rope and lashing canvas to get the big yacht

  ready for the approaching heavy weather.




  Pat gently touched a small bandage taped on his chin. ‘Did you forget to duck?’




  ‘Cut myself shaving,’ Swanson answered with a laugh.




  ‘You seem to do that a lot these days.’ She punched him lightly on the shoulder. ‘ Why don’t you go take a nap before you fall asleep on your feet, Kyle? We will call you

  for dinner at seven.’




  ‘Yes, m’lady.’ He walked away across the teak deck and disappeared into an open hatch, heading for his own cabin as the yacht shifted beneath his feet on the rolling waves.




  Pat stared out to where the black waters met the graying sky. An unhappy soul, she thought as the breeze pulled at her hair and clothing. She knew that he would fall asleep fully clothed and

  that they would not see him at dinner.




  Swanson heard a soft bump against the hull and immediately smelled rot and decay. He knew who it was before he shrugged out of bed and went on deck to peer over the rail.

  Below, bobbing in a long, low craft that rode easily on the churning water, was the Boatman, grinning up at him. Dead people sat erect on the benches, three to a side.




  ‘You’ve been busy, Kyle observed.




  ‘Wars. Revolution.’ The Boatman shrugged with a low cackle. ‘I always have many waiting to go over.’ He pointed a finger of ivory bone toward a narrow ridge of fire in

  the north, a glowing rim between the black of the night and the black of the sea. When the Boatman pulled on a long oar to steady the craft, the wind pushed the soiled black robe around his thin

  figure, and his skeletal face flashed an evil smile of broken teeth.




  ‘So what do you want? You already have a full boat, and I ain’t planning to go with you.’




  ‘Not yet. But very soon.’




  ‘Fuck you.’




  ‘I have retrieved the two souls you just killed.’




  ‘Good. They thought they were going to paradise and each would collect his six dozen virgins.’




  The Boatman cackled. ‘They were wrong.’ There was a long pause. ‘You are a good and reliable supplier.’




  Kyle spat overboard. ‘And you are nothing but a bad dream. I’m going to wake up soon and you will be gone.’




  The Boatman placed his hand against the white hull of the Vagabond and gave a push, then leaned onto his oar, and the little boat swung away. A few more sweeps put some distance

  between them before the specter turned and spoke again. ‘Yes? That is true, but I am never too far from you, awake or asleep. I will be back when you finally decide to put a pistol in your

  mouth and finish self-destructing. It will be a special trip, and you can have the whole boat to yourself.’




  The shuttle craft paddled away with its cargo of corpses, the Boatman disappearing into the storm, trailing a croak of laughter.




  When Kyle awoke, he was standing outside on the rolling deck of the Vagabond in his bare feet with wind-driven rain sluicing over him, drenching the clothes in which he

  had fallen asleep. Lightning sizzled off the water and thunder rumbled through the night sky as he held the rail in a death grip. Just a dream. Just the damned dream again.




  Swanson had been trained for years to keep his emotions in check while on a mission, when precision and control frequently marked the difference between success and failure. It was after the

  shooting, when he was alone, that he allowed his thoughts to deal with what had happened, and the process was not always pretty. Now, the Boatman had become an unwanted part of that procedure.




  All of the storms in the world could not wash away what really troubled him, so he staggered into the main cabin, pulled a bottle of tequila from the bar, and went back outside. Rain

  didn’t bother him. Cold didn’t bother him. Killing people didn’t bother him.




  What gnawed at his brain was the simple equation that Shari was dead and he was still alive. He upended the bottle and took a large swallow, feeling the tequila bite in his throat, then he

  sought shelter from the thundering gale in the corner of the superstructure and drank himself back to sleep. About four o’clock in the morning, a pair of Vagabond crew members found

  him curled up there, wedged between a locker and a lifeboat, and they hauled him back to his cabin, stripped off the wet clothes, roughly toweled him down, and left him on the bunk beneath

  blankets.




  ‘We’ve got a new mission.’ Major General Bradley Middleton made himself comfortable in his Pentagon office by opening the lower right-hand drawer of his desk

  and propping a spit-shined shoe on it, loosening his tie, and unbuttoning his collar.




  Master Gunnery Sergeant O. O. Dawkins, one of only forty-five men in the Marine Corps to hold that highest enlisted rank, occupied most of the sofa. Double-Oh had helped write the book on

  special operations. Next to him sat Sybelle Summers, who had just flown in from Turkey.




