
[image: Cover: Sniper Elite: One-Way Trip, by Scott McEwen]


        “LACE UP YOUR BOOTS TIGHT BECAUSE YOU’RE ABOUT TO MOVE OUT AND LEARN WHAT IT’S LIKE TO BE A SEAL SNIPER.”

        —Brandon Webb, former Navy SEAL, editor of 
SOFREP.com, and New York Times bestselling author of The Red Circle and coauthor of Benghazi: The Definitive Report

        With the same you-are-there intensity he brought as coauthor of the #1 New York Times bestselling military memoir American Sniper—praised for its “raw and unforgettable narrative” (Charles W. Sasser) that “reads like a first-person thriller” (Booklist)—Scott McEwen delivers an explosive novel that goes deep inside Special Ops territory. Told with incredible realism and blistering battlefield action, Sniper Elite introduces a new American hero, Gil Shannon, whose iron will and expertise with the .308 Remington Modular sniper rifle will spell the difference between freedom and an ignoble death for an American POW, a female helicopter pilot from the Army’s elite 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment (SOAR), taken captive by the Taliban.

        “PACKED WITH ACTION, SNIPER ELITE TAKES THE READER INTO THE SHADOW WORLD OF REAL MILITARY OPERATIONS. A GREAT READ!”

        —Dan Hampton, New York Times bestselling author of Viper Pilot and The Mercenary

        “INTENSE. . . . FOR AN UNFILTERED PORTRAYAL OF MODERN WARFARE BACKED BY COMPLEX YET COMPELLING STORYTELLING, THIS ONE HITS THE TARGET.”

        —Publishers Weekly
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PROLOGUE

Sitting with a couple of SEAL Team buddies at Danny’s Bar in Coronado, I was introduced to an individual that both of them described as one of the most badass SEALs they knew. I thought to myself: The two guys I’m drinking with are probably the baddest-ass characters I know, so if they think this guy is badass, he must be.

About twenty-five years old, 5'8" and roughly 170 pounds, a guy who I will call “Gil” is introduced to me. The conversation starts calmly, as I am introduced as the coauthor of the book American Sniper, etc. We have a couple of beers and I am “vetted” by Gil through his subtle yet insightful questioning of my motive. I then found out why Gil was “badass.”

Gil was shot more than fifteen times in a single battle somewhere outside the wire. After several more drinks, Gil proceeded to show me the entry and exit wounds that literally covered his body from his legs to his neck. These were not flesh wounds in any sense, but direct hits from 7.62X39-AK-47 rounds. What struck me from the discussion was not that Gil was “proud” of his battle scars, but instead he was proud that he stayed in the fight the entire time before being evac’d for medical attention.

This book is dedicated to the warriors of the SEAL Teams that are always in the fight, even when dealt serious injuries and overwhelming odds. The fictional accounts are based on actual Black Ops missions.

Scott McEwen
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MONTANA

The horse was a four-year-old gray Appaloosa mare named Tico Chiz, but Navy Master Chief Gil Shannon simply called her Tico. He spent time with his wife, Marie, and his mother-in-law on their horse ranch in Bozeman, Montana, but his true home was the Navy. Most of his life was spent either at the Naval Training Center Hampton Roads in Virginia Beach, Virginia, or off in faraway corners of the globe doing what Marie, a bit too often for his taste, derisively referred to as serving his corporate masters.

The life of any camp follower was difficult, but being the wife of a US Navy SEAL was just plain grueling at times, and there was a bitterness within his wife that Gil could see growing slowly stronger with each passing year. The hard truth was that he and his wife shared only a few things in common. They both loved Montana like their next breath, had horse blood in their veins, and they shared a chemical attraction for each other strong enough to rival the force of gravity.

He put his boot into the stirrup and hauled himself up into the saddle as Marie came into the stable dressed in jeans and boots and a maroon Carhartt jacket. He looked at her approvingly, touching the brim of his hat. “Ma’am,” he said, his blue eyes smiling.

She smiled back in the same shy way she always did after they’d made love, her brown eyes twinkling, long brown hair loosely braided. She was thirty-six, one year older than her husband, and at the very least his intellectual equal. Crossing her arms, she leaned against a support post cluttered with tack. “You know that horse likely forgot your name last time you were away.”

Gil grinned, sidling Tico over to the wall where he took down a Browning .300 Winchester Magnum with a 3 to 24 Nightforce scope. “I ain’t all that convinced she ever knew it.” He shucked the rifle backward into the saddle scabbard. “Self-centered beast that she is.”

“You know there ain’t nothing out there gonna hurt you.”

“Well, all the same, I like to have it along,” he said quietly, never liking to disagree with her, their time together always being too short.

She arched an eyebrow in warning. “You’d better leave my elk alone, Gil Shannon.”

He laughed, knowing he was caught, removing a pouch of tobacco from his tan Carhartt and rolling himself a cigarette. There was a Zen to the process that helped keep him anchored whenever he felt the waves of anxiety slapping at his hull. The sad reality was that life on the ranch was too slow for him, too tidy and safe, and he sometimes began to feel as though he might crawl out of his skin. He understood why this was, of course. He’d been raised the son of the warrior, and as a result carried much of the emotional baggage that often came along with being the son of a Green Beret who had served multiple tours during the Vietnam War. He was extremely proud of his heritage, however, having consciously chosen a form of service that meant he would spend most of his adult life far away from the Montana of his youth. Montana would always be there, he told himself. And when he finally grew too old to run, jump, and swim for the Navy, he would retire there and finally settle down with Marie, secure in the knowledge that he had done all that he could to defend this great land.

He smiled at his wife, poking the cigarette between his lips. “Don’t worry. Old man Spencer said I could hunt his place anytime I want.”

Marie understood that her husband had demons he kept deep inside. She could see them in the shadows that crossed his brow in those painful moments when he thought she wasn’t looking.

“I see,” she said thoughtfully. “So you’re letting out for the high country.”

He drew from the cigarette and exhaled through his nose. “I’ll stay below the snow line. Don’t worry.”

“I never worry when you’re home,” she said, stepping from the post to touch his leg. “I already told you there’s nothing out there gonna hurt you. Montana’s where you draw your strength.”

He leaned to kiss her and straightened up in the saddle. “Have you seen Oso this morning?”

“Out back watching the colts, as usual. He thinks they’re his.”

Gil gave her a wink and pressed his heels into the flanks of the horse to set her walking out the door. As he rounded the corner, he saw the Chesapeake Bay retriever sitting over near the paddock where two painted colts were kept with their mothers.

