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“In war, there are no unwounded soldiers.”


Jose Narosky, writer.




CHAPTER ONE


Damien Hunter


Wadi Samail


CENTRAL TABLELANDS


SULTANATE OF OMAN


JUNE





The desert waited.


Cold. Silent. Watching.


Damien Hunter, callsign Chainsaw, lay pressed into the grit of the wadi floor and felt the predawn chill cutting through his clothes. Out here, summer meant nothing. In the Omani desert, heat ruled by day, but the hour before sunrise belonged to the cold and to men like him who hunted in it.


‘Chainsaw, Watchtower, over?’


Don Murphy’s voice cracked through Damien’s earpiece, thin and worn, like a man on the edge of sleep he would never get. Damien imagined him in that cramped Riyadh apartment with Noah Williams hunched beside him, both living on caffeine and stress while Taipan 16 prepared to kill a man a thousand kilometres away.


Don and Noah were employed by the private military company, the Taipan Organisation, and they provided remote support to Taipan 16’s current direct-action mission in Oman.


Damien breathed once to settle himself.


‘Chainsaw, send,’ Damien replied into his L3/Harris Falcon IV radio.


Beside him in the dirt lay Warwick ‘Wuz’ Davis, callsign Mako. Covering their rear, the third member of Taipan 16, Texan Jack Dempsey, callsign Grinder, lay hidden amongst a scatter of jagged rocks.


‘Target is Oscar Mike on Route One Five,’ Don said. ‘ETA your loc five minutes. Silver Mercedes GLE. Driver plus one additional security contractor. No out-riding vehicles. No traffic. Target’s name is Adrian Henderson.’


‘Roger, out,’ Damien acknowledged.


He shifted in the beige-coloured dirt, drawing in a steadying breath of cold air. Lowering his head behind a pair of Safran JIM LR binoculars, he focused on the strip of road a kilometre away. The road glowed faintly through the lens. A thin black ribbon cutting through the pale desert.


Clear. No movement. No surprises.


He lifted his gaze to the sky. Dawn pushed a thin line of light across the eastern horizon. Stars clung to the cloudless dark. The moon’s dying sliver barely clung overhead, just as it had throughout their infiltration of Oman to their current position.


They had come ashore near Sur in the northeast, linked up with their local contact and taken possession of an old, reliable Toyota HiLux Smart Cab. Ten hours of winding rural roads brought them to the base of the range. From there, a brutal 1200-metre ascent delivered them to this overlook above Route 15. It was the only viable artery between Muscat and the interior, the line dividing the Al-Hajar Al-Gharbi and Al-Hajar Ash-Sharqi ranges.


Their target had no choice. He would pass beneath them.


‘Wuz, target is inbound,’ Damien murmured.


‘Ack. I heard.’ Wuz answered. His voice held the same sharp edge it always did before he squeezed the trigger. Six months had passed since Damien and Grinder dragged him out of Afghanistan, but the aftermath clung to him like a sickness. The news that his family had died while he was a captive gnawed through him. He believed he should have been there. He believed Taipan had robbed him of that chance. Resentment lived under his skin but not enough to sever loyalty. Damien was the only friend he had left.


Wuz lay forward of Damien, tucked tight behind the bulky McMillan Tac-50 anti-materiel rifle. His MultiCam uniform melted into the rock. A Bushmaster M4A1 rode his back like a second spine.


Taipan 16 had only reformed six months ago. Four missions in, the team still felt raw at the edges. Damien, their commander, watched Wuz constantly. His own mind was a threadbare thing, frayed from years of violence, but at least he had Grace, the one bright point that kept him from going under. Wuz had no such anchor. His family gone. His father dead only weeks earlier. His mind a pit of grief and rage that clouded everything.


A Nightforce B.E.A.S.T scope gave Wuz a razor-clear view of the ribbon of tarmac the vehicle would soon travel. An image intensifier mounted on the scope’s front allowed him to operate in the dim predawn light.


Damien shivered and stretched. His Heckler and Koch 416A5 thumped against his leg. He paced across the ground to a short pile of rocks half his height, leaning in to break his outline and reduce detection by any early riser who happened along. Around him, boulders and stunted trees filled the rugged slopes. Footpaths crisscrossed the lush ravine they had used to traverse the range. Seeing no sign of recent traffic, none of the team found evidence of compromise. The only sign of life had been an Arab Tahr goat halfway up the ravine. In the grey-painted landscape of their L3/ Harris BNVD night vision, the animal had appeared like a ghost.


A hush settled over the low mountains as dawn edged closer. Damien felt anticipation coil through him. Not nerves. Closure. A job done, then gone.


He adjusted his chest rig and then the plate carrier underneath. He wore the rig Rhodesian-style, separate from his plate carrier, a habit he’d learned early in his career and never broken.


The target’s identity had remained undisclosed in the original briefing. The British Government had hired Taipan for this job. No negotiation. No bargaining. Old allies. Old trust. Their only requirement was simple: remove an arms broker who had deep roots in Oman.


‘Sixty seconds,’ Noah said quietly in Damien’s his ear.


