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PROLOGUE


Mohammad al-Rafah walked the streets of Khan Yunis alone. It was a moonless night and he had to carefully pick his way through the cluttered streets and alleys. It was after 2:00 a.m. on an unseasonably warm spring night and the streets were all but deserted save the odd stray dog or alley cat. This always amazed him. At over five thousand people per square kilometer, the Gaza Strip was one of the most densely populated places on the planet yet it went into hibernation after midnight. There were other places that were denser, of course—Macau, Hong Kong, Monaco—but they had a nightlife. If it weren’t for the Israeli embargo. If people actually had electricity and jobs, this would be a much better place. Instead, they were cut off and isolated. Fucking Israelis and their Egyptian lackeys.


Mohammad was on his way home from spending the evening with Ameena, his mistress. She was the young wife of a low-level Hamas commander. Her husband worked evenings, which gave Mohammad the opportunity for regular trysts at her house on the eastern edge of the city. He was not in love with her; she was just convenient. He chuckled at the irony of her name—Ameena means “faithful.” If only her husband knew. Mohammad surmised the man probably did know but just wasn’t in a position to say anything about it. After all, Mohammad was a senior Hamas paramilitary leader with a violent and terrible reputation. His nom de guerre was Alkawbra—the Cobra—and people feared him. Ironically, he wasn’t given that name by Hamas but rather by an Israeli settler when he was a teenager. He’d been walking past an Israeli settler’s farm when he was bitten by a Saharan horned viper. Thanks to quick intervention from a doctor in the settlement, Mohammad survived and they called him “the Cobra” from then on. Despite owing his life to a Jewish doctor, the incident did nothing to temper his hatred of the Israelis.


The streets of Khan Yunis, like everywhere else in Gaza, were notoriously dangerous. Mohammad always kept alert for thieves who, not knowing who he was, might try to rob him. As he walked, he wrapped his fingers around the grip of the Makarov 9 mm pistol he kept in his pocket. After about fifteen minutes of walking, he arrived at the Al-Rasul Mohamad Hospital in the center of the town. Next door was a police station and the men smoking outside waved to him as he approached. They all knew who he was, of course, and one of the reasons he chose to live there was the added security the police station afforded. He knew he was on Mossad’s hit list. It was a badge of honor but also a serious threat.


The Al-Rasul Mohamad Hospital was a glorified clinic. It occupied the bottom two floors of a plain, four-story concrete building with examination rooms, a pharmacy, and offices on the first floor; and two small patient wards and a couple of crude operating suites on the second. There was a walled courtyard in the back with two small outbuildings that served as the hospital’s laundry and kitchen. The third and fourth floors were used by Hamas paramilitaries. A handful of soldiers lived on the third floor while Mohammad and his bodyguard, Walid, lived on the fourth.


The entire building was painted white with large red crosses and red crescents on the exterior walls and roof to clearly identify it as a hospital to the Israeli drones and helicopters that routinely flew overhead. Mossad certainly knew Hamas paramilitaries used the building as a base but the thinking was the Israelis would not risk international condemnation by bombing a hospital to kill even a senior Hamas commander like Alkawbra. So far, at least, the strategy had paid off.


As Mohammad trudged up the three flights of stairs to his residence, all he thought about was sleep. Ameena was much younger and she had worn him out. The stairs were dimly lit by a single bulb dangling from a wire above the second-floor landing. As he emerged from the darkened stairwell into his apartment, Walid was not in his bed. He was about to call out when he heard a voice coming from the roof, “Boss, is that you?”


“Yes, I’m back and I’m going to bed. You sleeping on the roof tonight?”


“Yeah, there’s a nice cool breeze out here. You should sleep up here too.”


“No, I’m good down here.” Walid often slept on the roof when the weather was nice but that meant getting up with the sun. Mohammad needed to sleep in so he collapsed on his bed and was soon snoring loudly.


* * *


As Alkawbra drifted off to sleep, about 6.5 kilometers to the northwest a dark shape rose from the inky depths of the Mediterranean Sea. As the small conning tower of the submarine breached the surface, the hatch opened. A man dressed in black and equipped with night vision goggles (NVGs) popped up to scan the horizon in all directions. He softly shouted below, “All clear. No Israeli or Egyptian patrol vessels in sight.”


“Any fishing boats?” a voice from within asked.


“Just that fifteen-footer about a klick and a half to the southwest. It’s dark. We’re good topside.”


A couple of minutes later the submarine had surfaced completely with only a meter or so of its thirty-meter long angular hull rising above the calm seas. The submarine was not just black, it was blacker than black. It had a special coating that reflected virtually no light, making it a hole in the ocean. But it wasn’t rounded and smooth like most submarines. The part of its hull that protruded above the water consisted of flat slab sides at obtuse angles relative to the water. The purpose was to deflect radar waves in any direction except back toward their source. Between the broadband absorption of its black coating and the angle of its sides, the submarine was virtually invisible to any military sensors.


Aft of the conning tower, a pair of large doors opened on the deck revealing an angled ramp below. Three men emerged and immediately began pulling three large items up the ramp. The first was a large carbon fiber black box about 1.5 meters long by 1 meter wide and half a meter thick. It resembled a large Pelican case except for the two deep holes in its ends. Next came two long narrow shafts with a round hub at one end. Attached to each hub were three two-meter-long scimitar-shaped blades folded parallel along the shaft. The men quickly attached the shafts to each end of the center box. They then unfolded the blades and snapped them into place so they radiated out from the hubs. Completely assembled, the machine’s purpose became clear—it was a twin-rotor helicopter. But this helicopter had no room for a pilot or passenger. It was a large drone. The first man grabbed the controller that was around his neck and called out, “Alpha team, you ready?” The other two men were carrying weapons but in contrast to the other equipment attached to their body harnesses, these were distinctly not high tech. Strapped to their chests were old Soviet era AKS-74U assault rifles. These were the shorter special ops version of the modernized AK-74 and fired the same Russian 5.45 x 35 mm round that Hamas routinely used. They were like the one Osama Bin Ladin was always pictured carrying except these were fully suppressed and sported advanced infrared laser sights. In addition, each man carried on his hip a suppressed Russian Makarov pistol. Another person came up the ramp and handed each of them a small backpack. The men slipped on the backpacks and gave a thumbs-up.


“Stand clear. Firing up the drone.” The armed men moved behind the man with the controller. The blades of the drone started to turn and within a few seconds it began to lift into the air. It was virtually silent. The drone was electrically powered and the rotors were specifically designed to minimize rotor noise. As it took to the air, a rope maybe fifteen meters long was dangling below it. The end of the rope was split into two two-meter lengths each with a metal ring and carabiner attached. The armed men moved under the drone, snapped their harnesses to the ends of the rope, embraced each other, and were lifted silently into the black night. As they did, one quipped to the other, “This doesn’t mean we’re going steady.”


The drone whizzed quietly toward the lights of the Gaza Strip. It was on autopilot flying a preprogrammed route; it knew where it was going. As they approached the shoreline, the drone gained altitude. Though it was virtually silent and impossible to see in the pitch-black sky, this was a precaution to minimize the chances of being heard or seen. Nearing Khan Yunis the drone slowed and then hovered. The men heard a voice in their earpieces. “Alpha Team. You’re above the LZ. Please confirm the LZ is clear.”


“Alpha One copies. Give us a second.” The men were suspended about twenty meters above the Al-Rasul Mohamad Hospital. The big red cross on the roof made it very easy to identify. As they twisted gently in the wind, they scanned the landing zone and the surrounding rooftops. Alpha Two nudged his partner and pointed. Through their NVGs they made out the form of a man sleeping on a pad on the south side of the roof near the stairs. They also discerned the shape of an AK assault rifle lying next to him. Alpha One gave a thumbs-up to acknowledge. He keyed the microphone on his headset, “Alpha Control, this is Alpha One. We have a single hostile sleeping on the roof, as predicted. We are a go for insert.”


