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			For my father, 
First Sergeant Carl M. Henshaw, USMC, who held Red Cell in his hands but never got to read it. I miss you, Dad, every day.

		

	
		
			Who sows fear, reaps weapons.

			—Friedrich Dürrenmatt

		

	
		
			COLD
SHOT

		

	
		
			16 April 2006

			Al-Yusufiyah, Baghdad Province, Iraq

			25 km southwest of Baghdad

			The house seemed out of place for this town, larger and more ornate than the others Marisa Mills could see from the rooftop. She guessed that there were only a hundred buildings scattered across the settlement, all bricks and dirty cement, mostly shops on the ground floors with apartments above. This particular home was one of the largest structures of any kind within sight, smaller only than the three mosques she could identify. It was two stories, white with columns in front and a small dome on top. A mud-colored concrete wall enclosed the villa’s courtyard, head-high with iron gates on opposing sides. The owner was clearly Sunni. No such home would have survived unscathed in this town had the owner followed any other religious path. The Sunnis here had little tolerance for the Shiites, less for the Americans, and the butchery of recent months had left Marisa wondering whether the residents weren’t killing just for sport now.

			That the owner had money wasn’t even in question. Whether the man supported the insurgency was a question that the Army Rangers moving to surround the building intended to settle.

			“They’re moving a bit fast on this one,” Marisa observed.

			“You know the Rangers,” the man to her left said. “They’re not really happy unless they’re engaged in a little property damage.” Jonathan Burke held his own field glasses to his eyes and swept them over the soldiers moving toward the house.

			“Patience is a virtue.”

			“And not actually part of the Ranger Creed,” Jon noted. “I thought you were going to miss this one.”

			“My flight was late.”

			“I keep telling Congress I wasn’t even at Abu Ghraib. But you know congressmen. They lie so much that they can’t believe anyone else tells the truth. But it helped that there are no traffic laws around here. I made up for lost time after we landed.”

			“I thought patience was a virtue.”

			“No sense rushing into a firefight if you can take your time and shut the enemy down before things begin,” she replied. The two CIA officers were lying on a rooftop a hundred meters from the raid site. The woman was, in fact, lying closer to Jon than was strictly necessary but he seemed oblivious to Mari’s frustration. A pair of Rangers were prone near the edge of the rooftop forty feet to their right. One half of the sniper team there had his hands wrapped around a Barrett M82 rifle. The other was staring at the house through a Leupold Mark 4 spotting scope.

			“You sound like a Sun Tzu disciple,” Jon said.

			“Nope. More like Stalin.” She stared down at the compound through a pair of Leica Viper binoculars and envied the courtyard roof inside. Any shade in this country dropped the temperature twenty degrees, but she and Jonathan were in the open, exposed to the Iraqi sun for which boonie hats and sunglasses helped little even at this early-morning hour. Although the sun still sat low on the horizon, it was well over a hundred degrees, and would be twenty degrees hotter by noon. “Who was the first guy who thought settling down here would be a good idea?”

			“The Sumerians,” Jonathan replied. “First settled at Eridu in the Ubaid period, about 5300 BC.”

			“Did the Good Lord not give you a sense of humor or did you get it shot off?” She could see Rangers moving to the outside corners of the compound wall, ready to catch any of the “squirters” who might manage to slip out once the raid began. Humvees and an MRAP sat on the four roads surrounding the building, turning the intersections into kill zones covered by mounted M240B machine guns should the enemy bring reinforcements armed with anything heavier than light arms. The Army had assigned a helicopter to the operation, some model she couldn’t identify, which was circling at a distance. Marisa would have preferred an AC-130, but she supposed that an airborne howitzer was overkill for this sort of thing.

			“My talents don’t lie in comedy.”

			“No, they lie in puzzles,” she told him. “That’s why I’m surprised you’re still here. The big riddle’s been solved—there’s no WMD in this country. The only thing left is a big manhunt and that’s not a puzzle. It’s just prisoner interviews and tedious grunt work. I’ve been watching you long enough to know that you don’t do tedious.”

			“You’ve been watching me?”

			“Langley would recall me if I didn’t watch people,” she said. “But there’s a new unit in the Directorate of Intelligence I think you should consider. It’s called the ‘Red Cell.’ George Tenet stood it up right after 9/11. Sounds like they’re a bunch of contrary thinkers who don’t have to tie every little comment back to some piece of intelligence like the rest of the analysts. I think you’d be happy there.”

			“I thought you wanted me around.”

			Marisa looked at Jon sideways, subtle, hoping he would catch her gaze. Was that one professional or personal? There were very few women assigned to Task Force North, most of them were from CIA’s Special Activities Center, and Marisa Mills was far and away the one who drew the most attention from the men. The soldiers watched her for reasons not remotely professional and usually came on to her like the D-Day invasion. Jon was different, always subtle, maneuvering around her. He was a puzzle all his own. She didn’t know where she stood with him—but she liked a man who could put her off balance. It didn’t happen often. “If you’re going to stay, I’ve got some uses for you,” she said, choosing her words with care. “But I have to think about what’s best for my people and not just for me. This is boring stuff, it’s going to go on for years, and ‘Sherlock’ isn’t a term of endearment in the DoD.” It was one of the more polite names she knew had been aimed at the man lying to her left.

			Jonathan looked at her sideways but didn’t answer further. “I’m surprised you found this one,” she said, changing the subject. “We’ve had Mr. Farzat under the hot lights for three weeks trying to crack him.”

			“The guy had saved fifty copies of the same Microsoft Word file on his laptop and they were all thirty megabytes in size. I thought that was worth a look.”

			“But you don’t read Arabic.”

			“Not a word. Total chicken scratch,” he agreed. “I do Farsi.”

			“And you’re not a cyber-analyst,” Marisa observed.

			“Nope.”

			“And you still managed to get enough intel from it to pin this place as an insurgents’ weapons cache,” she finished.

			“That last bit has yet to be proven,” Jon said.

			“Humility doesn’t become you, Jon. But that was some nice work,” she told him.

			“I aim to please.”

			“What made you think you’d find something?” she asked.

			“Everyone makes mistakes. You just have to find them.”

			“That’s a happy thought. But you weren’t the first one to look at that laptop. Why didn’t any of the other guys find it?” Marisa asked.

			Jon shrugged. “The hard drive was stuffed with porn, and not the pretty kind. They were probably too busy with those particular folders.”

			“So why were the Word files so large?”

			“They all had embedded graphics. That’s when I called one of your boys who does read Arabic. Farzat was counterfeiting bills of lading for cargo boxes transiting the Syrian border at al-Qaim. They had everything listed as ‘medical supplies.’ My guess is that he was trying to make sure the forms didn’t look fuzzy when printed. So some of the Deltas took a day trip and grabbed some of those ‘supplies.’ Artillery shells, every one of them, all made in Iran. Probably meant for IEDs.” Jonathan reached up and adjusted the focus on his field glasses a hair.

			Marisa cursed. “I’d love to grab a few of those Iranian Quds Force officers who’re teaching the insurgents how to build them. Send them back to Tehran minus a few choice body parts.”

			“No argument here.”

			“And all of the crates were addressed to this place?” Marisa guessed.

			“Yeah, but we can’t figure out who owns the house. There was no addressee on the bills and half the property records in this country went up in smoke when the Army invaded.”

			“Whoever does hold the deed probably has an arsenal in the basement. Maybe we’ll get lucky and this’ll be the one that leads us to Zarqawi.”