‘No target,’ Wuz growled. He hunched tighter behind the rifle. ‘Let’s fucking get on with it.’


He began his breathing drills, slow and deliberate, flushing carbon dioxide and sharpening his mind. He hooked his index finger free of his Mechanix glove and eased the safety off.


‘Target available in thirty seconds,’ Noah advised. ‘Get ready to engage.’


‘I’m fucking ready.’


‘Widow One Five Charlie, Chainsaw,’ Damien called.


‘Go ahead, Chainsaw,’ Noah replied. He still used his United States Air Force callsign, the one he’d carried through the Chora Valley long before Taipan recruited him.


‘Confirm area is secure?’


‘Standby.’


Noah scanned the array of screens glowing in front of him. FMV from the MQ-9 Reaper circling twenty thousand feet above the team rolled crisp and empty. Nothing moved on any approach. Nothing stirred in the wadi. The Omani Government had authorised the overflight without knowing why, and the British would smooth over questions later. The Sultan received courtesy briefs, deliberately starved of detail.


‘Almost out of time,’ Damien pressed.


‘All sensors are clear,’ Noah answered. A hint of warning touched his tone.


‘Roger. Break, break. Grinder, do you have eyes on anything Widow One Five Charlie doesn’t?’ Damien asked.


‘Negative. All clear, partner,’ Grinder replied. He lay with his back against a pile of rocks fifty metres down the slope. Through his night vision, he scanned the ground and the approaches to their rear. Resting his tan-coloured Ops Core helmet against the stone behind him, he relaxed, waiting for the shot. His Crye Precision plate carrier bit into his throat as he hunched forward. A Sig Spear M7 rested across his lap. Predawn light crept along the ridge and painted him into the landscape.


‘Chainsaw, we have movement twenty clicks to your south. No direct threat,’ Noah said.


‘Nature?’ Damien asked.


‘The Omani Royal Tank Regiment has sortied a squadron on a routine exercise. A lot of movement down that way. Your exfil route is clear if you don’t stray too far south.’


‘Roger. Is our pickup still on track?’


‘Affirm. Helo will collect you as you cross the Saudi border at Thabhloten, as arranged.’


Noah tagged the tank squadron and opened a window to track any deviation. He needed to know if they turned north to intersect Taipan 16 during exfil.


‘I have the target vehicle, boss,’ Wuz called. A grim smile cut across his mouth. The sooner he fired, the sooner they were out of Oman.


Damien dropped beside him and lifted the binoculars. The silver Mercedes appeared on the far stretch of tarmac, rolling clean and alone through the early dawn.


‘You got him?’


‘Yep.’


‘Wind tracking right to left, five kilometres an hour,’ Damien said.


‘Ack,’ Wuz replied, adjusting the scope.


‘Advise when ready to shoot.’


A breath. A heartbeat.


‘Ready,’ Wuz said, voice cool and steady.


The first sliver of sun bled over the ridgeline. Wuz settled behind the rifle like a man sliding into an old sin, and the world narrowed to one man, one rifle, one pull of a trigger.


Gael Romero


200 KILOMETRES FROM FREETOWN


SIERRA LEONE





Shifting in the plush cream-coloured leather chair to better face the man beside him, Gael Romero fixed him with a vicious stare.


‘I don’t care about these fucking people, Samuel. I want the territory. I want the paths into Europe for our product secured. It is not going to those fucking Japanese,’ Gael said, addressing his head of security, Samuel Torres, as if he barely existed. Gael’s tanned skin stretched tight across his chiselled features. Proudly Guatemalan and prouder still of his Tz’utujil heritage, ego filled Gael’s chest.


For reasons his mother could never explain, Gael possessed green eyes. He didn’t know his father’s identity, and his mother never spoke of the man. Those same eyes had made him a target for teasing as a child in San Juan La Laguna on the shores of Lago de Atitlán. As he grew older, moulding his body into a temple of muscle and earning a reputation for violence, the teasing faded into respect.


‘That’s why I’ve set up this meeting,’ Samuel replied carefully. ‘I’m assured the Japanese aren’t in play yet, my friend, but it’s known they’re starting to make inroads into West Africa. We arrived first, and we’ll make the contacts and partnerships. Our product will be number one here, not that Japanese filth.’


Samuel had remained at Gael’s side from the beginning. He had never teased Gael at school; instead, he’d found a friend in a fellow outcast. Now, he served as Gael’s advisor and head of security, a coveted position.


Gael sat back and surveyed the aircraft. His private Embraer Lineage 1000 business jet had cost millions to customise. Dark blue paint wrapped the fuselage, gold slashes cutting through the tail fin. Gael’s initials were monogrammed on everything aboard the aircraft. Only the toilet paper remained unmarked. He refused to let anyone wipe their arse with his name.


The Embraer, common in commercial fleets, saw little private ownership. Gael preferred it to the Boeing 737-800 he’d previously owned; the Embraer was quieter and had a longer range.