“Oso!” he called, and the dog came trotting. His full name was Oso Cazador—bear hunter—named by Gil’s late friend Miguel, the dog’s original owner who had raised him to go grizzly hunting with him in the high country outside of Yellowstone. Miguel had died the year before of cancer, and his daughter, Carmen, had shown up with Oso at the funeral, asking Gil if he would let the dog come to live on the ranch, claiming that her apartment back in LA was just too small for a 120-pound animal. Before Gil even had a chance to think it over, Marie had taken the leash and welcomed Oso into the family. The arrangement had worked out well, too. Oso kept the coyotes away from the colts, looked after Marie and his mother-in-law whenever Gil was away, and had a keen eye for the movement of game at long distances.

In truth, Oso was something of a devil dog, overly protective of Marie whenever Gil was not at the house, and he had this way of showing his teeth when he was happy, a kind of menacing canine smile that could be hard to interpret. In a way, he reminded Gil of the young SEALs he worked with: fiercely loyal, intelligent, athletic, and fearless, though hardheaded at times. And like those young men, Oso was known on occasion to challenge Gil for his position in the hierarchy. It was through sheer force of will, however, that Gil was able to impress his alpha status upon man as well as beast. It was the iron will he had inherited from his father, and he was more grateful for that than any other trait. He was not the strongest in the DEVGRU teams, or the largest or the fastest, or even the best shot, but during numerous trials in the field, his will alone had enabled him to succeed where men of apparent superior physical prowess had failed.

This was the reason he was so often considered the go-to man.

He reined the horse around and headed off toward the high country at the trot. Oso tended to travel inside the horse’s shadow even when the weather was cool, and though Gil wasn’t entirely sure, he thought it must be to keep the sun out of his eyes.

Within twenty minutes, they passed through the gate on the western border of the ranch, and Gil stopped to roll another cigarette. As he sat in the saddle smoking, he took a Milk-Bone from his pocket and tossed it down to Oso, who immediately dug a shallow hole with his forepaws and dropped the bone in, using his nose to cover it over. Then the dog sat down and barked, wanting another.

Gil smiled, drawing deeply from the cigarette and tossing down another bone. Oso ate it immediately.

Two hours later, they made the crest of a high ridge where Gil dismounted and stood holding the reins as he overlooked the Spencer Valley below. He knew there were elk down there, moving carefully among the brush. Rut would be starting soon, and they would grow careless, but for now, they were still lying low, and this was when Gil preferred to hunt them. For him, there wasn’t much of a trick to shooting an animal hopped up on hormones, bugling its ass off, almost daring you to squeeze the trigger.

A large bull elk stepped from the trees to his left, roughly a hundred yards off down the slope, and Oso lowered himself to the ground to signal that he had spotted their prey.

Gil took the rifle from its scabbard, popping the lens caps and shouldering the weapon for a closer look. The bull was mature and well racked with ten points, chewing a mouthful of grass without a care in the world. He capped the lenses and returned the rifle to the scabbard. At a hundred yards, he could almost take it out with a stone. He never wasted a bullet on game at less than five hundred yards, valuing the challenge far more than the kill itself.

He tied Tico’s reins off to a dead tree standing nearby and removed her saddle. Then he poured water into a canteen cup for Oso and cleared a spot on the ground for himself to settle in behind the saddle. When the firing position was prepared, he retrieved the rifle and settled in to wait. He spent his time gauging the slight breeze, unconsciously doing the math in his head for different target areas within the valley. He almost never dealt in actual numbers anymore, the calculations as automatic in his brain as 2 + 2 equaling 4.

After forty minutes, Oso stood up and stared straight down into the valley.

Gil took up the rifle and searched far below their position, spotting the young, four-by-four-point bull standing broadside at the edge of the tree line a thousand yards off down the 30-degree slope. The scope on the rifle was set to compensate for the drop of the bullet over flat terrain, so Gil knew without even thinking that he would need to aim slightly lower than he normally would, in effect compensating for the preset compensation of the drop. This concept was often one of the toughest for raw SEAL Team recruits to wrap their brains around.

He placed the reticle on the ridge of the bull’s spinal column just behind the shoulder blades where he wanted the 7.62 mm round to strike. Then he lowered his aim slightly, as if he were about to engage a target at just over 800 yards instead of 1,000. There was no real way to teach this kind of shooting. This was the kind of precision developed over thousands of rounds fired downrange. Had there been any concern at all in Gil’s mind the round would maim the animal or cause it any pain, he would simply have aimed for the much easier-to-hit heart.

As he drew a shallow breath, preparing to squeeze the trigger, it happened again—the memory of his first kill in combat coming back in living color . . .

THE SECOND IRAQ War was only a month old. Gil and his partner Tony had been called into a small town outside of Baghdad to relieve the pressure on two companies of Marines who were being decimated by enemy sniper fire. One of the Marine snipers was already dead, and their morale had begun to flag in a way that only enemy sniper fire can cause. So their CO had called for tactical support, and half an hour later a Cayuse helicopter dropped Gil and Tony in the Marines’ rear. It was during their march forward over five blocks of hell that the two SEALs were able to collect real-time intel from the grunts on the ground.

By the time they reached the Marines’ forward positions, Tony had marked the locations of all thirteen wounded and dead Marines on his map. He grabbed Gil by the elbow and pulled him into a concrete garage with good cover.

“Okay, look,” Tony said, dropping to his knee and laying out the map. “See the kill pattern here? This isn’t random. That means one guy, Gil. And he’s falling back in a kind of zigzag. See—?” He ran his finger back and forth along the grid to clarify his point. “He’s moving corner to corner to maintain a clear field of fire—and all our head-shot Marines are inside this same diminishing kill zone. The fucker’s bleeding them out, and by the time these boys work their way to the far side of town, they’ll lose ten more. And then this haji prick is just gonna fade the fuck away—only we ain’t gonna let that the fuck happen!” He quickly folded the map away inside his body armor. “So now we gotta find that jarhead CO and get him to halt this fucking advance before the sun starts to set—or better yet—get these guys to fucking pull back a block or two. That’ll lure this haji motherfucker right back to us. Then you’ll step on his dick, and I’ll hack it off at the balls!”

As they were stepping out of the garage, a Navy corpsman and pair of stretcher-bearers rounded the corner carrying a young Marine with his face shot completely off.

“Put ’im down!” the corpsman shouted. “I gotta restore his fucking airway!”

Gil stood over the dying Marine, gaping at the shapeless mass of flesh where the boy’s face had once been, unable to believe that a man without a face could even still be alive.

The corpsman hurriedly performed a tracheotomy to restore the Marine’s airway, then the bearers hefted the stretcher back up between them, and they took off down the street in the direction of the incoming medevac.

“Ruck up!” Tony said, busting Gil on the shoulder, and the two of them took off to find the Marine major in charge of taking the town.