The two men maneuvered so as to be back-to-back during the descent. Since they were gently spinning as they neared the rooftop, it was unclear who would be in position to take the shot. When they were about two meters off the roof, Walid started to stir. Alpha One fired two rounds into his chest before he even sat up. A couple of seconds later, they were on the roof and quickly uncoupled from the rope. Alpha Two ran to check on Walid. He was dead but he put another round into his heart just to make sure. Alpha One inspected the roof. There was an old-style TV antenna on a long thin pole held in place by guylines. He quickly cut two of the wires and gently lowered the antenna to the ground. He then placed a flashing IR beacon in the middle of the red cross on the roof and turned it on. “Alpha Control, we are clear for landing. The big red ‘X’ marks the spot.” Seconds later, the black drone dropped out of the night sky right in the center of the red cross on the roof and powered down. “Bird is down. See ya in a few.”


The two men crept silently down the stairs. They were happy the steps were made of concrete versus metal or wood. One creak might cost them the element of surprise. The apartment at the bottom of the stairs was dark except for a couple of dim lights from a clock radio and the standby power light from a large flat-screen TV on a table across the room. They were in the living room with the kitchen to their immediate left. Alpha Two entered the kitchen and returned quickly indicating the room was clear. They moved deliberately and stealthily through the apartment. The first bedroom was small and empty. This must belong to the dead guy on the roof. They crept along to the next bedroom. The door was closed, and Alpha One heard soft music coming from inside. He signaled for Alpha Two to move to the opposite side of the door. He gently turned the knob and pushed on the door. As it opened, the AK-74 leaning against it slid noisily across the door before clattering to the ground. In the dead quiet of the apartment, this might as well have been a Chinese gong.


The man sleeping in the bed across the room immediately sat up and grabbed the Makarov pistol on the nightstand. “Walid, is that you?” Before he cleared the fog from his eyes, two 9 mm rounds tore into his chest. The last things he perceived before the light faded from his eyes for the final time were two masked Caucasian men, dressed in black with alien-looking NVGs and communications headsets. Alpha One checked to make sure the man was dead and that it was Mohammad Al-Rafah. He dragged his finger across his throat to indicate the man was indeed dead and gave a thumbs-up on the ID. He twirled his finger in the air to indicate that they should finish clearing the apartment.


Two minutes later they returned to the living room. Alpha One whispered, “Okay, check the stairs leading down and secure ’em.” Alpha Two nodded and moved toward the stairs.


Keying his headset mic, Alpha One whispered, “Alpha Control, this is Alpha One. The target is down. Repeat, the target is down. Site is secure. Commencing search for intel.”


“Copy that Alpha One. Good job. Finish up and get the hell out of there.”


“Roger that.”


Alpha Two removed a small claymore mine from his backpack along with a stick-on motion sensor. He set up the mine to take out anyone coming up the stairs and positioned a motion sensor to point down the stairwell to give them advance warning of anyone coming up via a tone in their earpieces.


They then turned their attention to the dead terrorist. Alpha One removed an older iPhone 6 from his backpack while Alpha Two focused on the computer on the floor by the bed. He whispered to Alpha Two, “He’s a righty, correct?” Alpha Two nodded. Alpha One activated the fingerprint ID feature on the phone and repeatedly pressed the dead man’s right thumb on the “home” button until it registered his thumbprint. The phone had an Israeli number and was preloaded with cryptic text messages and telephone call records originating from a pay phone near the headquarters of the Shin Bet, Israel’s internal security service. He then took the phone and a wad of money and scattered them at Al-Rafah’s feet. He surveyed the room. It was familiar to him. He’d seen it several times in the images pirated from Al-Rafah’s computer. They installed malware on his computer remotely through a jihadi website he liked to frequent. It allowed them to activate the camera and microphone on his laptop remotely. Al-Rafah had also walked around his apartment a couple of times with his laptop in his hand to show Walid particularly gory videos from Syria and Iraq. This allowed them to determine his floor plan in advance. I should have thanked him for that before I capped him.


Alpha One covered the door as Alpha Two connected Al-Rafah’s laptop to his own tactical computer. “Don’t forget to remove our malware. We don’t want any of them to find it. These Palestinians are pretty good with computers. Then mirror the hard drive and put it back where it was.”


“I’m on it.”


Alpha One continued to search the apartment. It was a bachelor’s apartment. There were clothes strewn on the floor and a thick layer of dust on anything not used often. He opened an old armoire in the bedroom. There were some clothes hanging up but more simply thrown inside. Poking through the clothes he found a stack of old German hardcore porn underneath. “Figures.” He picked up a magazine and was thumbing through it when Alpha Two glanced over his shoulder.


“Five more minutes on the hard drive. What ya got there?” Alpha One showed him one of the magazines. “Ah gross! That shit is just nasty.”


“It’s always the religious ones.” He dropped the magazine on the bottom of the armoire and it made a kind of clunk, like stepping on a loose floorboard. Alpha One knelt down and tapped the bottom of the armoire. The wood was loose. He lifted up a piece and discovered a hollow space below. He shined his IR flashlight inside and made out the edge of a computer. “Hello. What have we here?” He gently removed the computer. It was a newer model Acer. He whispered to Alpha Two. “Looky what I found. How much more room on that mirroring gizmo of yours?”


“Oh, a few terabytes. I think I can squeeze that on. Give me a minute.” Alpha One handed the computer to his partner who connected it to his tactical laptop which was already copying the first one. “Uh, this thing has a fingerprint reader.”


Alpha One replied, “Give me a second.” He took the computer and walked over to the dead terrorist and placed his finger on the fingerprint reader. The computer unlocked. “Okay, here ya go.”


Alpha Two commented, “Okay, I’m in. There’s stuff on here but not a lot in the grand scheme of things. A couple of gigs, maybe. Won’t take but a minute.” He then added, “That finger might come in handy later. They’ll only need his thumb to unlock the cell phone and it might keep anyone else from accessing the computer.”


“Roger that.” Alpha One was getting impatient. They’d been on target long enough already. “I’m going to finish up while you do that.” Alpha Two gave a nod but never took his eyes off his computer screen. Alpha One walked over to Al-Rafah’s lifeless body. Sorry, buddy, but I gotta, do what I gotta do. He removed a KA-BAR knife from the pocket of his black 511 pants and snapped it open. He slit the dead man’s throat from ear to ear. Reaching into Al-Rafah’s mouth, he pulled out the tongue and with a quick slice, cut it off. He then pinned it to Al-Rafah’s chest with a pocket knife he found in the nightstand. Finally, he sliced off his right index finger, put it in a ziplock plastic bag, and put it in the thigh pocket of his pants.


Alpha Two said, “I’m about done. A couple more minutes. I’m going to get the other guy. How you doing?”


Alpha One replied, “All done. He didn’t feel a thing.”


“Don’t forget the message.”


“Right.” Alpha One picked up a dirty sock from the floor, dipped it in Al-Rafah’s blood and wrote “KHAYIN”—Arabic for “traitor”—above the bed and stuffed some of the money in Al-Rafah’s mouth. I expect that’s how they’d treat an informant. As he finished, he heard his partner trudging down the stairs with Walid’s body over his shoulder. “Put him on the floor near the stairs so it looks like he died trying to defend his boss. I’ll put the computer back in the armoire and grab ours. Did you grab his weapon?”


“Roger. And I found our brass on the roof. I’ll place it in the stairwell.”


Alpha One replied, “Good thinking.” He appreciated his partner’s attention to detail.


“I’ll get the claymore and the sensor and meet you on the roof.”