  In a chair of burgundy leather sat U.S. Navy Lieutenant Commander Benton Freedman, whose hair was always tousled, as if he had just gotten out of bed. He was a brilliant computer geek, engineer,

  and master of all things technical. At the Naval Academy, he was given the nickname of ‘Wizard’ because he seemed to perform witchcraft with electronics and possessed an astonishing

  memory. Middleton yanked the Navy guy into what was essentially a Marine operation when Trident began, where his nickname became ‘the Lizard.’




  The other member of the team, Swanson, the Dead Guy, was missing, starting an R-and-R.




  Middleton pointed at Freedman, whose busy brain had been sucking information from the folder in front of him. ‘Lizard, summarize it, with anything you have picked up from other

  sources.’




  ‘Yes, sir,’ Freedman said, not looking up. ‘An Iraqi physicist who we thought had disappeared in 1992 showed up two weeks ago in Baghdad. He arranged a surrender to an Army

  intel officer and claimed to have vital information about a new weapon of mass destruction at a place he called the Palace of Death.’




  Sybelle, studying her red fingernails, interrupted. ‘A WMD? I thought we killed that old horse and buried it a long time ago. Everybody looked everywhere and nobody found

  anything.’




  ‘Save the questions and comments,’ said Middleton. ‘Go ahead, Lizard.’




  ‘Other than saying it was a chemical-biological agent, he was reluctant to give much real information until he was formally given immunity from prosecution and protection for himself and

  his family. He was kept under wraps until yesterday, when a meeting was set up at Coalition Headquarters for the first formal interrogation, and he was being delivered by an armed escort of four

  soldiers. A sniper picked him off before he got there and also killed the officer in charge of the escort detail.’




  ‘Talk to me, Double-Oh,’ said Middleton.




  ‘A good piece of shooting,’ said Master Gunny Dawkins as he went through the photographs of the corpses. ‘The first bullet hit the officer by going through the unarmored point

  beneath the armpit of his vest and took out the internal organs right to left, including the heart. Then the Iraqi was hit in the jugular vein along the neck, just above the collar of his armored

  vest, left to right. Exit through his throat.’ He closed the folder. ‘One of those might be a lucky shot. Not two. This sniper hit what he was aiming at, and both victims bled out on

  the spot. My conclusion is that this was another attack by Juba.’




  The general closed the drawer with his foot and slid the chair forward so he could rest his arms on the desk. ‘What’s your take, Captain Summers?’




  ‘I agree with Double-Oh. It’s got to be Juba, sir. Shoots, kills, and disappears. We don’t know whether he is just one man or several different snipers, whether he is even real

  or just some Arabian fairy tale to pump up the spirits of the jihadists. Whatever, he’s the best they’ve got, and pulling off an assassination like this in the Green Zone enhances his

  reputation.’




  Freedman did some calculations in his head. ‘I figure the shooter had a target area of no more than an inch. The unprotected opening between the vest and the sleeve of the first victim was

  only about an inch wide, and the sniper squeezed a bullet in there. The second shot was exact enough to hit the vein, an even smaller target. I can work up the ballistics, angles, and all that if

  you want.’




  ‘Not necessary,’ said Middleton. ‘The people in Baghdad are doing that, and we will have their data when it comes in. What is interesting is that he knew exactly who to shoot

  and when the target was going to appear in a certain place at a certain time. Total inside information.’




  ‘Liz, did the informant say anything else worthwhile before he got popped?’ Double-Oh crossed his right leg over his left knee, taking up even more space. Sybelle pushed him.




  ‘An intel report arrived just before we came in here for the meeting,’ interjected Middleton. ‘The scientist said he had escaped from a laboratory in Iran, and he gave a

  general location near the Iraq border.’




  ‘He used that particular word, sir? Escaped?’




  ‘Right. So, people, that’s our mission. We are going to do a little snoop and poop and find that mysterious lab.’




  Middleton stood and stretched, throwing his arms wide, then put his hands on his hips. ‘So we’re going in. Sybelle, you will stay here this time and oversee the operation. Spin up an

  infiltration team and get them over to Doha. Double-Oh, you will lead the team on the ground. On your way over, detour out to Sir Geoffrey’s boat and pick up Swanson. Give them a briefing,

  and then you two hustle down to Kuwait. Order anything you need through Lieutenant Commander Freedman.’




  The Lizard blew out a short breath of relief. He did not like to travel far from his desk. ‘Sir, is it wise to use Gunny Swanson on this? According to Captain Summers, he really needs some

  down time.’