Inside, sections were divided by status. Gael’s family occupied the front, their seats making First Class look like Ryanair economy. A thick partition kept them separate from the meeting room that Gael had installed. Behind that, his five-man security detail sat in basic airline seats. The contractors travelled everywhere with him. Gael no longer trusted his countrymen for security, only the best money could buy, like his pilots. Both ex-military aviators, one American, the other British, each with combat experience, exactly the kind of men Gael wanted flying his aircraft.


Haru Sato, one of two stewards, approached along the aisle. Impeccably presented and refined, Haru’s service never faltered. Gael had found him waiting tables in the Hotel Okura in Kobe and immediately hired him, the only positive outcome of a trip that had sparked a bitter rivalry with the Kobe Yamaguchi-gumi. After the group split from the Sixth Yamaguchi-gumi, Gael had seen an opportunity to enter Japan’s closed criminal market.


It hadn’t worked out.


The heroin business was a difficult beast to negotiate at the best of times.


Wuz





‘Watchtower, Mako. Engage authority?’ Wuz asked over the radio.


‘Mako, approved. You are free to neutralise the target,’ Don replied, eyes locked on the monitor. The Reaper’s FMV feed showed the Mercedes tracking directly towards Taipan 16’s position.


‘Engaging,’ Wuz said flatly.


Damien covered his ears.


Wuz drew a deep breath, released half of it, held the rest, and squeezed the trigger.


A resounding boom tore through the predawn stillness as the Tac-50 bucked into Wuz’s shoulder. Dirt blasted away under the muzzle brake, and the concussion rolled across the hillside.


Wuz worked the bolt, ejecting the empty casing. The first .50 calibre round hammered through the air. He slammed the bolt home, chambering another, swung the rifle to track the moving Mercedes, led the vehicle, and fired again.


‘Watchtower, rounds in flight,’ Damien radioed.


The first round hit the car, glass puffing from the rear window.


‘I’d call that first one a miss, Wuz,’ Damien said, tracking the vehicle through binoculars.


‘Fuck off,’ Wuz snapped. ‘I’m trying to hit a vehicle doing a hundred klicks an hour with a manual weapon. It’s going to take a few rounds to get my eye in. Just leave me to it. I know what I’m doing. This isn’t my first rodeo.’


‘Don’t take too long.’


Wuz fired again.


The second round punched through the roof, shredding the seat beside Adrian Henderson. The third smashed through the bonnet and destroyed the engine. The driver slammed on the brakes. With a tortured howl of rubber, the mortally wounded Mercedes skidded to a halt.


‘Watchtower, Chainsaw. What about the contractors?’ Damien asked.


‘Take them out,’ Don ordered.


Wuz shifted, sighting the driver. Through the scope, he watched the man struggling with his seat belt. Another thunderous boom, and the round smashed through the window and into the driver’s chest.


The second contractor kicked open the passenger door and threw himself onto the road, firing wildly with a CZ assault rifle. Rounds cut harmlessly into the dirt well south of Taipan 16’s position.


Wuz settled the crosshairs on the man’s chest, waited for him to reload, then squeezed the trigger. The projectile hit high in the chest and took the man’s head clean off.


‘Watchtower, rounds complete,’ Damien said.


‘Get down there and confirm the kill. Move,’ Don replied.


‘We are Oscar Mike,’ Damien answered, springing to his feet. ‘Spike the rifle and let’s get back down to the HiLux. Three hours to extraction. Grinder, rear clear?’


‘All clear, partner,’ Grinder drawled, Texan pride in every syllable.


Wuz pulled a pre-rolled length of Israeli-made Semtex from a pouch on his plate carrier. He wound it through the Tac-50’s receiver and along the barrel.


‘Charge rigged. Fire in the hole!’ Wuz shouted, jogging past Damien and readying the remote detonator.


‘Fuck,’ Damien barked, realising too late he was standing too close.


‘Run, rabbit, run,’ Wuz called, dropping beside Grinder and pressing the trigger.


Damien dove past them as a sharp blast echoed from above.


‘Need to run faster, boss,’ Wuz said, face blank.


‘Let’s go,’ Damien replied, ignoring the comment, he knew his friend’s pain. He hauled himself upright, dusted off, and shot Wuz a look. ‘Smart arse.’


Gael





‘Sir, we’re on approach and will be landing shortly. Everyone, please be seated,’ Captain Mason Lewis announced over the intercom. He sat in the state-of-the-art glass cockpit of the Embraer Lineage 1000, co-pilot David Hill beside him. Mason had flown General Dynamics F-16 Fighting Falcons with the United States Air Force; David had been a Typhoon pilot in the Royal Air Force. Both had eagerly accepted Gael Romero’s lucrative employment offer.


‘Take your seats’ Valeria Mendez advised. The second steward on the flight, with her striking Brazilian features, distracted the security contractors. Following her directions, they took their seats and strapped in. Haru moved through the cabin to secure the galley for landing.


Gael moved to sit next to his wife, Sofia, and their daughter, Isabella, his only child. He offered them both a reassuring smile. As always during take-off and landing, he took Sofia’s hand and squeezed it. She suffered from air sickness and maintained a steadfast fear of flying, and Gael ensured either he or Samuel sat next to her whenever she flew.


‘Are you okay, my dear?’ Gael asked Sofia gently.