It took some hard convincing on Tony’s part before the major would agree to give up two blocks of hard-earned real estate. “Look, major, with respect—sir. You called us. Now, I’m telling you how we can kill this haji bastard. If you’ll withdraw just two blocks, sir, those motherfuckers will think they’re winning this goddamn battle. And that fucking sniper of theirs won’t be able to resist moving to retake this prime position.” Tony indicated the position on the aerial photograph posted on the wall of the command post. “Sir, I’m fucking positive that’s where he was when he took out six of your Marines in under ten minutes.”

“Where do you intend to lay for him?” the major wanted to know.

Tony indicated a tall building in the center of the block south of the suspected sniper position. “We’ll take up an elevated position here, sir, with an excellent view overlooking his nest.”

The major looked to his captain. “What do you think, Steve?”

The captain looked at Tony. “You do realize that building will go back over to the enemy after we withdraw. You’ll be cut off and surrounded.”

Tony smiled. “Only for a little while, Captain.”

The captain nodded, turning to the major. “If I was in command, sir, I’d take his advice. He seems to know what he’s talking about.”

“Okay,” the major said. “How much time do you need to get in position?”

“Shouldn’t take us more than fifteen minutes to get set, sir,” Tony replied. “After that, you can begin your withdrawal. The enemy sniper should approach from one of these two alleys to reoccupy the position. And when he does, sir, we will bag his ass.”

Twenty minutes later, Gil and Tony were in place with a perfect overview of the enemy sniper nest in a corner meat market. They watched from their well-concealed hide on the roof of a three-story apartment building as the Marines were falling back through the position. Within ten minutes, they were isolated and soon to be cut off by encroaching enemy troops now moving to retake the ground they had lost during the first half of the day.

“We could hit a bunch of these guys right now,” Gil said, watching the enemy moving toward them along empty streets through the scope of the M-21 sniper rifle he still carried in those days.

“Which is exactly what that haji sniper is waiting for,” Tony said bitterly, watching through the scope of his own M-21. “He’s waiting to see if one of our snipers takes advantage of this fucking duck shoot. Give him time. Keep your fucking eyes peeled for a haji carrying a Dragunov. That’ll be your guy.”

“My guy?” Gil said, taking his eye briefly away from the scope.

Tony grinned. “I can’t think of a better prick for you to bust your fucking cherry on, Gilligan.”

Feeling his palms suddenly begin to sweat, Gil put his eye to the scope and carefully scanned each new man who came into view, their weapons, their beards and faces, multicolored shemaghs blowing with the breeze as they marched boldly forward. Many of them were laughing and gesturing excitedly, believing they were succeeding in forcing the Marines from the town.

A man dressed in green and carrying a longer weapon than the standard AK-47 darted from a laundry service to disappear beneath an awning.

“Did you see that?” Gil said. “Looked like a guy carrying a Dragunov just ducked under that awning.”

The Dragunov was a semiautomatic, 7.62 mm rifle that had been in Soviet service since 1963. Though it had not been developed originally as a sniper rifle, the rugged weapon had since become the preferred choice of snipers in the Middle East, boasting a range of 1,300 meters when fixed with a scope.

“See a scope?”

“No, it didn’t have a scope, but the stock was wrapped in cloth.”

“Probably just an RPK,” Tony said. “Our guy isn’t making these shots over open sights.”

An RPK-74 was a light machine gun that looked like an overgrown AK-47.

A couple of minutes later, a blur of dark green darted from beneath the awning, and this time there was a scope attached to his rifle. “I got him!” Gil said. He was unable to draw a good enough bead as the sniper darted carefully from shop to shop coming down the alley.

“See what the fuck I told you!” Tony said. “He’s moving to reoccupy that fucking position. Just be patient and let him come right into your kill zone. He’ll give you his back when he turns to mount that fucking staircase—that’s when you take him.”

The enemy sniper checked one last time up and down the alley, desperately scanning the rooftops without a prayer of spotting Gil or Tony ensconced among the scattered rubble of the cityscape. With the speed of a lizard, he darted across the street toward the staircase leading up the side of the building he intended to reoccupy.

He mounted the stairs and gave Gil his back at 200 yards.

“Take him,” Tony said calmly, watching the sniper through his own crosshairs in case Gil should miss.

Gil centered on the sniper’s spine at the base of the neck and squeezed off the round. The enemy sniper was dead instantly, crashing to his knees and falling backward down the stairs.

“Reap the whirlwind, motherfucker.” Tony bashed Gil on the shoulder. “When the battle’s over we’ll find that fucker and get you your boar’s tooth.”

NOW GIL LAY in his position behind the saddle, watching the elk move gracefully through the grass. The animal paused to test the air. Gil drew a shallow breath and squeezed the trigger. The round severed the beast’s spinal cord at the base of the neck just forward of the shoulders, and the elk dropped dead to the ground, never knowing what hit it.
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AFGHANISTAN,

Nangarhar Province

Warrant Officer Sandra Brux sat beside her copilot Warrant Officer Billy Mitchell in the open doorway of their UH-60M Black Hawk helicopter smoking cigarettes and shooting the shit. Sandra was twenty-nine years old with dark hair and blue eyes, an excellent helicopter pilot beginning her third tour in the Middle East. They watched as a six-man team of US Army Rangers ran through a training exercise, rehearsing a night raid “snatch ’n’ grab” presently set for the following week. Sandra and Mitchell were both Night Stalkers, pilots of the elite 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment (SOAR), which routinely operated with both Army and Naval Special Forces. Known throughout the Spec-Ops community as the best of the best, they were the go-to badasses in the air for the go-to badasses on the ground, and Sandra was the first female pilot to be made a member.

The Rangers were maneuvering through a flimsy plywood village mock-up, working out the timing of their attack. The rehearsal site was considered “secure” as it was located fifty miles from the lines (to the extent that “lines” even existed in this godforsaken place). The snatch ’n’ grab was to be carried out against a Muslim cleric named Aasif Kohistani living in a small village in the north of Nangarhar Province. Kohistani was the leader of an Islamist political party called the Hezb-e Islami Khalis (the HIK). The HIK was gaining political influence in the Afghan parliament, and recent intelligence reports indicated that Kohistani was now working with the Taliban to consolidate his growing military power in and around Nangarhar Province in the face of the scheduled American drawdown.

Obviously, American forces would not be able to make their scheduled drawdown work if the HIK and Taliban forces began a resurgence, so it was necessary to remove Kohistani from the picture, lest he become as strong as the already troublesome Gulbuddin Hekmatyar who lead the Hezb-e Islami Gulbuddin faction (HIG) based out of the Shok Valley of the Hindu Kush. Both the HIK and the HIG had made significant gains in parliamentary influence over the past year, and both were violently opposed to Afghan-US relations.