  Double-Oh answered. ‘Liz, if there is any fucking chance at all that we might bump into Juba while we run this job, I want our best shooter along to cover my ass. I’ll put my money

  on Kyle, tired or not.’




  ‘Then he can sleep on the plane to Kuwait,’ said General Middleton. ‘Get to it, people. Go get me some pictures of this Palace of Death.’
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  EDINBURGH, SCOTLAND




  The royal wedding of Prince William and the beautiful Barbara Seldingham, the future king and queen of England, was a plum for the press. A billion people would gather

  around television sets from Africa to Australia to watch the splendid event. A billion! Maybe more.




  Television stations wanting to personalize the coverage could send a reporter and crew to London but could not transport their own mobile rigs overseas and had to lease the needed technical

  equipment. Every such company in the region had been booked for months in advance, and others were created just for that purpose.




  Edinburgh All-Media Ltd., in Scotland, was one of the small companies founded to serve the huge demand. It had filed papers for a business permit, found a storefront office, then bought and

  reconfigured two vans especially for commercial television use, including external generators to power computers and editing gear inside the cargo areas. One was immediately rented by a television

  station in Little Rock, Arkansas, and the other was leased to a cable company in Italy. The two trucks were given distinctive purple and white paint schemes.




  Juba wore a jumpsuit that matched those colors as he drove the lead van away from the city center and onto the City of Edinburgh Bypass, the A720. He slipped on dark sunglasses as he turned

  east, directly into the morning sun, and drove on until the A720 merged with the A1 at Old Craighall Junction. The second van followed, and they crossed the border at Lamberton.




  They made the journey of a twisting 420 miles to London in a single day, entered the city, and maneuvered to the cordoned-off far end of Kensington Park that had been reserved for the regiment

  of production trucks that would support the television horde. There was a short line of trucks waiting to get in, and the two vans from Edinburgh All-Media slid into position at the rear. A

  policeman told them to stay with the vehicles until the security teams cleared them. For thirty minutes, they followed as the line grew shorter until Juba drove onto a special parking pad caked

  with detection sensors, where a four-man squad and their bomb-sniffing dog thoroughly combed the vehicle and found nothing. Once cleared to be inside the quarantine area, a van could not leave

  until after the wedding.




  Juba was given a map with a specific parking slot highlighted with a yellow marking pen: the very back row, against the Cyclone fence. The other purple and white van had a slightly better spot,

  one row in front and about fifty yards away, to the left. The Italians had more clout than the station from Arkansas.




  The driver of the second van caught a late train back to Scotland, where he would dismantle the little office of Edinburgh All-Media Ltd. Juba did not have far to go: he was spending a few days

  with his mother and father at their small place in the West Midlands, the home of his boyhood.




  In the Med, a streak of sunshine as bright as a spotlight came through the slightly parted curtains over the porthole and hammered the face of Kyle Swanson until he woke up. It

  was almost noon. Everyone passing in the corridor outside had been content not to awaken him and had tiptoed around his cabin door. After stretching, he took a shower and shaved. By the time he put

  on fresh jeans and a golf shirt and running shoes, he almost felt human. His head hurt.




  Stepping outside, he found that the storm had passed on and had been replaced by a calm green sea and a sunlit sky, and the Vagabond was heading east at about twenty knots, churning into

  the deep water. No land was visible. A squadron of seagulls followed the white wake, and the temperature was warm.




  Up one deck, he entered the main cabin of the yacht, a spacious lounge with a full bar in one corner and a comfortable arrangement of sofas, soft chairs, and heavy antique Chinese tables. A

  giant flat-screen television set and an electronic entertainment center were built into one bulkhead. Sir Geoffrey Cornwell was hunched forward and reading news reports flashing on the screen of a

  laptop computer. A retired colonel from the British Special Air Services, Jeff had built a fortune making and selling state-of-the-art weapons systems. He seldom got excited and was very aware that

  warriors handled stress in different ways. It was not exactly a secret that they got drunk on occasion to deal with the stress.




  Jeff raised his shaggy eyebrows. ‘Rough night?’




  A carafe of chilled orange juice was on the buffet, and Kyle poured a glass and drank it before answering. He filled a thick ceramic mug with coffee and picked up a small bowl of fruit at the

  buffet. ‘Was drunk. Now sober.’ No apologies.




  Lady Patricia was reading a magazine beside a large window that provided a panoramic view of the passing sea. She looked up, took an elegant pull on a small, thin cigar, and blew away the smoke.