‘When we are on the ground, my love.’ Her speech slurred slightly.


Gael nodded, ignoring her drinking problem. He felt more concerned about the prescription drugs Sofia used to treat her depression. He willed away the minutes so his dear wife’s discomfort could end. He knew better than to ask Isabella how she felt. Lost to the games on her tablet, their daughter at twelve showed no interest in the world around her. It hurt Gael that their only child refused to talk to either of them, although he noticed that she occasionally spoke to Samuel. Gael wished every day that his son had lived more than the few hours he had tried to breathe in this world.


Ten minutes later, the jet touched down and taxied to the general aviation parking. As the aircraft came to a halt, Gael watched three black Chevy Suburban SUVs pull up next to a set of airstairs, manoeuvring to match the front left door of the Embraer. Heavily armed men poured out and fanned into defensive positions around the aircraft.


A tall African slowly stepped clear of the middle vehicle. He lifted himself to his full height and stood waiting.


Valeria opened the aircraft door just as the airstairs thumped against the fuselage. She shook her head with annoyance. Mister Romero did not need the aircraft’s paint scratched by some incompetent ground handler. Stepping outside onto the platform, she surveyed the vehicles and security men. Nodding, she stepped back inside.


‘All clear, Mister Romero,’ Valeria said.


‘Thank you, Valeria. I will see you in a week. Please ensure my family enjoy Paris,’ Gael said. Later in the day, the aircraft would continue to France, taking his wife and daughter on a shopping spree. The security detail would accompany them.


Gael rose, helping Sofia up and then Isabella. His daughter’s eyes never left the screen. Shaking his head, Gael levered her clear of the seat and set her on her feet. Isabella did not react.


Samuel moved down the aisle, the security contractors close behind, and descended the stairs. They formed a tight knot at the base and waited for the Romero family.


Stepping down the stairs, Gael, full of confidence, fixed the tall man waiting for them with an unwavering stare. The negotiations had already commenced.


‘Mister Romero. A pleasure to meet you,’ Amadi Keita said. His skin shone with perspiration in the heat rising off the tarmac.


‘Mister Keita, the pleasure is mine. Shall we get my family out of the heat? It’s been a long flight,’ Gael replied.


Smiling, Amadi gestured for Sofia and Isabella to climb into the middle SUV.


‘I have arranged for us to take the ferry to Mamba Point Hotel. We will hold our meeting there. No talk before, please, we do not have trust yet,’ Amadi said.


‘As you wish. And my men?’ asked Gael.


‘There’s space for them in the rear car. You’ll have heard I am a man of my word. You are all safe here, as long as we remain friends.’


‘I have heard,’ Gael said, gesturing for Samuel and his men to move to the last SUV.


‘The flight crew will be taken to a different hotel and secured,’ Amadi added.


‘One man will stay with the aircraft. My head steward always remains on board when I’m away,’ Gael replied.


‘I’m sure he will be comfortable enough then.’


Amadi whistled sharply, and his security detail collapsed back into their vehicles with practised speed. Within a minute, the SUVs’ doors slammed shut. The convoy surged through the airport gates toward the ferry terminal.


Damien





Jogging down the slope, the men of Taipan 16 worried less about stealth than about escaping the country. With the contract almost complete, the team needed to reach the disabled Mercedes and finish the job. The climb up the slope had taken the best part of two hours; the return took less than thirty minutes. Dropping over the last rise, they spotted the HiLux.


‘Grinder, you’re driving,’ Damien ordered as he hauled open the front passenger door and levered himself into the seat.


Without a word, Grinder slid in behind the wheel. He stowed his M7 beside the seat and adjusted an M1911 pistol holstered in the centre of his plate carrier so he could reach it if needed. Wuz piled into the back.


‘Fuck, these seats are small,’ Wuz grunted as he squeezed his bulk into the tight space. ‘Why am I always in the back?’


‘Plenty of people manage to fit into these trucks, Wuz. The problem is you. Let’s get out of here,’ Damien said, chuckling as he turned to look at his friend. Wuz’s face started to show in the dawn light. Dust and grey streaked through his thick beard. Damage from years as a clearance diver and the rigours of combat lined his features. Damien could see anger simmering beneath his eyes.


‘Eyes front,’ Wuz said, leaning forward to slap Damien lightly on the side of the head. ‘Can’t have you staring at me all the time.’


‘You ladies finished?’ Grinder asked as he pushed the key into the ignition. The diesel engine cranked for an eternity before it caught.


‘I hope this thing isn’t about to die,’ Damien said. ‘Let’s go.’


He dragged the beanie off his head, ripped open a pouch on his chest rig and stuffed it in. Unzipping a pants pocket, he pulled out a worn MultiCam boonie hat and jammed it on his head.


‘Chainsaw, Widow One Five Charlie.’


‘Send,’ Damien replied tersely. His focus was now on completing the confirmation and getting Taipan clear.


‘The target is alive and has just made a call to a government official in Muscat. He is calling for help,’ Noah said.


‘And?’ Damien asked.