Alpha One took one last quick glance around the apartment. Satisfied that they had not forgotten anything, he disconnected the tactical computer and put it in his backpack. He put Al-Rafah’s computer back on the floor where they’d found it and returned the Acer to the hidden compartment in the armoire, making sure it was in the exact same position that he found it before replacing the porno magazines and clothes. He left the bedroom as Alpha Two was heading up to the roof.


At the top of the stairs, Alpha Two scanned the rooftop and the surrounding buildings before exiting. He focused on the bloody pad Walid had been lying on when he was shot. He pointed to it as Alpha One emerged from the stairwell. “We can’t leave this here. Doesn’t fit the narrative.”


“Take it with us. We’ll drop it in the ocean.” touching the mic button on his headset, he said, “Alpha Control, we’re done here. Ready for dust off.”


His earpiece squawked. “Copy that, stand clear. Firing up the bird in three, two, one. . . .” The rotors of the drone began spinning and a few seconds later it lifted off the roof into the blackness with only a whoosh of air to indicate it had ever been there. The rope was pulled up with it but then stopped when the two ends were still on the deck, and the two men quickly snapped them onto their harnesses.


Tucking the bloody sleeping pad under his arm, Alpha Two quipped, “Ya know, my biggest fear is that one of these days that thing is going to dust off and just keep going. Then we’d be fucked for sure.”


“Ya got that right.” Alpha One picked up the IR beacon, switched it off and put it in his pocket. “Can’t forget that.” Touching his mic button, he said, “Alpha Team ready for dust off.” With that, the drone continued its climb, snatching the two men off the roof and spiriting them away like wraiths in the night.




CHAPTER ONE


THE PRAETORIANS


Alen Markovic walked into the small café across the street from Tasmajdan Park in Belgrade and inhaled deeply. He loved the smell of fresh coffee and warm pastries. He signaled to the barista, who immediately started preparing an espresso—Alen’s usual. The café faced the park and had a few tables on the sidewalk, but he preferred to be inside where he was less exposed. His usual table was across the room along the wall facing the door but this morning it was occupied. Two old Serbian men were already sitting there arguing loudly about local politics. He had to settle for the small table tucked in a corner just around from the front door. He pulled out one of the rather dainty wooden chairs and sat down cautiously. The small chair creaked under his weight. Markovic was a big man—six foot five and at least 250 pounds. Maybe more now since he hadn’t been exercising as regularly as he should. Alen meant “rock” in Serbian and people always joked that his parents’ choice of name had been prophetic.


Markovic knew the café intimately but double-checked all the exits out of habit—main door behind him to his left (less than ideal), exit directly to the street to his right, and back door to the alley through the kitchen to the left of the bar in front of him. He had left the Serbian Special Brigade only some six weeks earlier. He was a captain but given his age, he should’ve at least been a major, probably a colonel, but he had a bad habit of speaking truth to power and that wasn’t always a good idea in his or any other military. He was vocal about the lack of necessary aggression by his government. Serbia was still atoning for the sins of the Yugoslav Wars that followed the dissolution of Yugoslavia in 1989. They were now applying for membership in the European Union and the government was very reluctant to take meaningful action—even against terrorists—for fear it might insult the delicate sensitivities of the EU members who must ultimately approve its membership. This, coupled with Markovic’s frustration with his promotion prospects and a lack of a meaningful mission, led him to resign his commission. While he didn’t regret leaving, he was now kicking himself for not lining up follow-on employment before he did.


Markovic checked his watch; it was 9:58 a.m. He had been seeking work in earnest for about four weeks and had yet to find a position that interested him. There was plenty of work as a bodyguard or “Personal Security Specialist”—which was just a fancier way of saying bodyguard—and one of his old SB colleagues even tried to put him in contact with the head of a local criminal syndicate, but Alen had no interest in work that might land him in jail. Then three days ago he had received a mysterious telephone call from a man he only knew as Lon. He’d first met Lon years before when both were in Kosovo. Lon was a member of the United States Army’s elite Ops Detachment Delta, also known as Delta Force. Alen and Lon were on opposite sides of the conflict at the time but not actually shooting at each other. Despite their countries’ political differences, Alen and Lon respected each other’s professionalism and cool heads which on a number of occasions kept misunderstandings from turning into gunfights. Years later they met again under friendlier circumstances during a joint counterterrorism training exercise in Romania after 9/11. With the earlier political issues now resolved, they struck up a genuine rapport and had stayed in periodic contact ever since.


As Alen sipped his espresso, he heard someone enter the small café behind him. The ensuing footsteps were light and almost catlike yet with the low timbre indicative of a large man. Without turning around, Alen said, “Long time, no see, Lon.”


Two big hands clapped him on the shoulders from behind, “Alen, you son of a bitch. How’d you know it was me?”


Alen rose to greet him. “You’re right on time, plus you don’t exactly walk like an office worker. You expected me to sit with my back to the wall like your famous cowboy, Wild Bill?”


“Well, kinda.”


Motioning to the two old men across the room, Markovic said, “My usual table was taken but I still need to keep my eyes on the street.”


Lon replied cautiously, “Threats?”


Alen laughed, “No, women! The view is much better from this direction.” Both men laughed and gave each other a hug. “So, what brings you to Belgrade?”


Lon replied, “You. I heard you were out of the service. Is that true?”


“Wow, news travels fast—and apparently far. I’ve been out about six weeks now.”


Lon queried, “You mind if I ask why? You’re what, forty years old? Kinda young to be retired. You working somewhere else yet?”


Alen laughed, “Thirty-nine actually, but I put in my twenty. To answer your question as to why, I was fed up. There’s no stomach for necessary actions any more. I can’t tell you how many times we had bad guys in our sights only to have some politician nuke the mission. They are all pussies now. More worried about joining the damn EU than protecting the country. The last straw was a few months ago. We had this scumbag in our crosshairs—quite literally—only to have the mission scratched at the last second. The target was a Syrian ISIS affiliate but he had German refugee status so they wouldn’t let us pull the trigger. It didn’t matter that he’d killed four people in Serbia. We were ordered to capture him, during which four of my men were wounded. He was turned over to the Germans, who released him on bail! Can you believe it? After that, I put in my paperwork. Given what I said to the Minister of Internal Affairs, they were happy to be rid of me. As for work, I’m still looking. Keeping my options open, ya know? I’ve had some offers but nothing that piqued my interest. Why, you know someone? You still with Delta?”


Ignoring his last question, Lon smiled and said, “Actually, yes I do know of something. And I think you might be interested.”


Alen replied cautiously, “Listen, if you’re talking mercenary shit in Yemen or Africa, forget it. The pay is never what they say it’s going to be, and I don’t want to sit in a foxhole getting my ass chewed on by sand fleas for six months.”


“No, nothing like that. This is a new group. Sort of an Interpol for terrorists but without the bureaucracy.”


Markovic snorted contemptuously, “Bullshit. There’s always bureaucracy. Paperwork, reports, committees, accountings, and ultimately, ‘stand-downs’ when you’re about the pull the trigger.”


Lon grinned, “Not this gig. We’re managed privately and very well-funded. No politics, no stand-downs. All operational decisions are made by the people on the ground.”


Intrigued but still skeptical, Alen asked, “So they’re subcontracting out the anti-terror mission. How does that work?”


“Well, I can’t go into all the details here, but we’ve put together an international counterterrorism strike team. We’ve cherry-picked the best special operators in the world to carry out missions targeting only the highest of the high-value targets; no low-level shit. We have complete autonomy in planning and execution.”


“Snatch jobs? Those are always rife with problems.”


“Not snatch jobs—eliminations. Once the problem is identified, we find it and eliminate it. No one wants to fill up another Guantanamo. That was a disaster.”


Alen nodded, “Yeah, you Americans were stupid for doing that. I get capturing them to get intel but once you got it, you should’ve put a bullet in their heads. You can’t pretend savages are civilized. Now you have to stage a big public trial for Khalid Sheikh Mohammad (KSM). At least you got it right with Bin Laden. Well, as interesting as that sounds, I’m not sure I can just pick up and go work for the US military. I don’t even know how that would work anyway.”