			“Hope springs eternal,” Jon said. He pointed, then looked back through his binoculars. “Curtain’s going up.”

			At the compound wall, a Delta Force operator cut the chain by a side gate with bolt cutters and eight more moved past. The Deltas were all unshaven, scruffy hair, dressed in tactical pants and boots, with body armor over their T-shirts. They split into four-man stacks, half taking a position by either side of the door. The second man in the stack left of the door began fixing a frame charge to the front while his team scanned the area for threats.

			“I hope nobody’s on the other side when that goes off,” she said.

			“Nobody important, anyway.”

			•    •    •

			The frame charge ripped the door from the hinges, shredding it to kindling in an instant. The left stack of Deltas were through the hole before the sound faded, M4 carbines raised to eye level. Marisa watched the right stack follow through her Leica.

			“Always love that bit—” Jonathan started.

			A muffled thump erupted from the far street north of the compound, smoke and fire rising. He twisted his head and watched as the Humvee flipped in slow motion onto its side, the Ranger inside already dead and starting to burn. Silence on the comm, then yelling, and Marisa swearing off to his right, but his brain refused to process the jabber. Gunshots started to sound . . . somewhere, the cracks of M4s firing off rounds. He tried to scan the rooftops through the scope, but the time passed by so slow. Rangers on the street were yelling at him and each other and he couldn’t move fast enough—

			Then the world snapped into focus.

			“Contact! Mortar, half klik north!” somebody yelled over the radio.

			The mortar shell hit the rooftop seventy feet to the right. The shock wave knocked Jon prone and he felt it push him toward the edge. The wall of air, compressed hard, hit Marisa like a punch across her entire back and the woman pitched forward over the edge. Jon grabbed for her and managed to get his hand on her leg. Her weight dragged him forward. He pushed hard against the low wall with his one free hand, stopping his slide, then pulled against her, spinning himself until he could get his feet in front of him. He put his boots against the low concrete rise, grabbed Marisa with his other hand and pulled and lifted her back legs first with a grunt. He grabbed her belt and hauled, and finally she came up far enough to help, grabbing the roof wall with her hands.

			She rolled over onto her back, chest heaving, eyes wide. Mortars went off below, more yelling in two languages. Jon looked right—

			The snipers were dead, their bodies contorted and burning.

			The Rangers below had no overwatch. The mortar crew had the high ground.

			Jon scrambled to his feet and ran to the sniper post. The Barrett M82 was still there, lying by the parapet a few dozen feet away from its former owners. He lifted the gun, checked it for damage, then swung it to his right. The world seemed to be moving far slower than his mind was going.

			“Contact! Small-arms fire at northwest corner!” Another call from the other side of the compound.

			He could count the number of buildings with more than five stories on his two hands. The town was only a mile square and they were near the center, so any shot he had to take would be ridiculously close by sniper standards—

			Near the center. He didn’t like that thought.

			“Contact! Small-arms fire and RPG, south side!” People were yelling over each other on the radio now, contacts in every direction.

			“I suggest you D-Boys find a basement,” somebody called out over the radio to the men in the house.

			“Screw that,” one of the Deltas in the house replied. “Nobody’s home and the party’s outside. Coming out.”

			Another explosion tore up the dirt inside the compound’s northwest corner. The masonry soaked up the blast, protecting the Rangers on the street outside but they still ran for cover inside a covered porch just across the street. A third mortar round landed in the courtyard, this one ripping a hole out of the eastern wall.

			Finally Jon found them. There, on the mosque, by the dome, two men standing by a tube pointed at the sky. Dumb, he thought. Up on a roof, exposed. Can’t hit and run.

			One of them reached up to the barrel, dropped a round. Jon put the crosshairs on the man but he moved out of the way, reaching down for his next shell. Jon held the crosshairs on the empty space where the man would have to return. His heart was hammering at his ribs, hard enough to shake the rifle a bit, but the distance to the target was less than two hundred yards, close enough that it wouldn’t matter. He took a deep breath, let it go and stopped the urge to breathe again, then took up the slack on the Barrett’s trigger. The man stood. Jon drew his finger back.

			The rifle finally roared and the .50 round punched through the insurgent’s chest cavity. The bullet ripped his heart out . . . and Jon, with the scope to his eye, saw sunlight through the hole at a hundred fifty yards.

			The moment stretched out for eternity, the insurgent hanging in the air, the Iraq sun shining through his chest cavity, the look of shock just starting to form on his face—

			Then the world sped up and the insurgent collapsed, falling out of sight. His partner froze and Jon shifted the scope onto the second target. The insurgent was panicked, not thinking, and started to fire his AK-47 wildly, desperately trying to hit whoever had taken down his friend. Jonathan didn’t think. He pulled the trigger again. The bullet entered the man’s face at his nose and severed his brain stem as it went out the back. His head came apart in a red spray and that moment also slowed down, burning the image into Jon’s mind with a clarity and definition that he’d never known before.

			He stared at the space where the man had stood, trying to process what he’d just done. He closed his eyes tight. The image of the man’s head going to pieces was frozen there against the black void—

			“Jon?” Marisa said, panic rising in her voice.

			Jonathan opened his eyes again. Marisa had risen to a knee, her HK416 at her shoulder, shooting at someone he couldn’t spot immediately. Two more blasts ripped up bricks and rocks inside the compound within a second, dirt and cement flying in chunks, then a third. He scanned across the rooftops, couldn’t find the crews. At least two more mortar crews . . . ground level, behind some buildings, he realized. Not stupid like the first one. He wouldn’t be stopping those with the Barrett. “Super Three-One,” he yelled into the radio, calling out to the orbiting helicopter. “Multiple mortars. Don’t see them on the rooftops. They’re all yours.”

			“Roger that,” the pilot radioed back. The AH-6 Little Bird dove toward the town’s edge.

			“Contact!” someone called out over the radio. “Vehicle approaching northwest—”

			Jon heard the screeching of tires. A pickup roared around the northwest corner. “Down!” he yelled to Marisa. The woman fell prone next to him on the roof and covered her head with her hands.

			The Ranger standing in the back of the Humvee swung his M240 and fired, bullets ripping into the approaching bomb. The truck driver was torn apart by the stream of lead, blood and brains flying inside the vehicle, his body slumping forward, but the truck kept coming. It slammed into the Hummer, knocking it sideways, then disappearing into a fireball that rose far above the rooftop where Jon and Marisa sat. The entire building shook under them and Jonathan thought for a moment it might cave in and drop them onto the street.

			Sixty seconds, four dead. Jon was surprised to find his brain tracking the numbers.

			More gunfire from below, the Rangers firing down alleyways at targets Jonathan couldn’t see. Dirt was kicking up in columns large and small from mortars and bullets, soldiers moving to shelter, firing back in every direction. Muzzle flashes erupted from the windows of the nearby houses. All of the shooters were inside the buildings, firing out, none exposed on the roofs where Jon or the Little Bird could get open shots.

			 Kill box. We’re in a kill box.

			Marisa emptied her rifle at some window. She pulled another magazine out of Jonathan’s vest, ejected the empty and replaced it, racked the slide, and went back to business. “Jon, nine o’clock, two uglies tossing grenades down on the guys,” Marisa said. “Hunkered down on the roof. I can’t get ’em and I’m wasting your ammo trying.”