‘There’s no intel on how connected this guy is through the Omani Government and military. Get moving. I think your window is closing,’ Noah said, shaking his head. The intercepted telephone call had the hallmarks of two men well known to each other. He sensed a storm coming for the team.


‘I’ve got a feeling something might be about to slide sideways,’ Grinder muttered.


He engaged first gear and then dropped the clutch. The HiLux leapt forward, and a short rooster tail of stones and dirt flew into the air behind.


Gael


MAMBA POINT HOTEL





Amadi nodded at the three men shuffling down the short corridor toward them. As one, they dropped their eyes and concentrated on the floor. Each man carried dismembered remains of a man wrapped in thick, clear plastic.


‘Is the room clean?’ Amadi asked as he neared the first man. A tremor of fear coursed through the man’s body.


‘Yes, boss. All clean,’ the man replied quietly, trying to lower his head even further toward the floor.


‘Good, good. Dispose of that trash,’ Amadi instructed, stepping aside to allow them to pass.


With the corridor clear, he gestured for Gael to enter the small room beyond. Samuel pushed past first, giving the space a quick but thorough inspection before nodding for Gael to enter.


‘We are here to negotiate, my friend. There are no threats yet,’ Amadi said. A faint smile sat on his lips as he took in the paranoia that appeared to ooze from Gael’s pores. An easy deal seemed in the offing.


‘We don’t know each other yet, Amadi. In time, we’ll be able to trust each other. Today is about building that trust,’ Gael replied as he walked into the room. The sharp smell of bleach, blood and fear hit him. ‘A rival?’


A stainless-steel table stood pushed against the far wall. Many men would have screamed their last breath in this room under Amadi’s hand.


‘A man who couldn’t decide his loyalty,’ Amadi said, following Gael in.


‘I hope he suffered for it.’


‘It was the longest three days of his life,’ Amadi replied, smiling. The man’s death had taken a deliberate and slow path.


White tiles lined the room’s walls. Two soft couches and a small table dominated the centre of the space.


Samuel stood for a moment behind Gael, scrutinising the space, looking for threats. He relaxed as the scan came up empty.


‘Please sit. Let us talk,’ Amadi said. ‘My advisor will join me. She is bringing coffee. I trust your family and men are comfortable?’


‘Yes, thank you. Their room is most appropriate. My security detail’s comfort is not a concern, but I appreciate that you are feeding them and the pilots can get a few hours’ sleep. My wife and daughter will only be here for a few hours, then they are leaving,’ Gael answered as he sat on the couch closest to the door. Samuel slipped in next to him.


‘That’s good. We can focus on the deal,’ Amadi said and took the couch directly across from Gael.


‘I’ll stay as long as it takes to work out the details and for my plane to come back for me. We have time; there’s no rush. Shall we talk?’ Gael asked.


A statuesque woman entered, a silver tray in her hands. She wore a bright, patterned purple kanga. She walked as if on air.


‘Ah. Gael, this is Esi Afolabi, my advisor,’ Amadi said.


Gael nodded a greeting as Esi placed the tray between them. She took a seat beside Amadi, across from Samuel. She regarded Samuel with quiet violence.


‘Shall we begin?’ Amadi asked.


Brigadier General Hamza Khan


IZKI BARRACKS


AL DAKHILIYAH PROVINCE


1ST SQUADRON OMANI ROYAL TANK REGIMENT





Standing in the commander’s hatch of a British-made Vickers Defence Systems Challenger 2 main battle tank, Hamza Khan looked at his mobile phone and frowned. He recognised the name on the screen: Carim Menon of the Government’s Consultative Assembly. He hit the green button.


‘Is something wrong?’ Hamza asked.


‘Henderson is being attacked right now along Route Fifteen to your north.’


‘That’s not good for us.’


‘No. Can you do something about it?’ Carim asked quickly, fear crushing his chest.


‘I’m in command of an armoured squadron, Carim. I can do anything,’ Hamza replied confidently.


‘I’m told the team that hit him is moving toward the Saudi border as we speak.’


‘Do you have a crossing point?’


‘No.’


‘How am I going to find them?’


‘Work it out. You’re a career soldier, Hamza. That’s your job. Protect our investment. I do not wish, like you, to work until I am near death like our fathers. There’s to be a change in our country. We will take a leading role. Protect your role,’ Carim urged.


‘Very well,’ Hamza said, ending the call.


He hadn’t expected a call from Carim Menon, chairman of the Consultative Assembly. The two had met many times to discuss unrest and disenchantment with the incumbent Sultan of Oman. The time for change had arrived, and the military would provide the new head of state. Not Hamza, but someone equally ambitious. Hamza would become Field Marshall of the Omani Army. There would be no royalty after the coup; the monarchy had no place in the new Oman.


Hamza had quietly recruited like-minded commanders across the three services of the Omani military. He had formed a lucrative but secret arrangement with the new arms dealer, Adrian Henderson. The deal would see Hamza retire long before his counterparts, men who had graduated with him from Bovington in the United Kingdom.


He was confident no one suspected their ambitions.


Adrian’s call for help had made Hamza the closest man with the most firepower. Around him, the lead elements of the squadron surged forward in the dawn light. Tracked and wheeled armoured vehicles rolled out of the barracks gate, passing his tank. The entire squadron was heading to a nearby range for a live-fire training exercise.