“This isn’t the military.”


“Well, I can’t go work for the CIA either.”


“This isn’t the CIA.”


“Well, who the hell is it, Lon?”


“Officially, it’s a private affair. We have a wealthy benefactor who provides backstopping, logistics, weapons support, everything.”


Alen was dubious. “Where do the missions come from? I’m not willing to kill off some oligarch’s business rivals.”


“There’s an informal committee with representatives from several of the top Western intel agencies. It’s unofficial—plausible deniability for them and operational efficiency for us. They select and rank the targets. Once they give them to us, they walk away. They have no operational control and can place no restrictions on how, where, or when we do it. “


“Really? So, if you conduct an operation in say, Paris, you don’t have to get the approval of the French?”


“Nope. But there’s a catch.”


“Of course, there is,” said the big Serb.


“No ‘Get Out of Jail Free’ card. We have to fly below the radar and stay there. If we get busted, we stay that way.”


“I’d live with that if the mission is a success. What’s the pay?”


“Negotiable but we pay around $300K to start—plus expenses. Benefits too.”


Alen’s eyes widened, betraying his surprise. Quickly composing himself he replied, “That’s in the range I was aiming for. Where is this job?”


“Well, clearly, the work takes us where it takes us, but we have training facilities in the western United States and Southeast Asia. Our primary location is here in Europe. Can’t say where just yet. The company is registered in the Cayman Islands to keep scrutiny to a minimum and ease the banking. Technically, you can live wherever you want when we’re not training or on a mission, but I would pick someplace with a good airport. If you want, you can just live at our European compound. It’s up to you.”


Alen rubbed his chin in false contemplation. He didn’t want to be too eager. “This wealthy benefactor, who is he?”


Lon explained, “I can’t tell you that or identify the other members of the team until you’re fully on board. All I can say is he is stinking rich and from Texas.”


Alen smirked. “Texas. Why am I not surprised?” He had to admit, it was intriguing. He had nothing to keep him in Serbia, not really. His parents were gone and his one attempt at marriage ended in divorce after only a couple of years with no kids. He relished the idea of doing a vitally important job without the inherent political restrictions. He liked and trusted Lon despite the fact he didn’t even know his last name. Sometimes you just know about a guy. “Okay, I’ll give it a whirl. What have I got to lose?”


Lon reached across and shook his hand. “Great!”


“When do I start?”


“Now. We’ve already wired some money into your account to cover near-term expenses. There will be a private jet at the Belgrade airport tomorrow waiting to take us to meet the others.”


Alen was shocked. “What?” He grabbed his cell phone and checked the balance of his bank account. While he had been talking to Lon, someone had deposited 10,000 euros in his checking account. “Jesus, you weren’t kidding, were you, Lon?”


“No. I’m serious; dead serious. Go home and pack a bag.” He handed Alen a new cell phone. “I’ll call you on this in the morning before I come pick you up but figure on 0700 hours. Pack just what you need and say your goodbyes. We’ll be gone for a while.”


Alen was still a bit stunned. “Uh, okay. Do I need to bring anything in particular? Weapons? Equipment?”


Lon smiled, “Just some clothes and a toothbrush. We’ll provided everything else you might need. I think you’ll find our inventory is up to your standards.”


“Hey Lon, I know this sounds stupid given what I have just agreed to, but what the hell is your last name? I can’t remember.”


Lon laughed, “That’s because I never told you. It’s Oden, Alonzo Oden.”


As Lon got up to leave, Alen asked, “This team I just signed up for, does it have a name?”


“The Praetorians.”


“Like the Caesars’ personal guard?”


“Exactly.”


* * *


The Bombardier Global 8000 jet took off from Belgrade at 0800. Lon had been true to his word. He had been waiting outside Alen Markovic’s apartment building at precisely 0700 hours and they were airborne exactly one hour later. Alen chuckled. People riding private jets didn’t go through the same security as us peasants. With a top speed of almost a thousand kilometers per hour, the jet would cover the sixteen hundred kilometers between Belgrade, Serbia, and Larnaca, Cyprus, in under two hours. Alen didn’t even ask where they were going until after they were airborne.


Though he tried not to show it, Markovic was very impressed. He had never ridden on a private jet, let alone one costing $50 million. He felt more than a bit out of place. He was wearing cheap knock-off Levi jeans, old combat boots, a black T-shirt, and a black windbreaker. His “luggage” consisted of his old army duffel stuffed with a small toiletry kit, socks, underwear, two more pairs of jeans, a couple of shirts, a set of camos, and a jacket. He would have felt self-conscious had Lon not been similarly dressed. His luggage was just a small green nylon “go bag.”


Glancing around the plush cabin, Markovic commented, “Not a bad way to travel but a bit of overkill, don’t ya think?”


“How do you mean?”


Subtly probing for more information, Alen said, “This thing has to seat at least fifteen people. Your team that big?”


Lon smiled. He realized what the big Serb was doing. “It seats seventeen, actually. And no, our team is not that big. But we need to haul our gear too. Some of it can be rather heavy. The real reason for this particular model was the range. It can cover 7,900 nautical miles; that’s over fourteen thousand kilometers. That can get us pretty much anywhere we need to go.”


Alen shrugged. “Fair enough. So long as you’re not wasting money.”


Lon ignored the comment and redirected the conversation. “We’ll discuss all that when we get there. Now tell me, what have you been up to the last couple of years?”


Alen understood what Lon was doing too. He didn’t push it further, and they spent the remainder of the flight talking about the old days in Kosovo, lying about the women they had slept with, and just getting caught up.


The jet touched down at Larnaca International Airport in Cyprus at a little before 11 a.m. It taxied to a private hangar at the far end of the airport and stopped. Alen and Lon deplaned and headed straight for a waiting Range Rover. “No customs or immigration?” Alen asked.


Lon smiled wryly. “You already filled out the paperwork. Don’t you remember?”


Alen just snorted. He peeked back at the jet. It had never powered down its engines and was already moving back to the taxiway to take off again. “Where are they going?”


“They have another pickup.” Approaching the Range Rover, Lon said, “Get in, I’ll show you the office. It’s our home base, a compound really, but we just call it the villa.”


They drove north out of Larnaca following the highway to Nicosia but once they hit the southern suburbs of the capital, they turned west toward Lakatamia. Lakatamia had once been a bucolic rural suburb of Nicosia but as the city grew, it became just more of the urban sprawl. What was unique about the area, though, was its proximity to the old Nicosia International Airport. When Turkey invaded Cyprus in 1974, the airport got caught up in the fighting. After the formal ceasefire, it was left stranded in the UN-imposed buffer zone extending across the island to separate the Greek Cypriot and Turkish forces. While the airport was used as a local headquarters by UN forces, it would never again see a commercial flight and the Cypriots had to build a new airport in Larnaca. The old Nicosia airport became a ghost town, its buildings frozen in time, dusty time capsules reflecting life as it was the day the airport was abandoned in 1974.


Lon navigated through the town working his way farther west until he reached the last road before the UN buffer zone. The neighborhood consisted of upscale homes on large lots. Alen caught occasional glimpses of swimming pools and tennis courts through the fences and hedges as they drove past. Finally, the Range Rover slowed and turned into a driveway at the end of Plotinou Street. There was a three-meter-high wall around the property with tall hedges on the inside which extended even higher. Surveillance cameras covered every inch of the wall as well as the street and surrounding areas. Pulling up to a heavy steel gate, Lon reached over and waved a card over the proximity card reader. After a beep, he punched in an eight-digit code and held his head still as the facial recognition scanner read his facial features. After a couple of seconds, a robotic voice said, “proceed,” and the heavy gate retracted to allow their passage.


Alen commented, “You guys don’t fuck around when it comes to security, do you?”