			Jonathan shifted his weapon, saw no one. A concrete porch jutted out from a second-story door above a butcher’s shop, with a cinder-block wall three feet high for a rail. A hand reached over and tossed a grenade into the street. It went off, hurting no one. It would be another shot less than a hundred yards. Jon watched the spot, waiting for them to stick a head up, but they refused him the courtesy. Another hand reached over, blindly tossing a grenade, this one landing on the other side of the car sheltering a pair of Rangers taking cover from the mortars. The grenade went off, blowing out windows and tires.

			One of the Rangers in the street raised up from behind a parked car, raised his rifle to his shoulder to fire at some target Jon didn’t see, then jerked, spun, and fell on his face. One of his fellows reached out, took him by the grab handle on his vest, and pulled him out of the open.

			“Man down! Medic! MEDIC!”

			Jon cursed, aimed the Barrett at the porch, judged the target by memory, and pulled the trigger. The .50 round covered the distance and smashed through the cinder block. He saw no impact, but blood sprayed against the porch door. The dead man’s partner figured out that the wall was no shield, jumped up, and began firing an AK-47 wildly. Marisa raised up onto one knee, hosed down the porch with her HK, three of her shots hitting the man in the stomach, and he fell over the wall into the street.

			Another mortar shell hit the roof, this time eighty feet left, and the shock wave knocked them flat again. “Time to be going,” Jon told her. “They’ve got our number.” He pushed himself up to a crouch. He shouldered his pack, grabbed both the Barrett and Marisa’s hand, and dragged her toward the side stairwell.

			•    •    •

			Bullets were hitting the parapets now. Someone hadn’t liked his work with the Barrett.

			“Get off the roof, Mari,” someone called out on the radio. “We’re bugging out.”

			“We have two dead up here—” she answered.

			“Not your problem,” the radio told her. “Four Blackhawks inbound, they’ll clean this place out and the Rangers will recover them. We need you to fall back.”

			“Roger that,” Marisa said, her response automatic. “See you at the MRAP.”

			“If you’re late, you’re humping it out on foot.”

			Jon reached the stairwell and stuck his head over. Insurgents were turkey-peeking around the far corner of the alley. He pulled his head back as one of the Iraqis jumped out and opened up, lead smacking off the stone stairs. “Can’t go down that way,” he told Marisa.

			“Five stories up,” she noted. “Can’t jump over the side.”

			Jon pointed to a mortar hole in the ceiling. They ran over, looked down, and saw no one. Jon drew his sidearm and went down into the hole, his Glock 17 in his gloved hands.

			The room was empty. “Clear,” he called out. Marisa sat on the hole’s edge and let Jon help her lower herself down from the roof, her khaki boots kicking up dust on the floor as she landed. Jon moved to a nearby doorway, pistol raised. Marisa put her HK to her shoulder, following behind.

			He kicked the door open, leaned out far enough to scan the hall, then stepped out of the room. He turned left, the Glock at eye level. Marisa came out behind him, sweeping the hallway behind. A stairwell was visible at the hallway’s far end. Smoke was starting to fill the corridor now, coming from whatever room the first mortar round had taken out. Gotta get downstairs before we can’t see.

			They were almost to the stairs when someone yelled in Arabic behind them. Marisa’s HK went off, a three-round burst, then another. Someone screamed in agony and the yelling turned to constant shouts. Jon pulled Marisa around the corner at the hallway’s end a half second before someone sent their own burst of gunfire toward them from the other end.

			“Go!” Jon yelled. He moved to the stairs, covered the hall, Glock up and firing, while Marisa took the stairs down by threes.

			No one met her at the bottom. “Clear!” she yelled. Jon followed her down and circled around to the next flight downward, Marisa covering the hallway on that floor. They moved through the hallways and down the staircases, covering each other as they moved for the building lobby that opened halfway down.

			The entrance was wrecked, glass in chunks everywhere that their boots crushed into smaller shards as they moved for the door.

			“Cover the hall,” he ordered. Marisa took position by the entryway to the corridor, her rifle pointed at the black-and-white-tiled floor. Jon reached the front door. Windows framed the wooden entrance on each side, the glass smashed out. Jon tried to scan their position but the small spaces restricted his vision too much. He turned to the door, stood to the side and opened it, checking the street.

			Another mortar shell took out a storefront up the street; the crack of guns was almost constant now, and yells and screams could still be heard from a distance he could judge over the other sounds. He’d fired enough AK-47s in training and knew the sound. There were far more of those going off than the M4s his unit carried.

			“MRAP, this is Mills, holding position inside the front door, down five stories under the sniper nest,” Marisa called out on the radio. “Any chance we can get a pickup?”

			“Roger that.”

			The next minute took a quick eternity to pass before Jon heard an engine roar and the massive armored carrier rumbled around the corner, drawing fire. The turret gunner riding on the back swung his weapon and poured lead into a nearby house. The vehicle stopped in front of Jon’s position, parked on the dirty sidewalk angled against the direction of the hostile fire, and the rear door opened almost into the building.

			“Mari!” Jon yelled. “You coming or staying?”

			The woman cursed and ran for the door. He covered the rear hallway with his pistol as she raced past him and leaped inside the armored vehicle. Arms reached out to grab her and they pulled her into the dark confines of the truck. Jon followed behind, unslinging his Barrett and handing it to the first set of hands he saw. He holstered his Glock, then pulled himself inside and jumped into the cramped space. Rangers were everywhere, almost no room to breathe. Another Ranger inside slammed the rear door and threw the handle, locking it shut. Bullets snapped against the metal door and the top gunner returned fire round for round.

			“Go! Go! Go!”

			The driver shifted gears and stomped the pedal. The MRAP moved with a jerk, tossing everyone toward the back. Jon caught Marisa, saving her from cracking her head on the rear door. “Watch the hands, boy,” she muttered.

			Jon’s answer was cut off by the sound of the machine gunner above yelling something no one could hear over the sound of the big weapon firing. The driver was cursing Iraqis in ways that suggested he should’ve joined the Navy instead. The MRAP picked up speed, then pitched off axis as something exploded nearby. The driver straightened it out, shifted a gear, and let the monster truck have all the gas it wanted.

			“You okay?” Jon asked. Marisa was still pushed up against him. She made no effort to extricate herself.

			“Still here,” she replied. “Everything’s attached.”

			“That’s something.” Jon slumped back against the rear metal door, his hands trembling hard, and he closed his eyes.

			“Jon? Are you okay?” Marisa knelt down beside him. The man was pressing his hands hard against his eyes and his whole body was shaking. “Are you shot?” she asked, panic creeping into her voice.

			“No.”

			“Then what is it?”

			Behind closed eyes, Jon saw an insurgent’s head come apart, Iraqi sunlight shining through the hole in another man’s chest. “I see it . . . I can’t stop seeing it.”

			He knew that he would be seeing it for a very long time.

		

	
		
			TWELVE YEARS LATER

		

	
		
			MV Markarid

			The Gulf of Aden

			Rappelling onto the ship was a terrible risk.

			The enemy surely was carrying rocket-propelled grenades that could knock a helicopter from the sky and the entire team would die either in a fireball or in the water. But there is no good way to board a hostile ship on the open sea save to come alongside with grapnels or caving ladders and climb aboard. It was night and a rare squall cut the visibility across the waves, but the enemy might hear an outboard motor and the operation would then become an assault on an elevated, fortified position. The enemy would be crouched behind metal rails, shooting AK-47s down at men trying to climb wet ropes with no cover.