Sandra flicked away the smoking butt of her cigarette and lay back on the deck of the helicopter to close her eyes, smiling pleasantly to herself. She and the Ranger team leader, Captain Sean Bordeaux, had secretly hooked up the night before back at the air base outside of Jalalabad. It had been a much-needed tryst for both of them, each of their military spouses being stationed on the other side of the world. Six months was a long time for anyone to go without, but the nature of their respective jobs was extremely stressful, and this stress had long been exacerbated by the uncommonly strong attraction between them—which was no one’s fault but that of Mother Nature. The sexual tension between them was now dispelled, however, and both of them were thinking much more clearly, able to focus their full attention on their respective missions.

“Hey, have you heard from Beth?” Sandra asked.

Mitchell sat squinting into the morning sun, watching as the Rangers retook their positions to begin another “infiltration” of the village. He and Sandra were the only security for the training op. He drew pensively from his cigarette, thinking of his wife who was due to give birth in less than a week.

“Last night,” he answered. “She said she could pop any minute. Could be happening right now, for all I know. How come you and John don’t have any kids?”

She lifted her head to look at him. “Do I look like I’m ready to have kids?”

He laughed. “Well, I guess it’s a little different with you guys.”

“You can say that,” she said, rising up onto her elbows. “I mean, we only see each other about four months of the year. Sometimes, I wonder why we even—”

Machine gun fire raked the front of the Black Hawk, and bullets went whining off into the air.

“What the fuck!” Mitchell said, grabbing up his M4. “Enemy front!”

“Incoming!” one of the Rangers screamed from the far side of the ersatz village.

The first couple of mortars struck the ground, their telltale crumping sounds ripping through the air. Two more rounds quickly fell, and the flimsy buildings blew apart like houses made from playing cards. The nearest pair of Rangers leapt back to their feet and came sprinting toward the Black Hawk. Another round dropped just in front of them and they vanished.

“Jesus Christ!” Sandra scrambled into the cockpit. “Where the fuck did they come from? We’re in the middle of fucking nowhere.”

“We gotta get this bitch off the ground.” Mitchell was climbing into the gunner’s compartment behind her. “We’re a sitting fucking duck here!”

The four remaining Rangers were still a hundred yards off across the village, running hard for the chopper as Sandra flipped the switches in the cockpit and the rotors began to turn. “We’ll be airborne in sixty seconds.”

“We don’t have sixty—!”

A mortar struck the tail section of the helicopter, lifting the hind end of the bird into the air and causing it to slew wildly around. Mitchell was slammed against the bulkhead, splitting his head open, and Sandra was thrown from her seat to the other side of the cockpit. The sound of small arms fire filled the air. Bullets snapped through the fuselage as she tried to call for support over the radio.

“It’s fucked!” Mitchell grabbed for her arm. “We gotta dismount!” A round struck him in the chest and he dropped dead to the deck.

Captain Bordeaux leapt into the bird, grabbing Sandra’s collar and hauling her from the aircraft against a hail of gunfire. They were both hit and fell out the open door. The other three remaining Rangers took cover as best they could near the fuselage, but it seemed they were surrounded on all sides, and the cover among the rocks was sparse at best.

“Did you get off a call for help?” Bordeaux asked, firing a few rounds into a coppice of trees to keep the enemy’s head down.

“They took out the radio first thing,” Sandra said, gasping against the pain in her thigh where she’d taken a round from an AK-47. “I think it’s up against the bone, Sean. Fuck me! It hurts like a holy bastard.”

Bordeaux grabbed up Mitchell’s M4 and jammed it into her hands as he half-carried, half-dragged her toward the rocks where his men were digging in as best they could with the butts of their carbines. “We’re in some deep shit here, guys. No cover and nowhere to run.”

One of the other men went right to work applying a pressure tourniquet to Sandra’s leg. Shock was setting in fast and she’d already begun to fade.

“We’d better think of something fast,” one of the other Rangers said. “When they correct fire on those mortars, we’re dead.”

“They could’ve done that already,” Bordeaux said. “They’re maneuvering to take us alive.”

“Or her,” said a sergeant named Tornero.

“Or her, yeah.” Bordeaux spat in disgust. Their radioman had been blasted to hell, and it would be at least another hour, maybe two, before anyone tried to raise them and thought to send another chopper. This was supposed to have been a very secure zone, which was why it had been chosen in the first place. Something was wrong. “I don’t know, guys, but it feels like they were here waiting for us.”

Tornero was jamming cotton wadding into a shoulder wound. “Yeah, well, the way they’ve been blabbing about the op back at HQ, it don’t fucking surprise me.”

“I don’t like having a woman in this shit,” Bordeaux said.

“Maybe you can trade me,” Sandra groaned, fighting the urge to vomit.

Another furious fusillade of gunfire erupted, forcing them all belly-down against the earth as the enemy maneuvered still closer.

“There’s at least twenty!” shouted one of the other Rangers, firing away, finally managing to kill one. “They’re gonna jerk the noose tight.”

Bordeaux knew their time had run out. It was time to surrender or break out across country, and there was no way to break out without leaving Sandra behind.

“Sergeant, you three haul ass for that defilade!” he ordered. “There’s no other way. Try to fight your way north toward friendlies. Surrender’s not an option here.”

Tornero exchanged looks with the other two members of the team, all of them shaking their heads. He looked back at Bordeaux and grinned. “I think we’ll stay, Captain.”

“I said haul ass!”

Tornero popped up just long enough to biff a grenade then ducked back down. “You can court-martial us if we live long enough, sir, but we’re stayin’.”

“Stubborn fuckers,” Bordeaux muttered, crawling off for a better look at the defilade to their north. Three of the enemy had already occupied the depression, and they opened fire the second they saw his face. He jerked the pin from a grenade and slung it in their direction before scrabbling back to the others, taking more hits, one to the arm and another to the boron carbide ballistic panel on his back. The grenade went off with a sharp blast, flinging body parts into the air. Bordeaux and his men all sprang into a crouch, firing in all four directions as the enemy continued to maneuver aggressively against them.

One of the Rangers took a round to the face and fell over backward.

Knowing they were down to mere seconds now, Bordeaux fired his M4 until the magazine ran dry then jerked his M9 pistol and turned to aim it at Sandra.

She winked at him and covered her eyes with her hand.

He hesitated a fraction of an instant, remembering the night before, and then squeezed the trigger.

A 7.62 mm slug blew out the side of his head, causing the round from his pistol to strike the ground near Sandra’s shoulder as he toppled from his knees.

Sergeant Tornero spun to fire on the man who’d killed Bordeaux, stitching him from the groin to the throat before taking multiple hits to his armor, limbs, and guts. He pitched forward onto his hands and knees, still taking hits, choking blood as he crawled desperately forward to cover Sandra’s body with his own.