Lon chuckled, “Yeah, well, we have our reasons.” They drove into the compound and parked in front of the house. It was a large, two-story, pale yellow stucco building with an orange terra-cotta tile roof. It was very similar to other villas he had seen in the neighborhood. It was surrounded by a number of large cypress trees and a well-trimmed lawn. There were other buildings farther back on the lot but they were largely obscured by smaller trees and hedges. It was a rich man’s house—fancy but not really special.


As they got out of the car, Lon quipped, “Here we are. Home sweet home. Grab your gear and I’ll show you around.” There was another keypad at the front door. They entered the house and Lon led Alen upstairs. “Drop your gear in the first room on the right. I’m across the hall. Let’s grab a beer and talk.”


The two men walked back downstairs and went to the kitchen. Grabbing two Heinekens from the large refrigerator, Lon walked through a glass door into an enclosed courtyard. They sat at a small table and took sips from their beers.


Alen spoke first. “Okay, I’m impressed. Private jet. Beautiful mansion. You’re obviously well-funded but I’m not interested in working for some Russian oligarch who is one pissed-off dictator away from twenty years in a Siberian labor camp.”


Lon’s face was suddenly serious. “This is not about business, this is about justice and doing what we can to protect Western civilization, even if Western civilization can’t always figure out how to do that for itself.”


“So, you’re talking Islamic terrorism.”


“Islamic terrorism, narcoterrorism, political terrorism . . . hell, even ecoterrorism if it comes to that. Our mission is to stop any person or group that is actively engaged in the willful slaughter of innocent people to further their agendas—regardless of ideology. It doesn’t matter who they are or who they are targeting.”


Alen mulled over what Lon had said for several seconds before responding. “That sounds good, but how does it work?”


“As I mentioned in Belgrade, there is a very informal targeting group representing most of the major intel organizations. It’s so informal it technically doesn’t exist. They meet periodically, usually in Europe on the fringes of some defense or economic summit. They provide their lists of the worst players. Any target has to appear on at least half of the lists. That is to ensure that no one country can use us as a way to get rid of political or regional military rivals. There is nothing to stop them from going after those people on their own, of course—God knows the Israelis do—but we will not be involved. We also reserve the right to step away if we have concerns over the motives of the group, but we haven’t had to do that yet. We do not work for them or answer to them.”


“But who pays for all this?”


“Well, our benefactor fronts everything.”


“The Texan you mentioned, right? What’s his motivation—other than being from Texas?”


Lon didn’t smile at Alen’s little joke. “His wife was on board American Airlines Flight 77 when it was hijacked by Al-Qaeda and crashed into the Pentagon.”


“Oh shit! I didn’t mean anything . . .”


Lon smiled, “Don’t worry about it. No way you could have known. He is some kind of computer genius, PhD from MIT and all that shit. He started his own computer company back in the 1980s, big data specialists of some kind. He had just sold it for like $3.5 billion in late 2000. He and his wife were going use the money to support charities and invest in small start-ups. She was on her way from DC to Los Angeles to visit her parents when 9/11 happened.”


“Well that explains the ‘why’ but not the ‘how.’ How did he go from rich computer geek to anti-terror mastermind?”


Lon continued, “In the aftermath of 9/11, the CIA found itself short of discreet transportation options. They reached out to corporate America to borrow private jets to fly people in and out of Central Asia.”


“Really? What happened to Air America?”


Lon smiled, “Air America is long gone, my friend. Anyway, approaching the boss was actually a mistake. His wife was an author and used her maiden name. No one immediately connected the dots and realized his wife had died on 9/11. Anyway, he was more than happy to help and offered to do whatever he could. One thing led to another and his role, albeit an unofficial one, increased over time. He was a friend of the president, had a Top Secret security clearance from his company’s work on USG contracts, and he was motivated.”


Alen found all this a little incredible “Okay, but how do you go from giving someone a ride on an airplane to heading up a terrorist elimination squad—for lack of a better description?”


“Actually, it was his idea. When some of the pansy asses in DC started talking about putting all the assholes in Guantanamo Bay on trial, the boss went ballistic. The idea that KSM, the guy responsible for killing his wife and over 3,000 other people, would get all the rights and privileges as some American kid who boosted a car for a joyride pissed him off. The way to prevent that from happening in the future was to eliminate these assholes from the get-go. I gotta say, his was not an isolated opinion. There were plenty of others who felt the same way—me included.”


Alen added, “And me too.”


“Anyway, an infrastructure was put in place. The boss was willing to accept the risks and use his money and reputation for cover.”


“Does he pay for all this?”


Lon explained, “Not exactly; at least not all of it. He fronts it but the organization ultimately gets money from the various countries who provide the targets. The boss owns a bunch of companies, several of which have classified defense contracts. The money is funneled back in through black contracts the bean counters don’t have access to. It works pretty well but governments being governments, they are usually slow to pay. Fortunately for us, he doesn’t have a cash flow problem. Hell, he’s worth more now than when he sold his company.”


“Well, it sounds like a sweet setup.”


Lon asked, “So, can I count you as the newest member of the team?”


Alen reached out to shake Lon’s hand, “Hell yes. I’ve got nothing better to do. Where do I sign?”


Lon laughed, “Nowhere. No contracts. No nondisclosure agreements. No paper trail. This a handshake business arrangement. If we didn’t trust you, you wouldn’t be here in the first place. We know you’ll keep your mouth shut. That room upstairs is yours. You can stay as much or as little as you want. Me and a couple of the guys pretty much live here full-time. A couple others keep apartments back home. It’s entirely up to you. You can come and go as you please, but we need to be able to find you quickly. Shit can hit the fan pretty fast sometimes. Now let’s go meet some of the other team members.”


Lon led Alen back into the house. Behind a door next to the kitchen there was a set of stairs leading down to a basement. The basement was cavernous and had a bigger footprint than the house above it. There were several finished rooms set up like offices and a larger unfinished storage area with shelf after shelf of unidentified equipment in black Pelican cases. In the first office an older man stood leaning over a younger man who was working on a computer. Lon interrupted them. “Hey guys, I want to introduce you to Alen Markovic from Belgrade.” The older man turned around. He had a patch over his left eye with a large scar that started at his scalp above and continued down to his jawline. He was in his sixties and while his face was time-ravaged, his body was still lean and strong. Lon introduced him. “Alen Markovic, I would like to introduce Juan ‘Gunny’ Medina. He’s kind of like our dad around here.”


Gunny stuck out his hand to shake Alen’s. “Fuck you, Lon. If I was your dad, I’d have my boot up your ass every damn day. Howdy, Markovic.”


Shaking his hand, Alen looked at Gunny quizzically. “You’re familiar. Have we met before?”


Gunny smiled. “Yeah, a couple of times. Good memory. The first time was in Kosovo. You almost caught me and my team snatching a Qods Force asshole outside Bijeljina in 2006. I was also involved in that Romanian exercise where you and Lon reconnected.”


“Okay, now I remember. So, you’re the one who got that Iranian prick. We’d been after him for weeks. Every time we’d get close, he’d slip across the goddamn border.”


Gunny smiled. “Yeah, well borders were never much of a deterrent for me. I’m glad you joined us. I was worried you’d never leave the Special Brigade.”


Lon added, “Gunny is known as ‘Mad Dog’ to some so if you hear them cussing about him, you’ll know why. He is our scout leader, if you will. He runs the shop, makes sure we have what we need, and can reach back for intel when we need it. He was a Marine but then went over to the CIA. He worked in Special Activities Division for years. He’s been everywhere and done everything.”


Gunny chimed in, “That makes me invaluable.”


Lon shot back, “That makes you fuckin’ old.”


“I can still kick your skinny ass.”


Lon ignored him. “Other guy is Oberfeldwebel Hans Koenig; late of the Budeswehr.”


Arel reached out to shake his hand. “German?”