			Rappelling was the only option.

			The enemy was not completely foolish. Lookouts stood fore and aft, but the man keeping watch on the foredeck was half asleep, smoking cigarettes to stay awake, and couldn’t see more than fifty feet out into the ocean. There was no moon and the Markarid’s own deck lights didn’t illuminate far in the rain. The rush of the bow through the water muffled the sound of the Bell 214 helicopter until it was close enough.

			A single round from an Austrian Steyr .50 rifle punched through the lookout’s chest and buried itself in the deck, and the pirate went down without a sound.

			The first four men dropped their rope bags out the door, pushed out of the cabin, and fast-roped to the deck. There was movement on the deck aft of their landing zone. The enemy had spotted them now and panicked Somalis were rushing around the bridge. A hostile rushed out from the ship’s island carrying a long tube and lifted it to his shoulder. The Bell’s door gunner saw him, swiveled his GAU-16 toward the man and opened fire. Ten .50 rounds hit the target and spun him sideways, spraying blood. The pirate’s dying reflex was to press the RPG-7’s trigger. The warhead fired down at the deck, then ricocheted off at a flat angle. It flew wildly in a crazy arc until it struck a cargo container and exploded, blowing bits of other men into the sea and onto the bulkheads.

			The sniper saw it through his Steyr’s scope and cursed. The fireball left a burning hole in the deck with smoke rolling off into the wet air. There were no other ships within visual range in this storm and the rain would quickly snuff the fire, but satellites could see such things and this mission was covert.

			The second four-man stick slid down to join their brothers and the sniper followed. He unhooked his harness, pulled the Steyr over his shoulder, then waved. The door gunner released the ropes, then yelled to the pilot, who made the helicopter a moving target again, flying slowly along the starboard side toward the cargo ship’s stern.

			The sniper knelt on the roof of a cargo container and extended the bipod under his rifle. The other men raised their carbines and moved aft.

			One of the braver pirates stood from behind the rail, shouldered his rifle and fired, hitting nothing, then yelled and waved at other men, trying to direct them forward. The sniper put the crosshairs on the man’s chest. It wasn’t a long shot—the Markarid was only 199 meters long. The Steyr’s barrel erupted and the .50 round took out much of the target’s chest when it passed through his center mass.

			The pirates were in a panic now. They’d seen men go down in one gory spray after another, which left most of them afraid to stick their heads up. One raised his AK above the metal rail and pulled the trigger, firing blind and waving the gun in the general direction where he thought the soldiers were. The gun kicked high and most of the bullets landed somewhere in the Gulf.

			The sniper reached for another bullet tucked into his vest, an armor-­piercing round. The Steyr was a single-shot, bolt-action rifle, which forced the sniper to reload each round by hand. He slid the black-tipped slug into the ejection port and pushed the bolt forward. He stared through the Leupold Ultra M3A scope mounted on the Picatinny rail above the Steyr barrel.

			The pirate hiding behind the rail raised his AK again and began waving it over the railing as he fired. The Steyr roared, the bullet punched through the metal barrier, and the sniper saw the pirate’s blood paint the bulkhead behind in a red spray.

			The assault teams reached the superstructure. Now they would have to shift to urban warfare tactics. The ship was the length of a skyscraper and full of narrow passageways, metal doors, and hatchways—countless places to hide and barricade and ambush. They would control the bridge in a few minutes, but clearing the ship would take much longer.

			Time to abandon the Steyr. The sniper had his own MPT-9. He checked the carbine and started to move forward. It took him more than a minute to reach the strike teams waiting for him at the superstructure.

			Sargord (Major) Heidar Elham of Iran’s Army of the Guardians of the Islamic Revolution took the lead position, raised his rifle to eye level, nudged open the hatch, and stepped inside.

			•    •    •

			Elham stomped up rusting metal stairs that swayed slightly under his feet. The vessel struck a hard wave and the soldier’s stomach twinged a bit. Drugs alone were keeping his dinner down and he wondered why Allah would leave it to the Great Satan to invent something so useful as Dramamine.

			Elham loosened the strap on his carbine, which hung vertically in front, his right hand resting on the pistol grip. He pulled his balaclava off his head and stuffed it into one of the pockets on his vest, which was already heavy with his radio and other kit. The humidity in the Gulf of Aden held the heat like a sponge and he thought about pulling his gloves off, but decided against it. It was dark, pitching ships had an infinite number of exposed metal surfaces, corrosion was everywhere on this one, and he had no desire to risk tetanus.

			The sound of gunfire ripped the air behind him, echoing up from belowdecks through some open hatch closer to the ship’s bow. Elham didn’t flinch. He knew the sound of his own men’s weapons.

			Pirates were vicious people, but they had no training, no coordination, no organized tactics. Like all bullies, the pirates had been terrified to face someone more capable than themselves. It had been the slaughter he’d expected and Elham was fine with that. Now his men were clearing compartments, looking for cowards hiding under some bunk or inside some locker or cargo container. His own team had taken no casualties beyond a sprained ankle when one of his men had lost his footing on a ladder trying to reach cover.

			Elham reached the top of the ladder and found three of his men smoking Russian cigarettes. It was a foul habit for a soldier, Elham thought. A man who tried to stay in shape for ten-kilometer forced marches and then smoked to relax was a fool, though he kept such thoughts to himself. He kept his disapproval to a short look and a grunt.

			“Is he aboard?” Elham asked. Maybe he changed his mind, the soldier thought. Maybe he won’t come—

			“Inside,” one of the men answered. “He arrived ten minutes ago, while you were below.”

			Elham gritted his teeth, then pushed open the metal door and stepped through onto the bridge.

			Eight Somali pirates were kneeling on the floor in a circle facing inward, hands behind their heads. Most were teenagers, maybe in their early twenties at the oldest. He knew their type, arrogant and cruel as long as they were the only ones with guns. They weren’t arrogant now and they’d had no practice at hiding their fear.

			The bridge reeked of blood and khat, the foul weed that these Somali pirates chewed. They’d had two days’ control of the ship during which to spit their juice all over the floor. Whether the blood belonged to any of the other pirates or to the missing crew, Elham didn’t know yet. Somali pirate crews had general orders from their warlord patrons not to kill hostages needlessly, but they weren’t always faithful to them and Markarid’s captain had been under specific orders not to surrender the ship.

			Another burst of gunfire sounded from the deck, then a pair of screams erupted somewhere behind one of the deck cranes. His men fired again and the screaming stopped short. Ammunition was held cheap tonight.

			Elham looked to the pirates and studied their reactions as they heard the violent deaths of their comrades. None of them soiled their pants, which surprised him. Several probably had done so earlier, before being brought to the bridge.

			He was not here for them. Elham turned to the forward windows, through which he could see the entire forward deck of the ship. A man stood by the helm, midfifties, slim, gray throughout his beard. Hossein Ahmadi clearly was not a soldier. Both his clothing and his physique confirmed that. The man was smoking his own Russian cigarette and Elham knew where his men had gotten their supply.

			“Dr. Ahmadi.”

			“Are we secure?” Ahmadi took a drag on his cigarette and exhaled the smoke through his nose. Only then did he turn to face Elham.

			“Secure enough.”

			“What was their course?” Ahmadi asked, nodding his head slightly toward the prisoners.

			“Bound for Eyl.”