Hamza ordered his driver to follow. As the massive tank surged forward, he started to formulate a plan.


Haru


FREETOWN INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT





Haru watched the two refuelling tankers parked along the left wing. From his position at the Embraer’s front door, he studied the men at work, then glanced toward the entrance gate as a battered Toyota LandCruiser pulled up to the guard box. His mobile phone beeped. He checked the message and then returned his gaze to the gate. The guard stepped out and waved to get his attention.


Haru gave an exaggerated thumbs-up in acknowledgement and turned back inside the aircraft. The cabin remained cool despite the Freetown heat. He had fussed and cleaned the aircraft from cockpit to tail, preparing it for the flight to Paris.


He heard doors slam outside. Moving back to the stairs, he jogged down. As he reached the bottom, three men in the uniforms of the Guinea Aviation Technical Company met him.


‘Good day, gentlemen. I’ll show you the repairs. Please bring your equipment with you,’ Haru said, pointing toward the aircraft. The refuelling crew paid them no attention. Haru turned and led the three men up the stairs and into the fuselage, moving a few steps down the aisle.


‘Haru, you’re a true soldier for the Yakuza. Our Komachi sends his regards,’ said Chibi Kobayashi as he stepped into the plush interior. He took in the opulence and dismissed it. His world was simple, pure, full of service and loyalty.


‘My brothers, it is good to see you,’ Haru said. ‘Chibi, is everything in order? I have lived too long in this pig’s employ. I want to go back to Japan.’


‘And you will. You remember Itsuki Sakai?’ Chibi indicated the man behind him.


‘Yes. Who’s the last man?’ Haru asked.


‘Our driver and local contact. He is good, Haru. We have travelled a long way to be here for the mission. The Kobe Yamaguchi-gumi will deliver a blow to this South American.’


‘What are your orders, sir?’ Chibi asked, directing the question to Haru. Haru was in command of the mission.


‘Bring the equipment and follow me. The passengers will return in an hour. We have time to prepare.’


Nodding, Chibi and Itsuki followed Haru toward the rear. The driver stayed at the front door, on guard. Haru showed his comrades where to stow their equipment.


‘Both of you, through there,’ Haru said, indicating a door near the rear of the aircraft. ‘I’ll lock it behind you. When the time comes, I will return and let you out. No noise from either of you during the flight.’


‘Will anyone else come in here?’ Itsuki asked as he squeezed into the tight space with Chibi.


‘No. Only I have a key, and this space is used for storage. I’m in charge of this part of the aircraft. It will only be me.’


Has the driver been paid?’


‘Yes,’ Chibi replied.


‘I’ll dismiss him in an hour.’


Itsuki nodded and, with Chibi, tried to get as comfortable as possible.


Damien





Grinder grappled with the steering wheel, trying to keep as much speed as possible on the rough track leading back to the main road. The HiLux’s rear skipped and bounced, the suspension working hard to keep the tyres on the ground. Grinder had long since stopped listening to Wuz’s complaints as the big man slammed around the back of the cab.


Hitting the tarmac of Route 15, Grinder aimed the HiLux at the smoke rising from the wrecked Mercedes. A man stepped out from behind the left rear passenger door and stood looking around. He held a mobile phone to his ear, waving his free arm excitedly. It had to be Adrian Henderson.


‘The target has exited the vehicle,’ Grinder said.


‘Got him. Take us in and we’ll get this done quickly. Wuz, you good?’ Damien asked.


‘Yup,’ Wuz replied. ‘I’ll do the tap.’


‘Okay. As soon as we pull up, you finish the job,’ Damien said. He missed the sideways glance of concern Grinder threw his way. A man of few words, Grinder often let his gestures fill in the blanks.


Accelerating along the bitumen, Grinder closed the distance as quickly as he could.


As Taipan 16 closed to within two hundred metres of the Mercedes, the target spotted them. He stopped his frantic hand motions and dropped the mobile into his coat pocket. Adrian Henderson decided on his next move. He had to assume the approaching vehicle held a kill team sent to finish the job.


Scanning the road, he spotted the assault rifle dropped by the now-dead security contractor and stooped to pick it up. Expertly handling the weapon, Adrian found the magazine empty. Taking a knee beside the contractor’s body, he rummaged through the pouches on the man’s chest rig until he found a full magazine, slammed it home and let the working parts fly forward, chambering a round.


Popping back up, Adrian planted his feet and stood behind the marginal protection of the open front passenger door, hefted the rifle into his shoulder and sighted on the rapidly approaching HiLux. He pulled the trigger. 5.56-millimetre rounds peppered the front of the HiLux.


‘Fuck!’ Damien yelled. ‘He’s got some fight.’


Grinder hunched down, peering over the top of the dull brown plastic dash. Damien slid low into his seat.


‘I’ll fucking end this,’ Wuz said calmly as he leaned forward. He thrust his M4 between the two front seats, flicked the fire selector to auto and squeezed the trigger.