Sandra was struggling to tug Tornero’s pistol from its holster when the shadowy figure of a Taliban fighter blocked out the sun. He stepped on her hand and reached down to take the pistol from the holster, tossing it to one of his men before hefting Tornero’s body aside. He spoke calmly in Pashto, pointing at the American weapons on the ground, ordering them gathered up. The Rangers were quickly stripped of their armor and ammunition, their boots, money, watches, dog tags—everything.

Deep in shock, Sandra was vaguely aware of being lifted from the ground and slung over the shoulder of a squat, muscular man. She opened her eyes briefly, seeing the ground passing below, the sandaled heels of her captor moving back and forth as he walked along.

They walked all the rest of the day, taking turns carrying their prisoner toward the foothills near the Pakistan border. Sometime after nightfall, Sandra awoke to feel herself jostling around in the back of a pickup truck as it made its way higher into the mountains of the Hindu Kush. She mumbled that she was cold, and someone in the back of the truck with her must have spoken English because she was covered with a coat a few moments later.

The next time she awoke was to a bright light being shined into one of her eyes. She was carried from the truck on what felt like a sheet of plywood into a dimly lit hut where she felt needles being pricked into her. She screamed aloud when a steel probe was inserted into her leg wound and struggled against the pain. Someone with gorilla-like strength held her down while the bullet was removed and the wound was sutured closed. After that, a dirty brown sack was slipped over her head, and she was put back into the truck and driven away.

Later in the night, the bag was taken off and she was made to drink a great deal more water than she cared to, a bright flashlight being shined into her face the entire time. She coughed and gagged, swallowing as much as she could, and the canteen was finally taken away and the bag replaced. After what felt like an eternity, the truck stopped again, and she was carried into another building where she was tied to some kind of a wooden bed.

She awoke in the morning with her leg fevered and throbbing to find that she was still tied to the bed, but that her boots and flight suit had been taken away, replaced with a kind of dirty white gown made from a coarse cloth. A man of about forty sat beside her bed reading the Koran through a pair of dark-framed glasses that seemed too large for his face. He wore the white jubbah of a Muslim cleric, and his neatly trimmed black beard was flecked with gray.

He looked up to see her watching him and slowly closed the Koran, setting it aside on a table. “You are awake,” he said in good English.

“I’d like to have my uniform back,” was the first thing she said.

He removed the glasses from his face and folded them away into the pocket of his robe. “That’s been burned,” he replied. “Your leg has been repaired, and you are far away from your people now. Very far away. They will not be able to find you here. I am Aasif Kohistani of the Hezb-e Islami Khalis. I am the political leader you and your friends were preparing to illegally kidnap from my village in Nangarhar.”

“Brux,” Sandra said. “Sandra J., Warrant Officer. 280-76-0987.”

He smiled a humorless smile. “I have that information already.” He took from the table a handful of dog tags taken from Sandra’s dead compatriots and selected hers from the collection. “You are also Catholic. What else can you tell me about CIA intentions against our party? Are they preparing military strikes?”

“Can I be untied?” Sandra asked, her mouth dry as a sock.

He set the dog tags aside. “It is impossible that you will not tell me what I want to know,” he said patiently. “It would be better for you to tell me now. This will prevent great difficulties for you.”

“I’m just a pilot,” she said. “The CIA doesn’t tell us about their plans. I don’t even know why they wanted you.” And what worried Sandra the most was that this was the truth. She had no idea why the CIA wanted Kohistani or whether or not there were any military strikes being planned.

“You are not just a pilot,” he said, taking her Night Stalker shoulder patch from the table. “You are one of these people. We know this name very well. I will give you one last opportunity to tell me what you know. After that I will call Ramesh.”

“You really have to believe me,” she begged. “I don’t know anything! If I did, I would tell you. I don’t give a shit about the CIA.”

“That is not the answer I was looking for.”

“Do you want me to make something up?” she said helplessly. As she lay there trying to think back to the mock interrogations she had undergone during survival school, Kohistani calmly lifted a previously unnoticed wooden rod from the foot of the bed and gave her a sharp crack against the bullet wound in her thigh.

Pain exploded in her leg. She arched her back involuntarily, her entire body going ramrod stiff, barely stifling the cry that threatened to rip from her throat. She gulped air in deep breaths, girding herself for the next blow, but she knew that it was no use. The pain was too intense.

He stood and raised the rod high over his head.

“Don’t— I’ll tell you!”

He brought the rod down again, and this time with a truly savage amount of force. Sandra screamed in pain, her mind reeling, as the cleric delivered her a third blow. She wailed in agony, sobbing shamelessly as she babbled completely made-up information in a desperate bid to prevent him from striking her a fourth time.

Kohistani stopped short of delivering the blow, tossing the rod onto the foot of the bed with a grimace. “Do you see how senseless . . . how pointless it was for you to suffer?”

She closed her eyes and tried to sob as quietly as she could in an attempt to retain what little remained of her dignity.

“Open your eyes,” he ordered, looking down on her. “Do you know why your country will lose in Afghanistan? The fearless capitalists will lose because they send women to fight their war. Now, I will send in Ramesh to learn if what you told me was the truth.”

He left the room, and a brutish, angry-looking man came in a few moments later, toting a brown canvas bag, setting it down on the table with a metallic clunk.

Gripped by abject terror, Sandra shut her eyes again and tried to disappear.
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MONTANA

Gil and Marie were spreading fresh hay in the stable when his mother-in-law called him on his cellular to tell him he had a call on the house phone.

“Be right back,” he said to his wife, slipping the phone back into his pocket.

Marie didn’t even look at him. She cut the twine on another bale of hay and broke it apart with her foot.

“It’s probably nothin’, babe.”

She stopped and stared at him. “It’s never nothin’ with the Navy. It’s only been a month, and you’re supposed to get two. You’re telling me their ships won’t float without Gil Shannon aboard?”

He grinned, knowing she knew damn well he was no deckhand. “Well, they float well enough . . . but the crews won’t go out of sight of land unless I’m aboard.”

She shook her head and went back to work, his sarcastic sense of humor no longer holding the appeal for her that it once did.

Gil found the cordless on the kitchen table and took it out onto the back porch. “This is Shannon.”

“Gil, its Hal. Something’s happened, and I thought it important enough to call. Can you call me back on your sat phone?” Master Chief Halligan Steelyard was a fellow member of DEVGRU (United States Naval Special Warfare Development Group, aka SEAL Team Six) and one of Gil’s closest friends. He’d been in the Navy since Chester Nimitz was a baby, and he was something of his own institution among the SEALs.

“Give me one minute.” Gil hung up the phone and then went to the bedroom where he kept a secure satellite phone and called Steelyard back. “So what’s up?”