  ‘You are our wayward boy, Kyle. You were quite naughty last night, but we’ve seen you worse. Do it again, however, and I shall spank you.’




  ‘Is that an offer, m’lady?’ He smiled. Conversation made his head hurt.




  ‘Don’t act the little pervert now. Ask Dr. Russell to give you something for your hangover.’




  ‘I’m fine,’ said Kyle.




  ‘Spoken like a true warrior. You are truly a hard man, Kyle Swanson,’ Sir Jeff said without looking away from the screen.




  They sat in silence for a while, comfortable, and Kyle let his eyes close. In two minutes he was asleep again, with his head back against the sofa. Pat looked over at Jeff, who gestured that she

  should keep quiet. ‘Let him be,’ he said. Jeff had just checked one of his e-mail accounts and found an encoded message from Washington. Trouble was on the way, and Kyle was going to

  need all the sleep he could get.




  Captain Rick Newman was in a garage on a military base in North Carolina, up to his armpits in grease as he worked on his latest automotive restoration project, a 1955 Chevy

  Bel Air two-door hardtop with fender skirts. The outside skin of the old car was in decent shape, not much rust; the original baby blue and cream paint scheme was still visible, the chrome running

  trim undented. The interior needed major renovation, but it would just take some time and money to make it cherry again. The engine, though, a rare 350 V8, was for shit, and the deeper he dug into

  its guts, the shittier things got. It would cost a fortune to replace the whole thing, which was against the rules for a serious hobbyist and car trader like Newman. He had bought the car for nine

  thousand dollars at an Alabama estate sale and planned to restore it personally and sell it on the upside of $50K. It would take years. ‘Hey, Cap’n! You got a phone call over

  here,’ shouted a motor pool Marine.




  Rick wiped the grease from his hands and picked up the receiver. ‘Captain Newman,’ he said.




  ‘Hey, Rick. This is Sybelle Summers calling from Trident in Washington.’ The voice was some hybrid of a normal tone, authoritative sandpaper, and a purr.




  ‘Hi, Sybelle. Long time,’ he said, suddenly alert. ‘What’s up?’




  ‘We’ve got a job for you, my friend. Get back to your office right away and call me back on a secure line. Top Secret.’




  ‘On my way,’ he said. ‘Fifteen minutes.’ He hung up, closed the Chevy’s hood, and hurried away to clean up and get to his desk. The Bel Air would have to wait.

  Newman was part of a Marine Special Operations Company that comprised four platoons. The rotation had one platoon in Iraq, one in Afghanistan, one in training at this secret base in North Carolina,

  and the fourth on ready alert, sitting on a short leash, ready to go anywhere in four hours.




  When he spoke to Sybelle Summers on the secure link, her orders were quite simple and explicit. He was to choose five more designated operators for a black mission, get over to Camp Doha, in

  Kuwait, and link up there with Master Gunnery Sergeant O. O. Dawkins, who would give them a full briefing. Eight men would be going in, and Newman’s group would provide the guns in case

  something went wrong.




  She gave him only a brief overview to help pick the specialists he would take and said he could plus up with scouts, snipers, or anyone else he needed. Trident would chop them from their current

  assignments and arrange the temporary duty. To Newman, it sounded like he was going to need shooters to provide firepower for a special op. He had plenty of good ones from which to choose. He would

  rather work with people from his own team, highly disciplined and well trained, who already knew each other. His group would click together like a well-oiled military machine. Hughes, Tipp, and

  Rawls for certain. Two more and himself. The addition was easy. His group was six. Double-Oh made seven. Who was the eighth?




  Newman began making calls of his own.




  Darren Rawls faked a move to the right, pulled back, and went up and up and up. Rawls, with a thirty-one-inch vertical leap, seemed to levitate in slow motion as he flicked his

  wrist and delivered a jump shot from the top of the key. His sneakers hit the concrete court as the ball finished its arc to the basket with nothing but net. ‘Game over, Rabbit. Pay me the

  money,’ he told Joe Tipp, a lanky white boy who was better at football than hoops. Both were sweating hard in the North Carolina sun that baked the hidden, off-limits military installation.

  They were the lead instructors in an escape and evasion training mission and had started the young members of the platoon through the assigned exercise at dawn. The first and fastest would be

  approaching the finish well after dark. At sundown, when the trainees were exhausted but feeling confident about having made the distance, Rawls and Tipp would hunt them down, one by one, and

  capture them. Then the fun would begin in the interrogation hut. Until then, they might as well play ball or take a nap. Their beepers sang out at the same moment.
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