			“Of course.” Eyl was the major pirate haven on Somali’s eastern coast. Dozens of seized vessels and a few hundred hostages were held there at any given time. Ahmadi turned and stared out the windows down at the smoldering hole in the middeck just forward of the conning tower. “And that?”

			“A thermobaric round fired from an RPG. Several of the TBG-7V warheads were missing from the cargo hold. We recovered all but one.”

			Another drag of the cigarette. “How do you find the crew?”

			“I find them not well. Eight dead and another six wounded. Fifteen more safe, but suffering from dehydration and contusions. We’ve moved them to the galley for treatment. This scum”—Elham nudged a pirate’s head with the barrel of his rifle—“pitched the dead over the side and locked the survivors in the galley. I’ve ordered a second sweep to be sure, but I think we’ve found all of the crew that we’re going to find.”

			“And the captain?” Ahmadi asked.

			“Dead.”

			Ahmadi said nothing for almost a minute as he sucked the cigarette down to the nub. “He was the son of a dear friend,” his voice almost flat. “And the pirates?”

			“Besides this rabble there were twelve belowdecks. We executed eleven. Their remains are lined up on the deck for your inspection.”

			Ahmade frowned. “Only eleven?”

			“The twelfth was the leader.” Elham turned and shouted an order. Two members of his team maneuvered their way through the entry onto the bridge carrying another Somali by his armpits. They dropped him in a shivering heap onto the deck, where he groaned for a second, then started whimpering.

			Ahmadi knelt by the man. “He found the cargo?” he asked.

			Elham turned his head and looked out the forward windows. He’d known that question was coming and wished he could lie about the answer, but doing that would stop nothing in the long run. Perhaps it would have bought him time to get away from this mission but he’d never been one to avoid his duty. “One container breached in the forward hold,” Elham said.

			Ahmadi hissed through his teeth. “This one went through it.” It wasn’t a question.

			“Yes. One squad discovered the damage while searching the hold for pirates.”

			“How did he breach the casings?” Ahmadi asked, furious.

			“It seems that he used some of the other equipment we had stored below.” Elham shifted his rifle in his hands and stared down at the captives kneeling on the deck. “Your orders?”

			Ahmadi stood and looked around at his men. “Clear the bridge of this garbage and seal the hold. Change course, heading one-eight-five until further notice.”

			“We’re not going home?” Elham asked. His surprise was an act. “We should return for a proper crew—”

			“You know what this vessel carries?”

			“Not precisely,” Elham admitted. “But I know who you are, so I can guess.”

			“Then you know that there is too much invested here,” Ahmadi answered. “Sargord, take charge of the ship and proceed on course to the destination port, best possible speed.”

			You mean you have too much invested, Elham thought. You were stupid to send this ship and crew out so lightly armed. This entire operation was a gamble not worth taking in his view, but he kept the thought to himself. Ahmadi was a connected man—connected at Tehran’s highest levels—and crossing him would be unwise.

			Ahmadi turned to the windows and stared out over the massive vessel. “Can you repair that?” he asked, pointing at the smoking hole in the deck.

			“No,” Elham told him. “Even if we had the engineers, we don’t have the equipment or materials needed to fix something of that size.”

			“Hide it, then,” Ahmadi ordered. “Cover it with something.”

			“Someone might see it before we can finish the job. Their satellites might have already spotted it,” Elham protested. “We should—”

			“Don’t presume to tell me what we should do,” Ahmadi said, cutting the major off.

			Elham paused and thought carefully about his answer. “Very well. And them?” He nodded toward the Somalis.

			Ahmadi stared at the captives for a few seconds, then shrugged. “We are fortunate that the security of the operation and justice demand the same thing, so let justice be done.” Then he nodded at the pirate curled up on the floor. “Except that one. A commanding officer is responsible for the actions of his men, is he not?”

			“Always,” Elham agreed.

			“Then we will leave that one to Allah.”

			Foolishness, Elham thought. Rumors were that Ahmadi was not a religious man. Elham had no problem believing that. He had seen Ahmadi’s kind before. No matter. Elham wasn’t an overly religious man himself, but in this case he was perfectly ready to accept God’s judgment. These pirates had killed his countrymen. Mercy was for the merciful. Christians had that much right at least.

			USS Vicksburg (CG-69)

			Combined Task Force 150

			The Gulf of Aden

			Red sky at morning . . . 

			Captain “Dutch” Riley had always paid attention to that old adage. It wasn’t true for every sea in the world, but old wisdom survived for a reason and technology didn’t change a sailor’s job as much as junior officers liked to think. A few hundred generations of sailors had lacked any better way to forecast storms than staring at the sky and Riley wondered which captain had finally cracked the weather code. Whoever that man was, he’d stood on the deck of his wooden vessel morning after morning, maybe for years, staring at the horizon until something clicked in his head. That was the key. Man had spent enough time connecting with the sea and sky around him to finally understand how his world worked. The sea was always trying to talk, but too many sailors weren’t listening anymore.

			It was just too easy to get disconnected from the sea these days, especially on the bigger ships. He’d gone whole days without seeing the sky as a junior officer on the Bunker Hill and the Leyte Gulf. Those days could turn into weeks, easy, on a carrier where stepping onto the flight deck was a life-threatening exercise. Riley didn’t even like thinking about what life on a submarine would be like. So he walked the deck at dawn, enjoyed the slight rolling of the ship under his feet, and thanked heaven that he could suck in the fresh air whenever he felt like it and listen to the water.

			Not that there was much to hear at the moment. The sky was clear today and the only breeze came from Vicksburg’s own forward motion. It’s September, Riley reminded himself. Another few weeks before the monsoons. Vicksburg would be on her way home by then—

			“Good morning, Captain.” Riley turned his head without lifting his arms off the rail. Command Master Chief Amos LeJeune was a tall man, half a head taller than Riley, and thin with a frame built from a life of eating bayou food. He carried the usual second mug, which he delivered to his commanding officer, reserving his salute until the captain took the offering.

			“Yet to be determined, Master Chief,” Riley said, returning the salute. He took a swig of LeJeune’s brew into his mouth—good stuff. “But the coffee’s decent, so we’re off to a good start.” Decent was an understatement. He was sure he tasted chicory.

			“Nice to see that I don’t have to start digging out of a hole so early in the day,” LeJeune agreed. The Cajun took a small swig from his own cup.

			“Six months aboard today,” Riley observed. “You miss the Blue Ridge yet?” The Blue Ridge was the command ship for the Navy’s Seventh Fleet in the Pacific.

			“The Hotel Blue Ridge?” LeJeune asked. “No, sir. She’s a fine ship, that one. Good chilimac. But it’s nice to be on a ship armed with something bigger than a .50 cal. Command ships run at the first sign of trouble and they do it proud. Thought it would be fun to ride toward the trouble for once.”

			“Sorry to disappoint,” Riley said. “This isn’t exactly a hotbed, is it?”

			“Hot, anyway,” LeJeune told him. “Not your fault, sir. Just luck of the draw on the orders. Not that I mind chasing pirates. Oldest naval duty that ever was. But I wouldn’t mind pushing the button to launch a Harpoon at somebody who deserves it.”

			“Me too, Master Chief—”

			“Sir!”

			Riley didn’t remember the name of the female seaman apprentice running toward him along the starboard rail. He’d met every member of the crew but it was tough to keep four hundred names in his head. These kids all came and went too fast.