The cab erupted in a crescendo of noise and flame. The windscreen blew out, and cool morning air roared into the cab. The muzzle of Wuz’s rifle sat level with Grinder and Damien; both men curled away against their doors, trying to get clear of the conflagration.


Wuz kept his finger on the trigger until the magazine ran dry.


5.56-millimetre bullets streamed from the M4, cleaving through the thin steel of the door Adrian used for cover. Lead tore through the man’s body, and Adrian slumped lifeless to the ground.


‘I’m deaf, Wuz,’ Grinder said quietly as he pulled the HiLux to a stop alongside the Mercedes.


‘But the target’s dead. We’re all going to need hearing aids anyway,’ Wuz replied.


‘Wuz, we’re going to have a conversation after this mission,’ Damien said.


‘Yep. Whatever,’ Wuz snapped. He felt the bite of Damien’s words but couldn’t find a way to control his anger. Lashing out at his only friend wasn’t helping, but he didn’t know how to stop.


He shoved open the rear passenger door and climbed out, pacing over to where Adrian’s body leaked blood across the bitumen. Pulling his Sig Sauer Elite Compact pistol from its holster, Wuz flicked off the safety, aimed at the dead body at his feet and pulled the trigger.


Grinder kept his eyes caged forward. Damien stared into the distance.


Climbing back into the cab, Wuz settled into his seat and waited.


‘Was that necessary?’ Grinder asked. ‘You were meant to check to see if he was still alive.’


‘Watchtower, Mako. Target neutralised,’ Wuz called over the radio, ignoring him.


‘Confirmed on FMV. Commence exfil,’ Don ordered. He’d seen Wuz’s actions. In his mind, Wuz had just stepped into the same unstable territory as Damien.


Hamza





Turning the squadron to the north, Hamza met little resistance from his commanders. He outranked them and maintained a reputation for adjusting training exercises at the last minute to insert realism. Ahead of the lumbering Challenger 2s, small Scorpion light tanks raced toward the rough location Hamza had given them. The mixed column of vehicles began to string out as each vehicle tried to keep up with his demands.


His own tank, at the vanguard, pushed along at its maximum speed of 60 kilometres per hour. The ride was rough against his bones, and Hamza found it exhilarating.


He wasn’t sure what he’d do if he managed to intercept the kill team. He had no orders from headquarters, and the opportunity to initiate the coup was still months away. The British Government had to have contracted the assassination team. They did not want a change of circumstances in Oman.


Damien





‘Ten klicks to run,’ Damien called as he looked up from the Garmin 76Map GPS he held out in front of him. He had trouble focusing on the screen as the HiLux gyrated over the terrain.


‘Roger,’ Grinder said with a curt nod.


‘Watchtower, Chainsaw, over,’ Damien radioed.


‘Go for Watchtower,’ Don answered.


‘Do you have us?’


‘Affirm. Good tracking,’ Don said. From the sound of Damien’s voice, the ride across the rough terrain was punishing.


‘Threats?’


‘All clear for the final run.’


‘Roger,’ Damien replied.


‘Hold on!’ Grinder yelled. He’d spotted a shallow trench running across their path. He jammed on the brake to wash off as much speed as possible.


The wheels locked.


The HiLux’s front wheels dropped into the depression and bounced into the air. Grinder wrestled with the steering wheel. The 4WD porpoised front and back as the rear wheels hit the trench. A sharp cracking sound came from just behind Wuz. The vehicle sagged in the middle. The front wheels drifted right, the rear left. Before Grinder could react, the chassis split and the HiLux rolled onto its left side. Generating momentum, it rolled, gained speed and tumbled over and over through the short grass and gravel.


Damien’s vision blurred as he braced himself against the door, trying to hang on. Equipment tumbled through the cab, and his assault rifle smashed into the side of Grinder’s helmet. Swearing and grunting came from the back, Wuz was still alive. Grinder clung to the steering wheel in a futile attempt to maintain control.


The wheels ripped away, along with the suspension, and flew across the flat plain. The HiLux disintegrated, thrashing itself to pieces. The cab’s roof crushed further with each roll. After six rolls, the HiLux, its energy spent, slid to a halt on its roof.


Damien’s head was jammed against the roof lining. Grinder was wedged the same way, Wuz still swearing in the back.


‘Out!’ Damien yelled.


Sliding his Yarbrough fighting knife free of its sheath, he sliced through his seat belt and fell onto the roof. Beside him, the side window had blown out.


Sliding clear, Damien stood next to the destroyed vehicle. Sheathing his knife, he looked into the distance and saw dust rising.


‘Chainsaw, Watchtower!’ Don shouted in his ear.


‘Yep, Chainsaw. We’ve had an accident,’ Damien said.


‘We just watched it on the FMV. You all okay?’ Don asked cautiously. He and Noah had both leaned backwards when they saw the HiLux crash.


‘I’m good. Going to have some nasty bruises though,’ Damien said. Grinder appeared on the other side. Blood streamed down the side of his face. Grinder pulled a compact first-aid kit from a pouch on his plate carrier, tore it open, and started stanching the blood flow with gauze.