Hans smiled. “Don’t be surprised. We are a very international group.”


Lon continued, “Hans was a Fallschirjäger in their Special Operations Division. While everyone here has jumped plenty of times, Hans is our de facto jump master. He has more HAHO jumps than any other member of the team.”


Alen queried, “HAHO. That’s High-Altitude High-Opening, right? I haven’t done one of those.”


Lon smiled. “Hans will fix that. In addition to parachuting, Hans also speaks seven languages. . . .”


Hans interjected, “Eight.”


“Sorry, eight languages and he’s pretty damn good with computers.”


Alen was impressed. “A Renaissance man? Do you paint too?”


Hans replied, “Well, actually . . .”


Lon broke in, “All right, smartass. He and Gunny are doing forensics on some data we recovered during a recent op. What have you guys found?”


“We just got into it. Still on the first computer. The usual shit—emails to his bros, jihadi videos, and, of course, lots and lots of porn. The usual nasty crap. Someone needs to get these guys a subscription to Playboy; something with some class and chicks that don’t look like hairy dudes. A lot of the emails we’d already seen, thanks to the malware we loaded. We’ll run data forensics with that new software the boss brought us to find hidden data and steganography and then start on the second one.”


Lon said, “Great. If you need any help . . .”


Hans shot back, “From you? I’d get more help from Gunny.”


Turning to Alen, Lon whispered, “Don’t listen to him. He’s a dick.”


“I heard that!”


“Not like I wouldn’t tell you to your face. Where’s everyone else?”


Gunny replied, “I think they’re all on weapons except Nigel. You may want the new guy to give them a hand since he’s the expert.”


Alen gaped at Lon quizzically. “I’m the expert? I thought you guys had access to all the newest toys?”


“We do, but we use what the mission calls for. On this last one, we used nothing but vintage Soviet-era stuff. If they do any forensics, we want it to support the narrative.”


“The narrative?”


“In this case, the narrative is that the guy was suspected of being an Israeli collaborator and killed by his own people. And his people tend to use vintage Soviet stuff so we used vintage Soviet stuff. You’re here because of your experience, skills, and dedication but the fact that you are an expert on Russian, Soviet, and old Eastern Bloc weapons makes you extra valuable to the team.”


Alen chuckled. “I guess that’s the only advantage of having worked for a country that couldn’t afford the new stuff. What the hell, any way I can help. Where’s the weapons bay?”


“That’s our next stop but first let me finish showing you around.”


Leaving Gunny and Hans to their work, they walked past two other empty offices to a large, well-equipped gymnasium. There were weight machines, free weights, dumbbells, treadmills, rowing machines, and just about every other kind of fitness equipment. About a third of the room was covered with thick gymnastics mats for martial arts. There was also a regulation boxing ring and speed bags and heavy bags along the wall.


Alen said, “Impressive. Great facilities.”


“The best money can buy. Through there are showers, hot tub, and sauna. None of us are as young as we used to be so all this helps keep us in shape or, in my case, to recover. There is also a library of sorts across the hall. Good if you need some quiet time.”


They continued on to the end of the hall where a large metal door blocked their way. Access was controlled by a keypad. Lon punched in his code, and there was a loud “clack” as electromagnetic bolts retracted. “We’ll get you on the system when we get back. You’ll have full access to everything.”


Alen was surprised. “Full access? Without vetting?”


Lon smiled. “What makes you think we haven’t been vetting you since you resigned your commission? Hell, before. We’ve been following your career for a while. Gunny’s had your name on his wish list since this thing started. We were just waiting for you to wise up and resign. Fuckin’ took ya long enough.”


Lon pulled on the heavy steel door and it slowly opened to reveal a long, dimly lit tunnel that extended far into the darkness. Unlike the house, which was modern and clean, the tunnel was dank and very old. It clearly predated the house by decades. Had it not been made of crudely poured concrete and still had rails embedded in the floor from some archaic narrow-gauge train, Alen might have believed it was hewn from the rock by ancient Crusaders to hide the Holy Grail. Inside the tunnel was an electric cart with a small truck bed on the back.


“What the fuck is this?”


Lon explained, “We are near the back of the property which abuts the UN buffer zone separating the Greek and Turkish parts of the island. We are only about five hundred meters from the end of the runway for the Nicosia International Airport and about a thousand meters from the old maintenance facilities. When the Turks invaded Cyprus in 1974, the airport was cut off by fighting. It was a prize to be denied to either side and was incorporated in the UN buffer zone. It has been abandoned ever since except for the UN peacekeepers, who use the opposite end as their headquarters, but they never come down here. These tunnels were built by the Brits during World War Two, when the airport was an RAF base. They connected camouflaged underground weapon bunkers to the flight line. They expected the Nazis to attack the island and wanted to make sure their magazines were protected from air attack. The tunnels were put in place to move ordnance without being seen or having surface roads reveal the locations of the bunkers. They were abandoned after the war and the bunkers destroyed. This whole neighborhood used to be one big weapons dump. The tunnel wasn’t destroyed, just buried. We bought this property because it sat directly above the old tunnel. It connects to a subbasement under the maintenance building; also built by the Brits. It has a bombproof ceiling—reinforced concrete two meters thick. That makes it soundproof too; perfect for our purposes. We use the subbasement for our weapons bay and firing range. Come on, I’ll show you.”


Alen and Lon got in the cart and sped off down the tunnel. After a few minutes, they arrived at the other end where another cart was parked. In front of them was another heavy steel door just like the first. Lon keyed in his code and they entered. The room inside was big and well lit, but smelled musty. It was an odd mixture of dust, mildew, gun oil, and burnt gunpowder. The walls were obviously old and crudely poured concrete like the tunnel but they were clean and freshly painted. To the right were rack upon rack of every imaginable man-portable weapons system. There were US, German, Russian, Chinese, British, French, Brazilian, Belgian, Austrian, and Swiss pistols, submachine guns, and assault rifles. There were also RPGs and Alen even discerned Pelican cases for Javelin anti-tank missiles stacked in the back. In the center of the room were several stainless-steel worktables each with a set of tools, cloths, cleaning kits, and solvents in the middle. From his left came the muffled “pop, pop, pop” of what was clearly a gun range. Two of the tables were occupied by men in the middle of cleaning weapons.


Lon led Alen toward the first table. The man at the table glanced up and smiled. He had earbuds on, and when he removed them, Alen heard the faint pounding of rock music. The man was almost as tall as Alen, probably six-four. He was in his late thirties or early forties but the muscles bulging under the tight brown T-shirt betrayed a body that was lean and brawny. The man reached out to shake Alen’s hand, “You must be the new guy. Welcome to the jungle. You ready to rock and roll?”


Before Alen replied, Lon said, “This is John Kernan, our token SEAL. He was a Master Chief with Blue Squadron before we stole him away. He and Nigel are our resident experts on maritime ops, ship takedowns, and that kind of shit. You’ll meet Nigel in a bit. He’s off checking on the sub.”


Alen was surprised. “You have a submarine?”


Kernan answered, “Actually it’s a diver delivery vessel (DDV) but it goes underwater so these guys call it a sub. It has limited range so we have a converted commercial salvage tug with a well deck that we use to transport it.”


“Jesus, you have a goddamn navy!”


Lon laughed, “Yeah, pretty much.” As he said this, the second man who was cleaning guns had walked over.


“Hello, you must be Markovic. These rude bastards forgot to introduce me, I’m Magne Berge.” He leaned in and whispered loudly, “I’m the handsome one. They’re all jealous of me.” He was a tall, attractive blond man. He was not as big as the others but his body lithe and lean. He looked more like an Olympic swimmer than a soldier.


Lon interjected, “We just hadn’t got to you yet, ya dumb shit.” Putting his hand on Berge’s shoulder he said, “Magne here is our winter and mountain warfare guy. If it’s cold, we defer to him. He was an instructor at the Norwegian Winter Warfare Training School and before that he was a champion biathlete. He thinks he our best sniper but I can take him.”