			The seaman slowed to a halt and saluted. “Captain. Master Chief.” Salutes returned, the seaman caught her breath for a second. “Sorry to disturb you, sirs. We’ve got a life raft, maybe three hundred yards off, passing port side aft. Can’t see if there’s anyone in it, but I don’t have glasses.” By which she meant binoculars. “Sorry ’bout that, sir.”

			 Life raft? Riley thought. There hadn’t been any reports of ships in distress in these waters. “Very well.” He turned to LeJeune. “Master Chief, orders to the bridge, all engines stop. And get Winter up here. We might need the doc.”

			“Aye, sir.” LeJeune took Riley’s coffee mug and his own into one hand and threw the contents of both over the side before jogging off toward the ship’s towering superstructure.

			Riley faced the seaman again. “Show me.”

			“Aye, sir.” The seaman turned and ran aft with her commanding officer behind.

			•    •    •

			That young lady has some good eyes, Riley thought. The seaman had underestimated the distance, easy to do on the ocean, where there were no landmarks to help the eye judge size or range, but seeing the raft at all had been a feat. It was a good five hundred yards away and he struggled to make the rescue craft out with his middle-aged eyes until someone fetched him binoculars.

			A pair of petty officers guiding their own dinghy dragged the raft by a towline back to Vicksburg. Riley could tell from their body language that there was a smell coming off it that could wither a sailor’s nose. They pulled alongside, Riley could see a single body in the raft and the bloating told him everything he needed to know about the castaway’s current state.

			LeJeune leaned over Riley’s shoulder. “I think we’re coming a bit late for this one, Captain,” he offered.

			“I think you’re right,” Riley agreed, following with a private curse. He looked behind him. Most of the crew on deck had heard the scuttlebutt and the few whose duties left them close enough wandered over to see the recovery, morbid though it was going to be. “Master Chief, clear these kids out of here. I don’t want them to see this. Then call the officer of the deck. All engines ahead two thirds as soon as we’ve got this thing aboard. Get some breeze going to carry this smell off the ship.”

			“Aye, sir,” LeJeune said, quiet enough for only Riley to hear. “We’ll be seeing this in our sleep for a while.” He turned to the assembled crew and began barking orders that Riley didn’t hear for his focus on the corpse. Smart man that he was, LeJeune started herding the crew toward the far end of the fo’s’cle.

			The raft came aboard and the sight was something that Riley wished he could erase from his brain the moment he took it in. The carcass was that of an African man, he presumed, but Riley couldn’t discern any more than that. The face was unrecognizable, the skin blistered, and the arms and legs were twisted at bizarre angles at the knees and elbows. How long has this guy been out here? he wondered. A couple of weeks at least.

			The chief medical officer, Thane Winter, stepped up next to Riley and offered him an open tub of Vicks VapoRub. “Put some of this under your nostrils, sir, and breathe through your mouth. It’ll help.” Riley took the CMO’s advice, then handed the tub over to the closest crewman and it began to make the rounds. Winter was right, almost. Riley could still smell the corpse but the mint odor lessened his stomach’s urge to dredge up his breakfast. One of the other petty officers on deck wasn’t so fortunate. The tub didn’t get passed around fast enough and he lost his morning meal over the rail.

			Winter pulled on a pair of latex gloves and stepped forward to examine the new passenger, passing through the other sailors who were retreating in the other direction to a safe distance. “I think he’s dead, sir,” one of the officers called out. It was a poor joke and no one laughed.

			There’s another candidate for med school, Riley thought, and silenced the heckler with a look. The few remaining sailors began to disperse of their own accord. Morbid curiosity couldn’t survive long in the face of the smell, it seemed.

			Riley felt the ship surge under his feet, the engines pushing her ahead. He saw LeJeune working his way back to the ship’s bow. Winter stood and pulled the gloves from his hands. “Shot through both knees. And someone crushed his hands before they threw him into the raft. He couldn’t have launched it and he certainly couldn’t have steered it even if he had paddles aboard, which he didn’t. No means of propulsion. No navigation or signaling equipment either. No food, just a couple of water bottles. He didn’t even drink one of them. Probably couldn’t get the caps off.”

			Riley winced. “Somebody wanted this guy to hurt.”

			“Somebody got their wish,” Winter agreed. “He’s also got burns under his clothes that weren’t caused by exposure.”

			“Torture?” Riley asked.

			“Maybe,” Winter replied. “I won’t know until I can do a work-up on him.” Riley grimaced at the thought of keeping the corpse aboard.

			“It wouldn’t be the first time pirates got into an argument over the loot,” LeJeune offered.

			Winter shrugged. “This was a murder, Captain,” he said. “We need to document the evidence, then transfer the body to Bahrain for autopsy.”

			Riley took a deep breath through his mouth, then stared back down at the body. “Okay. You can get everything up here on deck?” Winter nodded. “Good,” the captain said, relieved. “It would take us a month to get the smell out belowdecks. Get your pictures and get ’em fast. Then call Naval Support in Bahrain and get me an answer within the hour. If they don’t want him, we’ll do a burial at sea. And make sure we’re handling the body according to the local traditions.”

			“Aye aye, sir. I’ll round up the chaplain.” Winter marched off.

			LeJeune watched the doctor go, and then turned back to his captain. “I’m afraid to ask, sir, but what’re my orders?”

			Riley gave the senior enlisted man a rueful look. “Somebody’s got to get this guy into a body bag, Master Chief. Maybe it’ll help keep the smell down.”

			“Aye, sir. That’s what I thought.” LeJeune jogged away to catch up with Winter.

			Riley exhaled and looked down at the corpse. He finally saw the blood and vomit dried on the bottom of the raft. The body had covered the gory stain until Winter had shifted the bloated man and exposed it.

			 . . . Sailors take warning, Riley thought, finishing the adage that had started his morning walk on deck. Can’t wait to make this one somebody else’s problem.

		

	
		
			DAY ONE

		

	
		
			Memorial Garden

			CIA Headquarters

			Kathryn Cooke didn’t visit the Memorial Garden often. The water in the pond was surprisingly clear today and it rippled a bit as the waterfall rolled gently over gray rocks into the fishpond. The grass inside the low concrete shelf was growing again, and a Canadian goose was picking at the ground looking for breakfast, soon to be chased away by rain from black clouds that were moving in from the west. The Original Headquarters Building stood to the south a few meters away, the auditorium—called the Bubble for its shape—just behind her a few feet away. The Nathan Hale statue, worn and discolored by decades of abuse at the hands of the Virginia climate, was a bit farther to the east.

			She closed her eyes and listened to the quiet sounds of the waterfall until she lost track of the time. It was a good spot to think when the weather was right—

			“He was a terrible spy.”

			She knew the voice but it wasn’t a morning to smile. “Jonathan,” she said.

			“Madam Director.” His tone was overly formal.

			Cooke finally opened her eyes and stared at the man now sitting on the bench beside her. Jonathan Burke, the chief of the Red Cell, didn’t turn his head at all.

			“Nathan Hale,” Jonathan said, nodding at the weathered statue. “Brave man, bad spy. No tradecraft, no cover story, above-average height and facial scars made him unforgettable to the Tory officer in Boston who saw him. Not getting caught on his first mission would have been a small miracle. If it weren’t for his pithy last words, which historians are certain he didn’t say, nobody would’ve remembered him.”

			“So it’s a monument to stupidity?” Cooke asked.