“Sorry to bother you at home with this,” Steelyard said. “Sean Bordeaux and five of his men bought it yesterday in an ambush here in Nangarhar Province, south of Jalalabad.”

Gil had worked with Bordeaux a number of times in the past and considered him a friend, but this loss wasn’t the kind of news that rated a satellite call from a guy like Steelyard from halfway around the world. “What else, Chief?”

“A Night Stalker pilot was taken prisoner in the same ambush,” Steelyard went on. “Taliban caught the bird on the ground during a Ranger training op, shot everybody up, killed the copilot, and stripped the bodies. It’s a problem because the pilot they took is a woman, pretty thing, twenty-nine years old . . . the only Night Stalker female. It’s not going to play well in the media, especially if she shows up bleeding on Al Jazeera. I thought you’d like a heads up because I expect it’s only a matter of time before you get the call from SOG.”

SOG was the CIA’s Special Operations Group, a more evolved version of the once infamous and now extinct MACV-SOG (Military Assistance Command, Vietnam—Studies and Observations Group) that Gil’s father had once been a part of. Though the CIA still recruited through SOG from all branches of the US military—the same as they had during Vietnam—the modern CIA was no longer permitted its own “in-house” specialists. So operators like Gil Shannon were often pulled from their assigned Special Mission Units (SMUs) for the purpose of carrying out one-man operations that were often so highly classified that no one else in the Special Forces community ever knew a thing about them . . . at least not officially.

Gil’s current, primary unit assignment was to DEVGRU the same as that of Chief Steelyard. Being so highly classified that the US government preferred not to admit its existence, DEVGRU was one of only four SMUs within the United States military. The other three SMUs were: Delta Force of the US Army, the 24th Special Tactics Squadron of the US Air Force, and the Intelligence Support Activity—also under the auspices of the US Army.

Gil patted his jacket pocket for his tobacco. “Are we talking about Warrant Officer Sandra Brux, Chief?”

“Yeah. Know her?”

“She’s flown top-cover for us a couple of times,” Gil said. “They’re gonna tear her up, Chief. How’d this happen?”

“It’s a CID investigation right now,” Steelyard said. CID was the Army Criminal Investigation Command—originally known as the Criminal Investigations Division first established under General Pershing during the First World War. For the purposes of continuity, the agency was still referred to as the CID. “But I had a talk with our guy in NCIS who’s connected.” NCIS was the Naval Criminal Investigative Service. “He says CID just took some Pakistani intel guy into custody who’s been selling information to the other side. I’m thinking he may have tipped off the enemy about the Army’s plan to snatch an Al Qaeda cleric who’s been making them nervous. Listen, I’ll get back to you in a few days. Sound good?”

“Sounds good, Chief, yeah. Thanks for the heads up.”

“You bet.”

Gil went back downstairs to find his mother-in-law in the kitchen making sandwiches. “Thanks for calling me in, Mom.”

His mother-in-law smiled. “Are you leaving us again?” Her name was Janet, and she was sixty-five years old, short with long gray hair she wore in the braid of a horsewoman, like her daughter.

“No,” he said. “That was just an update to keep me in the loop.”

“Think Marie will buy that?” Janet asked.

He laughed. “There’s not much space between you two, is there?”

She shook her head, offering him a plated roast beef sandwich with potato chips. “Like a beer with that?”

“Yes, I would,” he said, wishing in earnest that he did not personally know Sandra Brux. The two of them had shared some laughs one night half a year earlier, swapping stories about the challenges of holding a marriage together.

LATER THAT NIGHT, after his mother-in-law had washed the dinner dishes and gone to bed, Gil sat alone in the rocking chair in front of the fireplace rolling a cigarette.

Marie came to sit on the hearth in front of him, a glass of white wine in her hand. “I’ve seen you like this before,” she said quietly. “You lost a friend today, didn’t you?”

He looked up from the cigarette. “It’s worse, actually.”

“How so?”

“The Taliban captured one of our helicopter pilots yesterday.” He licked the edge of the cigarette paper and smoothed it into place to make it look almost store-bought. “A Night Stalker. For the enemy that’s a hell of a trophy. Almost as good as capturing a SEAL or a Green Beret would be.”

“And you know him, I assume?”

“It’s a her,” he said quietly, poking the smoke between his lips and lighting it with a match. “She’s twenty-nine. Pretty. It’s gonna play like hell once the media gets hold of it.”

Marie nodded, taking a sip of wine. “Another Jessie Lynch,” she said sadly. “So when are you leaving?”

“They didn’t call me for that.”

“That’s not what I asked you,” she said.

He sat holding his temples with the same hand the cigarette was in. “They don’t even know where she is yet, baby.”

Marie set the wineglass aside with a sigh and rubbed her knees. “Gil, I’m sorry, but I don’t have the patience for these little go-rounds no more. Are ya leavin’ or not?”

He looked at her, his voice not much more than a whisper. “It’s what I do, baby. I can’t explain it, but I feel like the only other thing I was ever meant to do was love you. And how’s a man’s supposed to make peace with that?”

Her eyes filled with tears, and she wiped them away. “What about my peace?”

He looked down, unable to meet her gaze. She was the only person he had ever feared intellectually. “That’s a fair question,” he said. “If you ask me to wait for the call, I will. It might easily be another month . . . probably will be.”

“Look at me,” she said. “You’re at the top of your game, aren’t you?”

He considered that for a moment. “Yes, ma’am. I believe I am.”

She lifted the glass, finished the wine, then reached for his cigarette, drawing deeply from it and giving it back. She exhaled and turned to stare into the flames of the fire. “That girl put herself on the line for this country, and now she’s living a nightmare. I reckon she deserves the best this country’s got in return.” She turned to look at him. “But this time you will make me that promise. This time you will promise to come home alive. Otherwise, you do not have my blessing.”

He puckered his lips to suppress his smile, knowing that she had him over the barrel. “I promise.”

“You promise what?” she said, arching her brow.

“I promise to come home alive.”

“And you will keep that promise,” she said, pointing her finger. “Otherwise, when I eventually arrive in heaven, I will not speak to you. I will not speak to you for at least a thousand years, Gil Shannon. Do you understand me?”

“Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “That long?”

“Do you understand me?”

“Yes, ma’am, I do . . . and I believe you mean it.”

She stood up from the hearth, straightening the tails of her denim shirt. “You’d better. Now, I am going upstairs to have my bath. Will you still be awake when I’m finished?”

He looked up at her and smiled. “That depends. Do I get a kiss before you go up? A little something to prime the pump?”

She leaned over to kiss him affectionately on the mouth, then turned and left the room.