Berge snorted indignantly, “In your dreams, cowboy.”


Kernan added, “His name is kinda hard to pronounce so you can just call him Maggie.”


Berge shot him a dirty look. “Fuck you, Juanita.”


Kernan shrugged. “I’m okay with Juanita. Helps me get in touch with my feminine side.”


Lon interrupted, “All right you two, knock it off. We don’t want Markovic thinking we’re a bunch of fourth graders. Speaking of feminine side, where is Rabin?”


Kernan motioned toward the doorway to his right. “Where else? On the range.”


As he said this, Sarah Rabin walked through the door. She was a wearing a black baseball hat, dark ballistic shooting glasses, and a state-of-the-art noise-canceling hearing protection headset. She walked toward the four men, removing her hat, glasses, and hearing protection gear and placing them on the first table she came to. Alen was stunned, she was gorgeous. Sarah was almost six feet tall and built like a dancer; even her walk was sexy as hell. Her dark brown hair, dark eyes, and olive skin made her extremely difficult to place ethnically. She might have been Italian, Greek, Spanish, Arab, or Persian; he just couldn’t tell. Lon whispered to Alen, “Close your mouth, you’re starting to drool.”


Lon’s comment snapped Alen back to reality. As she approached, he stuck out his hand and said, “Hello, I’m Alen Markovic.”


She shook his hand. He was surprised by her strong grip. “Yeah, I know who you are. We’ve been expecting you. I’m Sarah Rabin.”


Alen couldn’t get over how stunning she was. She was wearing black yoga pants, black running shoes, and a sports bra that left little to the imagination. Her body was lean and muscular. Her midriff was bare revealing her sharply defined abdominal muscles. Her breasts weren’t large but gave her just the right amount of curves. She looks like she stepped out of a Victoria’s Secret catalog. Trying not to stare, Alen asked, “What’s your specialty?”


“I kill people,” she replied coldly.


Lon expanded on her comment. “Sarah has an unusual sense of humor. You’ll get used to it. She was with Israel’s Mista’avrim counterterrorist unit and worked extensively with Mossad before joining our team. She is our resident expert on tradecraft, cover, and intelligence gathering.”


Alen asked, “Intelligence gathering?”


Sarah added flatly, “I make people talk.”


Lon continued, “Anyway, Sarah is also our expert on hand-to-hand combat, edged weapons, and infiltration.”


Alen smiled, “Hand-to-hand? Uh, yeah. I see.”


John, the Navy SEAL, picked up on Alen’s skepticism and cautioned him. “Uh, you don’t want to go there, brother. I’m still hurting from the last ass whooping she gave me.”


Alen peered at Sarah and then the big SEAL. Sarah just stood there emotionless. She’d heard it a thousand times before. Alen glared at John incredulously and then pointed to Sarah. “Really?”


“Really.” John had a very serious expression on his face.


Alen shrugged. “Well, okay then. Maybe I’ll have to challenge her sometime.”


Exasperated, Sarah just sighed, “Stupid misogynists. You only learn through pain.”


Lon interceded. “Okay, everyone. Let’s head back to the house. Nigel should be back soon and I want to see what Gunny and Hans have found on those hard drives from the other night. Plus, the boss is coming in today. He wants to meet the new guy. So, wrap this up and meet me in the kitchen for a beer.”


Lon and Alen drove the cart back to the house. Gunny and Hans were still crouched over the computer in the office where they had left them. They walked up the stairs to the kitchen. There was a man there with his head deep in the refrigerator complaining loudly in a thick Scottish accent. “When are we going to get some real bloody beer? All we have is Dutch and German crap. If we can’t get a decent Scottish beer like Tennent’s or Fraoch’s, can we at least get some Guinness or Smithwicks?”


Lon snapped, “I swear, Nigel, all you do is bitch! You’re the only guy I know who complains about free beer. Shut up and meet Markovic. Alen, this is Nigel Finch.”


The man straightened up. He was a little over six feet tall but a large man. He weighed at least 240 pounds with a broad chest and thick legs like a rugby player. He stuck his hand out. “So, you’re the new bloke Lon and Mad Dog were wanting to bring on? Welcome back to the fight.”


Alen shot back, “I never left the fight.”


Nigel leaned in and smiled, “You never got to fight like we do. You’re in for a pleasant surprise.”


Lon explained, “Nigel was a chief petty officer with the British Special Boat Squadron. He and John are of our maritime counterterrorism specialists.”


Nigel bellowed, “Posh! I am our only maritime expert. That little pissant John only comes along to hold my jock strap.”


From down the stairs, John’s voice rang out, “I heard that!”


Lon just shook his head. “These two are constantly measuring dicks to see whose is the smallest. Nigel, what’s the status of the DDV?”


Getting serious, Nigel responded, “The boat is fine. Her batteries are fully charged and the fuel cell is 100 percent. I powered her down, but she is good to go whenever we need her. As for Mother Goose, she’s functional but her engines will need servicing. She’s going to need an overhaul next year. She’s showing her age.”


Alen asked, “Mother Goose?”


“She’s the converted salvage tug. She’s been around the block a few times, but she’s solid. Finch tends to worry.”


Nigel shrugged, “Fine by me but if you’ve ever been in rough seas and had your main engines go down . . . I’m just sayin’.”


Lon grabbed a couple of beers and the three men walked outside to sit down in the warmth of the Cypriot sun. Alen asked cautiously, “So, about Sarah? What’s her story? Is she . . . seeing anyone?” Nigel just chuckled but said nothing.


Lon smiled, “You don’t want to go there. It’ll end poorly—for you.”


Alen smirked, “I think I can handle one skinny woman.”


Now Nigel laughed so hard, beer came out of his nose. Recomposing himself, he said, “Mate, you may want to pump the brakes a bit while you still have a foot to do it with. That skinny little woman has killed more men than cancer.” Lon just smiled knowingly and nodded.


Alen choked a bit and said meekly, “Yeah. I should really get to know everyone first. Don’t want to step on any toes.”


Nigel glared at him in mocking seriousness. “Yes, by all means, certainly the prudent way to go.”


* * *


Alen retired to his room to unpack and just take it all in. He was surprised to find the dresser and closet in his room were already stocked with casual and tactical clothing—and in his size. I guess me saying yes wasn’t exactly a surprise. It had been an unbelievable couple of days. He went from being an unemployed ex-soldier in Belgrade with limited prospects—at least legal ones—to being the newest member of what was the most effective counterterrorist operational unit on the planet. The fact that he was now very well paid and living in Cyprus in what could only be described as a mansion was gravy. As he lay on his bed, he heard a knock at the door. It was Gunny. “Hey, Markovic, you vertical?”


Alen got up an answered the door. “Yeah. What’s up?”


“Come with me. I need to get you on the security system. Also, there are some forms you need to fill out.”


“Forms? Lon said this was a ‘handshake’ arrangement.”


Gunny snorted. “Maybe so, but you want to get paid and have health insurance, don’t you? There is also a private retirement investment account and life insurance that needs to be taken care of. It’ll take a few minutes but not too long.”


They walked downstairs to a paneled study. There were two desks in the room. One was large with an expensive leather office chair behind it. The other was nice but not as fancy. It had a more practical black chair with a mesh back and adjustable in just about every way imaginable. This was meant to be used and not just for show. Pointing the big desk, Gunny said, “That’s the boss’s; not that he really uses it much.” Motioning to a chair in front of the other desk he said, “Sit over here and we’ll get started.” Gunny issued him a proximity card and Alen picked an eight-digit security code that he could recall but wasn’t obvious. Next Gunny took scans of Alen’s face from several different angles for the facial recognition software. Alen then started on the forms while Gunny updated the databases and prepared a new photo ID card for Alen. The forms were straightforward but then Alen paused on the last one.