			“No, to bravery,” he conceded. “We need our heroes, even if they aren’t always the smartest people.” He snorted. “Anyway, you wanted to see me.”

			“Yes. But I hadn’t told anyone yet, least of all you.”

			“So I saved you the trouble of a call,” he said.

			“You’re annoying, you know that?” she asked.

			“Being right covers a multitude of sins.”

			Cooke tried to let her anger drain away. Jon was arrogant but he earned his keep, even if he was too bold in calling her out. But she hadn’t reprimanded him, had she? Not many people could get away with that and even fewer of that small group worked for her. “And how did you know where to find me?” she asked.

			“You work in a building full of spies.”

			His isn’t-it-obvious? tone bordered on insubordination, but Cooke let it go. Again. She usually did. It was his version of a sense of humor, but it was beyond her how this man could alienate so many of his peers and, at the same time, maintain a network of informants inside headquarters that reached all the way to the seventh floor. “And you have assets inside my office?”

			“Surely you’re not asking me to reveal sources and methods,” Burke answered, his voice flat with mild sarcasm. “Besides, I’m told that women like a man of mystery.”

			“That was true before I came to work in a building full of spies. Here I’ve learned to appreciate the virtues of honest men. Not to mention humble ones,” Cooke countered. “Where’s your partner?”

			“Kyra’s at the Farm, renewing her field certifications. She’ll be back tomorrow. Just has to requalify on the Glock and she’s done.”

			“Generous of you to let her go,” Cooke observed.

			“Generosity is irrelevant.” He looked annoyed. “Meetings with other analysts go more smoothly when half of the Red Cell is firearms-­certified.”

			“I’m sure. You should’ve kept yours up-to-date. Days like this, you might need it in case I decide to send you to someplace very, very dangerous.” Cooke repressed a smirk. “You know, when I first sent Kyra to the Red Cell, I didn’t intend for you to keep her. The Clandestine Service spent a lot of time and money training that girl. Clarke Barron would like to have her back instead of watching her sit at a desk writing papers.”

			“Her choice,” Jonathan said. “She can go anytime she wants. We’ve never made the rotation formal.”

			“Clarke thinks you’re holding her down.”

			Jon shook his head. “They steal a dozen analysts from the Directorate of Intelligence every year. Barron’s just mad that I might have brought someone back from the dark side.”

			“It’s a good thing to have case officers with analytical training,” Cooke observed. “It makes for better collection.”

			“It’s a good thing to have analysts with field experience,” Jon retorted. “It makes for better analysis.”

			Cooke sighed. Time to change the subject. “Have you read the President’s Daily Brief this morning?”

			“Not yet,” Jonathan admitted.

			Cooke nodded, picked up a binder sitting on the bench beside her, and handed it to the man. She motioned for him to open the notebook. “Three days ago, the USS Vicksburg pulled a corpse out of the Gulf of Aden a hundred miles off the coast of Somalia,” she started. “African male, midthirties. The deceased was found in a life raft without any means of navigation or propulsion. The captain assumed that he was a Somali pirate.”

			“Probably a safe bet. Not many good reasons for Somali men to be that far out in the Gulf,” Jonathan observed.

			“The victim’s knees had been shot off and his hands had been crushed. The bones were practically powder. NSA Bahrain performed the autopsy, but couldn’t establish a time of death. He’d been out there awhile . . . exposure to the elements and such. Pages two through six. I apologize if you haven’t had lunch yet.” It was ten o’clock in the morning.

			The next several pages were color photographs of the deceased. Jonathan studied each one while Cooke stared away in silence. He reached the coroner’s report and read through the paperwork more slowly than she would have preferred.

			After more than a minute, he looked up. “Burns under the clothes. Interesting.”

			“The Vicksburg’s chief medical officer thought it could be torture but he couldn’t identify the tool used on him. There was no pattern so the CMO theorized it might have been some kind of chemical burn.”

			“You want me to find the ship he came from,” Jon said.

			“Nobody loves a pirate but someone really had a grudge against this one,” Cooke explained. “I’m thinking that maybe his crew attacked a ship that somebody really didn’t want captured.”

			“Maybe,” Jonathan said. “Somali pirates seized the cargo ship Moscow University back in 2010 and the Russian Navy took it back a day later. But it was just carrying crude oil . . . nothing illegal.”

			“Yes, but the Russians publicized that raid. Nobody has gone public with this one, and from the state of the body, the raid happened a while ago,” Cooke pointed out. “This could be Iranians smuggling rockets to Hamas or Hezbollah . . . maybe the Russians running guns into a half-dozen African states. Lots of possibilities, none of them good.”

			“True,” Jonathan admitted. “The time interval would make it tough to identify the ship.”

			“The analysts tell me that there’s no way to find that ship without a starting point in time and space and a general course heading, none of which we have.”

			“You expected a different answer?” Jonathan asked.

			“You don’t sound surprised,” Cooke countered.

			“They’ll look at this as a geometry problem,” he explained. “Take the geographic starting point, multiply the number of hours since death by the maximum possible speed of the vessel and calculate the product of the equation. Pull out a map and draw a circle with the starting point at the center and the radius in miles traveled. Then they’ll wait a month for the State Department to coordinate with a few dozen other countries to investigate every ship that’s docked during the time frame at every port inside the circle. A general course heading would reduce the possibilities, maybe by half, but the problem set would still be prohibitively large.” He turned toward Kathy and finally looked her in the eyes. “You want me to do better.”

			“Isn’t that the Red Cell’s job? To solve the puzzles that other analysts find impossible?” Cooke asked.

			“Only as a favor to you. It’s not actually in the job description,” Jon told her. “The geometry method is one approach to finding a ship. It isn’t the only one, often not the best one, and its utility declines the farther out you get from the starting point in both space and time.” He shoved the photographs back into the binder. “I’m taking this,” he said, holding up the file. “I’ll call when I have something.”

			“Thank you for doing this,” Cooke said. “You could have made it unpleasant.”

			“The day is young.”

			He stood, then paused. Cooke looked up and was surprised to find him staring down at her. She smiled up at him. Not here, not now. There were a hundred office windows with a view of the garden.

			“Jon?” Cooke said.

			“Yes?”

			“I’ve missed you.”

			Jon didn’t answer for what seemed like a minute. “You know where to find me,” he said finally. It wasn’t a rebuke. “You should leave that office a little more.”

			“President Stuart only had a year left in office when he gave me the call. I thought they would replace me after the election,” Cooke said. “I serve at the pleasure of the president.”

			“I never asked you to resign.”

			“No, you didn’t,” she said. “I just wanted you to know that hasn’t gone unnoticed.”

			Jonathan smiled only slightly, then marched away on the sidewalk that wrapped around the Old Headquarters Building to the northwest entrance. Cooke closed her eyes again. After another five minutes, she gave up and walked in the other direction to the front doors.

			The Farm

			Somewhere in the Virginia Tidewater

			The Glock 17 kicked up in Kyra Stryker’s hands and she pulled it back down until the sights lined up with the target’s head again. The trigger had a smooth five-pound pull; she sent another round downrange and the bullet punched through the paper right where she wanted. The slug sent up a puff of dust from the dry dirt backstop twenty feet behind, one of a dozen kicked up at that moment by other shooters standing to either side.

			She had a rhythm going now, two shots per second, still loud enough to come thumping through her earmuffs. Her first trainers had taught her to aim for center mass and she put the last three bullets there just to prove she could do it right, but today she was pushing herself. The requalification shoot would be the one that counted and going for the head now would make the target’s chest look a mile wide by dinnertime.