Suddenly, Wuz burst from inside the HiLux, swearing and kicking at the twisted metal.


‘Are you all okay?’ Don asked again. He could see the team clearing the vehicle.


‘We’re fine. Can you get the helo to come and pick us up?’ Damien asked as he watched Wuz.


‘Negative. Get walking,’ Don replied.


‘Great,’ Grinder grunted. He dropped the bloody gauze to the ground, bent and reached inside the cab to retrieve his equipment and weapon. Grinder handed Damien his HK 416. ‘I think this thing hit me.’


Without a word, Damien took the rifle and inspected it. No damage.


‘Wuz, you good to go?’ he asked, turning to look at his friend. Wuz’s chest heaved.


‘Yes,’ Wuz said quietly. He thumbed the magazine release on his rifle and let the empty magazine drop. He had forgotten to change it out. Pulling a full magazine free of his plate carrier, he pushed it home and let the working parts hammer forward. He moved the fire selector back to single shot.


‘On mission, Wuz. On mission, mate,’ Damien said.


‘Yep. On fucking mission. I’m good. I used to say that to you, mate. My right knee fucking hurts though.’


‘Suck it up. Gather your gear, we’re walking out. Again.’


Hamza





‘I have a location for you, Hamza. Hurry. We can use this situation to our advantage,’ Carim urged. He had called every contact he knew worldwide, trying to find out who the contractor team worked for. All he’d really confirmed was that the British had arranged the contract, something he could have worked out for himself.


What interested him most was the kill team’s crossing point into Saudi Arabia. An old friend in the Saudi Air Force had passed on the team’s egress location as Thabhloten. Then he had called Hamza.


‘Send the position,’ Hamza replied.


The tank rocked and rolled across the flat terrain of the plain leading up to the Al-Hajar Al-Gharbi and the Al-Hajar Ash-Sharqi mountain ranges, the engine’s roar deafening in the morning air. In the distance, he could see Route 15. His mobile beeped with an SMS. He read the coordinates and immediately relayed the location to his driver, then passed the course change to the rest of the squadron. As one, they adjusted heading to the west and accelerated.


Damien





Loping across the flat plain at an easy pace, Taipan 16 ate up the distance to the Saudi border. Damien had ordered that all surplus equipment be discarded and destroyed. The three men now carried only their personal weapons, chest rigs and armour. The loss of additional equipment increased the speed of their escape.


Spread out, Damien led at the tip of the spear formation, Grinder on the rear left point, Wuz on the right. All moved at the same steady pace.


Damien felt confident Noah would warn them of any threats, though there remained no options for offensive support. Oman remained a friend of the British and, as such, a friend of Taipan. Taipan 16 would not disrupt that balance.


‘Chainsaw, you have armour inbound to your south. They appear to be heading for the border to cut you off. We’re trying to work out what’s going on,’ Noah reported.


Beside him, Don spoke on his mobile to Mister Thompson, CEO of the Taipan Organisation, to establish the nature of the threat. The Omani Government denied any move to attack the team. The British Government had lost interest, the contract was complete, and the Omani military had already expressed their displeasure that a foreign team had operated on their soil.


‘What are we looking at?’ Damien asked.


‘I can see five tracked Scorpions, ten Challenger tanks and a scattering of Humvees and support vehicles. I’d say if the Scorpions stay on course, they’ll intercept you just short of the border. The Challengers are trying hard to keep up,’ Noah said.


‘How do they know our exfil route?’


‘Your guess is as good as mine, Chainsaw. We have no intel,’ Noah replied.


‘Get the chopper to come in and get us,’ Damien ordered.


‘Negative, Chainsaw. The helo will meet you at the border. No closer.’


‘What air support can we get?’


‘None. We had no plan for this, whatever this is,’ Noah said.


‘Roger,’ Damien replied.


He spun around and jogged backwards, looking at Grinder and Wuz puffing along fifty metres away.


‘Options, Damien?’ Grinder yelled. He looked like he’d just stepped out of a hot shower; sweat soaked his uniform and his face shone bright red. Grinder’s boots moved lightly over the ground, compared to Wuz’s heavy footfalls, which kicked up plumes of dust. Damien looked like his feet barely touched the earth.


‘Pick up the pace. That’s the only option.’


‘We can’t outrun armour, Damo,’ Wuz pointed out.


‘I’m aware, mate. We need to keep going. Pick it up!’ Damien shouted, turning and breaking into a sprint.


‘I think Trash has become a zombie, Damo,’ Wuz called after him.


His words were met with an offhand wave of Damien’s hand. Grinder chuckled and shook his head.


Grinder and Wuz matched Damien’s pace. The team pushed hard to cover the last few kilometres as quickly as possible.


Isabella Romero





Isabella walked up the airstairs and through the aircraft’s front door without once taking her eyes off the new game she had downloaded at the hotel. The graphics mesmerised her. The fact that she could play as a unicorn had hooked her immediately.


Standing on the cusp between a child’s view of the world and the beginnings of womanhood, bright colours and unicorns still fascinated Isabella. She wasn’t sure what the point of the game was, but the long and boring flight to Paris with her mother would give her time to find out.
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