“I got a question. On the life insurance. What if I don’t have any next of kin? My parents are dead, I have no kids, and I refuse to leave a penny to my bitch of an ex-wife.”


“No brothers or sisters?”


“I have a sister, but I haven’t spoken to her in years.”


“Cousins? Close friends? Hell, kid, I don’t care. Leave it to the Pope for all I care.”


“I could leave it to my sister, I guess. Do I have to do this now? Can it wait?”


Sensing a deep-seated loneliness in the big Serb, Gunny said softly, “Sure, kid. We can put a pin in it.” Gunny now realized why Alen had agreed to sign on so quickly. He really had nothing else. He was searching for a family. Any reservations Gunny had about the Serb’s true motives disappeared.


As Alen finished filling out his last form, Nigel stuck his head in and slapped on the door to get their attention. “Hey guys, the boss is here. Meeting in the conference room in five.”


Gunny collected the paperwork and handed Alen his new photo ID. “This is your cover for status. If anyone asks what you’re doing on Cyprus, you work for Praetorian Security Services. It’s part of a real security company with real customers around the world. Our group is buried inside it. It provides us with cover for travel, logistics, and even weapons. Very few people in the company know about us and fewer know what we really do.”


Alen asked, “Those who know we exist but not what we do; what do they think we do?”


Gunny replied, “VIP work—private hostage rescue, specialized protection of facilities in particularly dangerous areas; that kind of thing.”


“Sort of like Blackwater?”


“Sort of, but nothing long term and definitely lower profile. It better covers our operational profile.”


Alen stared at his new photo card and chuckled.


“What’s so funny?”


“Praetorian Security Services. The initials kinda spell ‘piss.’”


Gunny grumbled, “Jesus, what are you? Twelve? You’re going to fit in with these ass clowns.”


* * *


The team filed into the conference room and each took a seat at the big table. At the far end of the table sat a distinguished older man, maybe sixty years old, with Gunny to his immediate left and Lon to his right. He was handsome and distinguished with short, graying dark hair. He appeared to be about the same size as Gunny, about five-foot ten and solidly built. He had a rugged appearance, almost like a cowboy, but much more refined. He had an inviting smile as he chatted with Gunny and Lon, but the lines on his face betrayed years of stress.


The others sat wherever, but being new, Alen chose the far end of the table just in case there was some informal pecking order. When everyone was seated, the man at the head of the table spoke. “Good afternoon, folks. I’m happy everyone is here and in one piece. I want to congratulate you all for an excellent job, especially John and Magne who were the ones in the barrel on this one.” Alen picked out a mild but distinct Texas drawl in the man’s voice.


Turning to Alen, he said, “I see we have a new face at the table. You must be Alen Markovic.” Alen nodded. “We’re happy you joined us. I know Gunny has been waiting impatiently for you do retire from the Special Brigade. He’s been wanting your skills for some time. I know Gunny tends to be tight-lipped and probably hasn’t even given you my name yet, am I right?”


Alen responded nervously, “Uh, yes sir. I mean, no sir, he hasn’t.”


The man stood up, walked over to Alen and stuck out his hand. “I’m Rusty Wyatt Travis. Welcome to our team.”


Alen stood up and shook his hand, “Thank you, Mr. Travis. I appreciate the opportunity.”


“Nonsense, you’re helping us out. And none of that ‘Mr. Travis’ crap. You can call me Rusty or R.W., everyone else does. I’m just a kid from D’Hanis, Texas, who got lucky.”


“Yes, sir, Mr. Tra . . . , uh Rusty.”


“That’s better.” Travis returned to his seat. “Okay, Gunny gave me the rundown on the operation the other night. It went about as well as we hoped. Any issues at all?”


Hans spoke, “Yeah, on the drone, specifically the batteries. It worked fine but we were pretty much at its max range carrying two men with equipment. I want to upgrade the batteries or possibly consider that new high-output hydrogen fuel cell that the Japanese are developing. If it can replace the batteries completely, we’ll get much better payload and range. At the very least, we might incorporate a smaller version to provide some on-demand power or a partial recharge of the batteries when the drone is on the ground like on the last op.”


Travis mulled this over. “Okay, look into it and see if it’ll work. My concern with the fuel cell is that it may not provide the instantaneous peak power like the batteries. If it can, go for it. How about the DDV? How did it perform?”


Nigel answered, “It was perfect. No issues there at all.”


Travis added, “I’m still concerned about its speed. I want you guys to be able to get the hell out of Dodge in a hurry if you need to. One of my companies is working on a supercavitating DDV for the Pentagon but they are taking forever to make a decision, of course. We have two two-third-scale prototypes that were clocked at sixty knots during testing. One will fit within Mother Goose’s well deck. I’m going to try shaking one of those loose for us.”


Nigel smiled. “Well that should solve it.”


“Any other technical issues?” No one spoke up. “All right then. I read the mission report. A perfect op in my book. What has been the response from Hamas so far?”


Sarah Rabin responded. “The chatter I’ve picked up has all been positive. I checked with my contact within Mossad and he said Hamas is very confused. They found the iPhone we planted and Hamas is convinced that Al-Rafah was working for Israel.” Turning to Kernan she added, “Using his thumbprint for the ‘Touch ID’ biometric to unlock the phone was a nice touch. It really sold it.” Continuing, she said, “They can’t figure out who took him out, though. The leadership assumes it was their internal security apparatus, but they are denying it. The leadership thinks their counterintelligence guys did it but won’t admit it because it wasn’t sanctioned. Now everyone is looking over their shoulders. They’ve canceled every operation he was working on; they assume Mossad and Shin Bet already know all about them. So, from that perspective, the operation was a complete success.”


Travis sensed that wasn’t the whole story. “Why do I sense a ‘but’ coming?”


Gunny opened up his laptop computer. “It’s about the intel we gathered. We mirrored the hard drive on Al-Rafah’s computer. We removed our malware and dumped all his data. Some was encrypted but that new software you provided made short work of that. Nothing really remarkable, and the couple of things that were new have already been nixed by Hamas, who is convinced everything Al-Rafah touched has been compromised. The problem is the other computer.”


Travis asked, “The one Kernan found in the armoire?”


“Yes, sir. Having Al-Rafah’s finger helped us open it, but all the contents were encrypted.”


Lon asked, “Do you still need the finger or can we get it out of the refrigerator?”


Hans answered, “No, I disabled that security feature. You can toss it.”


“Thank God. That thing grosses me out.”


Hans continued, “We haven’t decrypted it all just yet. It uses much better algorithms than Hamas uses.”


“Are you saying it wasn’t Hamas?”


“No, sir. It doesn’t appear so. Whomever Al-Rafah was communicating with on that one is more sophisticated. It smacks of Al-Qaeda to me but the Al-Qaeda from the bad old days before the United States essentially decapitated them.”


Travis was a bit concerned. “Hamas always gave lip service to Al-Qaeda but never really cooperated on the ground; at least in a significant way, right?”


Sarah responded, “That’s right, sir. They parroted AQ’s anti-Israel rhetoric but stopped short of any real cooperation. Hamas didn’t want to undermine the support they were getting from leftist elements in Europe or moderate Arabs. If they aligned with Al-Qaeda formally, the Saudis would withdraw their financial support, Israel would withhold transit fees, and Egypt would tighten the border controls. Hamas would starve. Even they’re not that stupid.”


Travis continued, “Okay, so this smacks of Al-Qaeda or someone very much like them but historically there has been no real operational link between AQ and Hamas. So, what is this? Is this a sea change in Hamas’s policy or is there another player in the mix? If so, who? And what were they doing talking with Al-Rafah? We know he was much more radical than most of Hamas, but was he radical enough to risk throwing all of Hamas and the Gaza Strip under the bus?”
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