4

AFGHANISTAN,

Nuristan Province, Waigal Village

Sandra awoke the next morning to the sound of a very heated argument between two men in the next room. She couldn’t understand a word of what was being said, but she knew that it must have something to do with her. She was no longer tied to the bed, but that hardly mattered. Given the inflamed condition of her leg, she was in no shape for escape or evasion, and she didn’t even have socks to wear, much less a pair of shoes. The food she’d been given was coarse and unknown to her, but she suspected that it was a goat meat stew. What worried her was that the water tasted bad. She knew she wouldn’t last long if she caught a gastrointestinal infection, but there was no other way for her to survive in the short term but to stay hydrated.

She wondered if her husband, John, had been told yet of her disappearance. She doubted it. John was her only family, stationed in the Philippines where he flew cargo planes for the Air Force, and Sandra knew that informing him of her abduction was less of an immediate priority than if he were a civilian. In other words, they’d tell him when they got around to it. Sandra was no fool. She knew she was photogenic, and she knew the State Department would already be scrambling in their attempts to get out in front of the story, possibly even scrambling to keep it under wraps. She was now a pawn in the big chess game, and she didn’t give herself much of a chance, particularly since she had no extended family to apply pressure on her behalf. She also knew quite well that in the Hindu Kush even a Muslim woman was worth less than a good packhorse. And Sandra was a Catholic, quite possibly the next worst thing to being a Jew.

In her heart, she believed that her best chance of being brought out alive would lie with the men she flew for, men within the special forces community itself, men who would not easily stand for one of their own being left to languish for an indefinite period without a concerted effort to locate and bring her out before it was too late.

The door was suddenly kicked off its hinges and fell to the floor. In stalked a bearded man she had never seen before wearing a pakol, the ethnic headgear of the Afghan people. The man seemed violently angry as he stalked over to the bed and reached for the hem of her gown. She didn’t resist him at first, believing that he only wanted to check the gunshot wound to her thigh, but he jerked the garment clear up past her waist, and another man came from behind him, pinning her shoulders to the bed.

She screamed and kicked, clawing for the bearded man’s eyes, managing to gouge her thumb deep into the socket before the second man chopped her in the throat, temporarily collapsing her esophagus. The bearded man grabbed his eye, reeling away from the bed as more men came into the room shouting. They sat on her and tied her down. Then they ripped away her gown and left her naked, still gasping for air.

The men laughed while poking and prodding her. She closed her eyes and willed herself not to scream, knowing that would only excite them more.

The bearded man was not laughing. He shoved the others out of the way and stood over her glowering, his right eyeball bloody. He shouted into the other room, and a man with a video camera came in, ordering the others out. Then the bearded man dropped his trousers and climbed onto the bed with her, cursing her in a language she did not understand, and that’s when she began to scream.

TEN MINUTES LATER, the man with the beard, whose name was Naeem, sat on a table in the next room trying to keep his head still as a young woman missing most of her nose examined his eye.

“You are lucky,” she said quietly. “Any closer to the retina, and she might have blinded you.”

Naeem pushed her away. “Don’t tell me I’m lucky, Badira. Tell me what needs to be done for it.”

“There are medicines to put in the eye,” she explained, “but none that we have here. All you can do is wear a bandage over it while it heals.”

“Fine. Cover your face,” he ordered in disgust and got up from the table.

Badira backed away, obediently lifting the bottom of her hijab up over her mutilated nose so that only her eyes were showing. She was not forced to wear a chadri or a burqa around the village because she was a nurse and her husband was dead. Her husband was the one who had cut off her nose shortly after their marriage for refusing to wear a burqa. Mercifully, he had been killed by an airstrike near the Pakistani border a few years later. Their marriage had been an arranged affair, as were 75 percent of all Afghan marriages.

An older man stepped into the room from outside, and the other Taliban men began to bristle, but Naeem settled them. “Never mind, old man. It’s done.”

The old man’s name was Sabil Nuristani, and he was the titular head of the village. “Now you must take her far away from here.” he insisted. “Otherwise, they will send men here to kill us all.”

“No!” Naeem snapped. “We will show them the video, and then they will pay to get her back. They have paid before.”

“You had better use your head,” Sabil cautioned, stepping deeper into the room. “Kohistani hasn’t given his approval for a ransom demand. He only said we were to—”

“Aasif Kohistani does not command here!” Naeem shouted. “Hezb-e Islami does not command here! I command here! We Taliban command! We captured the woman, so we will do with her as we please.”

“You are a fool to risk crossing Kohistani. He is a powerful man.”

Naeem stomped pugnaciously up to the older man. “What does Hezb-e Islami do for this village? Nothing! Kohistani did not even have men enough to send to the ambush. Why do you think he sent us instead of his own people—eh?”

Sabil shook his head in dismay. “So sad. Even now, you’re too stupid to see that you were used. You Taliban mean nothing to the Hezbi.”

“Shut up, old man. Get out!”

Nuristani left, and Naeem slammed the door after him, turning to his men. “He’s lucky I don’t have him beaten. Jafar, you will make five copies of the video. Tomorrow, you will take two of them to our people in Kabul. I will write down the instructions for them to follow. Soon the Americans will pay for the infidel woman, and we will have good things again. We will have medicine and more guns. You will see. Now get to work, all of you.”

The room cleared, leaving Naeem alone with Badira.

“So will she live long enough?” Naeem wanted to know.

Badira shrugged. “Not if the leg becomes infected.”

“Will she live a week?”

“Not if the leg is infected.”

Naeem bridled with impatience. “Is the leg infected or not?”

“It must be,” she said. “She hasn’t been given any antibiotics.”

“Then I will send for some,” he said. “She is your responsibility. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

He trudged out of the building, and Badira took her medical bag into the room, where Sandra was still lying tied to the bed, weeping with shame and revulsion.

Sandra had listened to all of the shouting, assuming they were fighting over whether or not to kill her. It was not until after she felt Badira sit gently down on the edge of the bed, pouring peroxide over the festering bullet wound, did she dare to open her eyes.

She tried to speak, but the words caught in her throat.

“I’m going to give you something to make you sleep,” Badira said with a slight British accent. “You need your strength. Your leg is infected.”

“Please untie me,” Sandra managed to croak.

Badira shook her head. “I’m not allowed, but don’t worry. You will be asleep.”

“I don’t want to sleep,” Sandra pleaded. “I need to get out of here!”

Badira grew cross with her. “Listen to me. Your government will pay them, and then they will release you. You must be patient.”

Sandra shook her head in desperation. “No, you don’t understand! My government doesn’t pay—especially not for soldiers! They’ll let me die here!”

“We are not going to argue,” Badira said peremptorily. “You are going to take some pills and go to sleep. I will try to keep you asleep as much as possible. He will leave you alone that way. In a week, your people will pay and you will leave.”

Seeing the distinct lack of compassion in Badira’s eyes, Sandra suddenly became angry (which was a much stronger emotion than terror), and she lost her willingness to beg. “What are you going to do about the infection?”

“Naeem has sent for antibiotics.”

Sandra watched her tend to the wound, preparing a new dressing. “Where did you learn to speak English?”

“In Pakistan,” Badira said. “I was enrolled in medical school in Islamabad until the Taliban took over the government here. After that, my father demanded that I return.” What Badira did not go on to share was that she had been called home to marry the son of a man to whom her father owed a financial debt, a local leader who had supported the Taliban’s rise to power. And those who found themselves owing money to Taliban officials were severely mistreated.

“Can I have something else to wear?” Sandra asked.

“I will cover you.”

“And I need to be . . .” Sandra’s voice cracked involuntarily. “I need to clean myself.”

Badira understood. “I still cannot untie you, but I will clean you.”

Sandra closed her eyes, forbidding herself to cry. “Thank you.”

“You must not forget where you are,” Badira admonished her as she began rooting through the medical bag. “You are not in New York City. You are in Afghanistan, and if you are going to survive here, you cannot be weak. You must be strong or you will die.” She paused to look up. “Do you understand what I am telling you?”

Sandra nodded. “What’s your name?”

“I am Badira.”

“Thank you, Badira. I’ll try.”

Badira went back to rooting in the bag. “I am afraid you will have to do better than that, Sandra Brux.”
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AFGHANISTAN,

Jalalabad Air Base

As the hydraulic ramp was lowered on the C-130E military transport, Master Chief Halligan Steelyard stood by pensively chewing the end of an imported Cohiba Robusto cigar. His face grew taut as Master Chief Gil Shannon sauntered down the ramp with his SR-25 slung over his shoulder. The rest of Gil’s gear, including the .338 Lapua McMillan sniper rifle and .308 Remington Modular sniper rifle, was stowed in the hold of the aircraft in eight different cruise boxes to be unloaded by the crew. The SR-25 was a semiauto, 7.62 mm, limited-range sniper rifle that could also be used for patrol work.

Gil didn’t do much actual patrol work now that he was attached to SOG, but if the air base was attacked during his stay, he wanted the versatility and all-around knock-down power that a weapon such as the SR-25 might offer him over the standard M4 carbine which was chambered for the 5.56 mm NATO round.

The trouble with the M4 wasn’t with the weapon itself, but rather with the modern ammunition. The 5.56 mm NATO wasn’t the same as the 5.56 round that was used during the latter part of the Vietnam War. The current NATO round was designed to defeat the newest Russian body armor, before breaking up inside the body for the most devastating effect. Taliban and Al Qaeda fighters, however, wore no armor at all, so the round did not break up, or even tumble through the body in many cases, and this too often allowed the M4 rounds to pass straight through an enemy without putting him down. The bad guy might bleed out later on, but that wasn’t much good if he ended up killing you in the meantime.

Gil shook hands with Steelyard. “What I miss, Chief?” They were of equal rank, but the sixty-five-year-old Steelyard had a great deal more time in grade, and Gil respected him more than anyone else he knew, so he was always Chief.

The graying, hard-eyed Steelyard didn’t stand a millimeter taller than 5'6", and he didn’t weigh an ounce over 150 pounds. A veteran of the Gulf War I, he was rock-hard muscle from his ears to his toes. “Gil, I hope you ate a light breakfast.”

“Fuck breakfast,” Gil said, the hair rising on the back of his neck. “How soon do we move?”

“Patience, grasshopper.”

Steelyard led the way, setting a brisk pace across the tarmac. Aircraft came and went all around them—fixed and rotary wing alike. Black Hawks setting down and taking off, a number of the big Chinooks, a few of the battered old Russian Mi-17s operated by the Afghan National Police force. There was even a matte-black Iroquois Huey, without markings or tail numbers, sitting in front of a lone hangar on the far side of the airport.

“That’s where we’re headed,” Steelyard remarked, gesturing with the wet end of the Cohiba.

They climbed into a waiting Humvee, and Steelyard drove them in a circuitous route to the far side of the tarmac where the black Iroquois sat before the hangar. Outside, they could see a pair of bored pilots lounging in the back with their feet up, playing some kind of handheld video game.

Immediately upon their approach to the hangar, Gil noted a pair of black MH-6 Killer Eggs—highly modified Cayuse attack helicopters—resting on wheeled dollies under armed guard inside the hangar. He had only seen the model up close one other time. A pair of black Black Hawk MH-60Ls sat near a pair of MH-60Ks on the far side of the hangar, hidden from general view, also under armed guard.

“I take it SOAR’s here in force?”

“On unofficial extended engagement,” Steelyard grumbled. “You’ll understand soon enough.”

They dismounted the Humvee and entered the hangar where Gil encountered half a dozen of his fellow DEVGRU members checking gear and cleaning weapons. There was an unmistakable tension in the air, and none of the crude jokes or insulting banter he would normally expect, only grim nods. He realized something had occurred since he’d boarded the C-130 late the night before in Oman. He couldn’t pin it down because the tension he felt had an uncommonly hostile vibe to it.

Steelyard preceded him into a situation room on the far side of the hangar where Lt. Commander Perez stood talking with an investigator from NCIS. Gil had never gotten along very well with Perez, so he came to full attention, snapping a smart salute.

“As you were, Gil,” Perez said, almost casually, before giving his attention back to the NCIS man.

That was all it took for Gil to know, unequivocally, that something, somewhere was very definitely fucked up. In the two years that he had been their intelligence officer, the lanky Perez had never called him by his first name. It was always Chief Shannon, and he was never casual. The fucking chip he carried around on his shoulder was too damn big for that.

The NCIS man was a personal friend of Steelyard’s, and more than just an acquaintance of Gil’s. He was a civilian named Raymond Chou, second-generation Chinese. He finished talking with Perez, then turned to shake hands with Gil.

“Sorry you had to cut your leave time short, buddy.”

“I’m here by choice, Ray. What I miss?”

Chou sighed and looked at his watch. “These guys can get you up to speed. I’m already going to have trouble explaining where the hell I’ve been all morning.” He returned his attention to Steelyard and Perez. “Listen, guys, I’m sorry I don’t have any actionable intel for you—nobody does yet—but I thought you should at least see that damn thing.”

Steelyard clapped him grimly on the back. “Indebted to you.”

“Nonsense. But listen, I gotta get that chopper back before the wrong people start to wonder where it went. Just remember that I was never here, and you guys didn’t get that damn thing from me, okay?”




OEBPS/images/titleimage.jpg
SNIPER ELITE:
ONE-WAY TRIP

A NOVEL

SCOTT MCEWEN

WITH THOMAS KOLONIAR

A Touchstone Book
Published by Simon & Schuster
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/images/9781476746081.jpg