			The Glock locked open, ready to receive another magazine, but Kyra had expended the four that she’d hand-loaded. The certification test would be for the Glock only, but Kyra tried never to miss a chance to fire something with a little more kick when the opportunity arose. She waited until the other shooters stopped, then ran out with the group to swap out her target for a fresh sheet. She wanted a pristine outline to work with for the other gun.

			The Heckler & Koch 417 was a beautiful piece of work, a gas-­operated battle rifle with a twelve-inch barrel and holographic sight. She pushed a clip into the body and chambered the first round. The weapon felt heavy for its size but that’s what slings were for. She took a breath, released it, and stifled the reflex to inhale again. She looked through the sight, picked her spot, put her finger inside the guard and pulled back on the trigger. The barrel erupted, flash and smoke, and the rifle kicked just hard enough to hurt.

			She emptied that magazine, twenty rounds, every burst in the target’s head, then the second and third. She liked this gun, had thought about buying one for herself, but her salary didn’t allow it, not yet anyway. She could be patient. The Agency gave her enough time with its toys to satisfy her urge.

			Her ammo expended, Kyra stretched her arms behind her back to work out the soreness in her shoulder. She would need a heat wrap on it tonight after a long, hotter shower and Kyra still wanted to hit the jogging trail that ran behind the student billets through the old-growth forest that lined the river.

			She swept the empty magazines into her range bag and cleaned her station. Several of the other shooters, all men, she realized, were staring—half at her, half at her target. The bullet holes were all in nice, tight circles at the forehead and center mass of the thoracic cavity and Kyra had been shooting for fun, not for score. Still, she had done as well as any man here could’ve managed and better than most.

			She realized that the closest gawker was speaking to her and had forgotten that she still had ear protection on and couldn’t hear him. She pulled off the headset.

			“What?” Kyra asked.

			“I said, you’re a SPO, right?” A security protective officer, one of the guards who kept the unwashed masses out of Agency facilities.

			Kyra looked past the man and scanned the firing line, where the other men had pulled down their ear protectors to hear her answer. She wondered if they hadn’t been taking bets. Kyra looked at the man’s face and she saw instantly that he was trying to project confidence, bordering on bravado, but a twitch around his right eye betrayed a sense of nervousness. He was wearing a tactical shirt and pants but both were relatively new, hardly worn. Not an operator. Those were all former soldiers and Special Forces who spent more time in the bush than in buildings, and they all came to the Agency with considerable weapons training. Her talent for observation had suggested it but the man’s target confirmed it. The shot pattern on his target was respectable but not impressive. A case-officer trainee, then, like she had been a few years before.

			That would make you more comfortable, wouldn’t it? she thought. If I had some good reason to be better than you?

			She shook her head.

			“Then who are you?” the man asked.

			She pulled off her safety glasses, dropped them and the ear protection into the bag, and then zipped it up. “I’m an analyst,” she said.

			Half the men on the line whooped, the other half cursed, and her interrogator grimaced as his face flushed red. He turned back toward his comrades and shuffled through the dust. She was sure he’d be on the business end of some late-night hazing now.

			Kyra holstered the Glock, then slung the bag and the HK over her shoulder, and walked back toward the range house.

			•    •    •

			The jogging trail was a mile of wide gravel and cleared dirt through the pines and old-growth trees, with poison ivy and Virginia creeper on the sides to keep runners on the path. It started by the main road that ran past the dining hall and her billet, bordered a field of unexploded ordnance, or so the signs warned, then curved west into the woods. The Virginia humidity was still on the rise in late spring and the evening air was cooler than normal for this time of year. It had been getting dark when Kyra set out, but the moon was full and she plowed on through the night. She’d even decided to tackle the challenge course despite the inherent danger of attacking such obstacles in the dark. Broken ankles and torn ligaments were real possibilities, as was spending the night in the forest a mile from her billet, crippled, until some other jogger came along in the morning to help her back. But daylight wasn’t a luxury or even a friend in the intelligence business . . . it was the enemy often as not, something to be shunned. Darkness was the ally for those who weren’t afraid of it.

			An intelligence officer who was afraid of the dark was in the wrong business.

			Kyra pushed through the course and made it back to her billet in time to catch the bar with time to spare, a hot shower notwithstanding. She’d missed dinner, but she’d had the dining-hall chow enough times to know that was no great loss and there were plenty of all-night dives close by.

			Kyra rested her elbows on the hardwood trim that lined the bar counter, set her glass down on the granite top, and scanned the room. It was almost empty. The flat-panel televisions were all tuned to news channels that were recycling the same stories for the second time since she’d arrived. The fireplace behind her was framed by a pair of elephant tusks mounted on wooden bases that sat on the stone hearth. She couldn’t imagine how they had made their way to the Farm, or how the Agency had even allowed it, but she supposed that some cowboy from the Special Activities Center had smuggled them in. Three men were playing pool badly at a nearby table. One lonely soul was throwing darts at an old board to her left and Kyra hoped the young man didn’t have aspirations of becoming a professional.

			Her cell phone rang, a Bruce Hornsby song that turned the bartender’s head. Kyra looked at the screen on the phone, then smiled. “Hey, Jon.”

			“You’re at the bar, aren’t you?” he asked without preamble.

			“Yep.” Really, Jon? Where’s the trust?

			“Beer?”

			“Ginger ale,” Kyra answered. And proud of it.

			“Ginger ale and what?”

			“And ice.”

			“Good for you.” He wasn’t being condescending, she knew. Kyra wasn’t an alcoholic, but she’d come close and working a job where one’s coworkers were hard drinkers was a prescription for trouble. Jon knew it and was being protective, which was a rare thing for him. She’d learned to appreciate it, slowly.

			“How was the range?” he asked, changing the subject.

			“It was good. I requalify on the Glock first thing in the morning.”

			“I heard you were shooting the place up with the heavy artillery.”

			Kyra half smiled and wondered who at the Farm was part of Jonathan’s network of informants. “I wanted to play with something that had a bit more kick.”

			“The joys of life are in the small things, I suppose,” he said. “You’re wrapped up down there?”

			 Here it comes. She was surprised he’d taken this long to get to the point. “Just the one test left, yeah,” Kyra admitted. “Why?”

			“I need you back. The director gave us an assignment this morning,” he told her. “We have to track down a ship.”

			“And you haven’t found it by now?” Kyra teased.

			“I have some thoughts, but I thought you might like a chance to look things over.”

			That’s generous. It was also unusual, for Jon anyway. Jonathan didn’t like letting a puzzle lie unsolved and he was stubborn and socially distant, so these kinds of gestures were as close as he ever came to admitting any affection for her, and they were rare. Kyra checked her watch. She couldn’t get to Langley until well after midnight at the soonest. “I’ll head out first thing after my range test,” she said.

			“Get here by lunch.” Jonathan disconnected.

			Kyra set the phone back down. Well, she thought. That calls for something a bit stronger.

			She tapped the counter. “I’ll take a Coke.”

			•    •    •

			The rising sunlight was cutting through the river fog when Kyra decided it was time to leave. Then she stood there another ten minutes anyway. Jonathan could wait that long. If he complained, she would blame the delay on traffic. Route 95 north was always an iffy proposition and the ­Washington Beltway was forever a tangled mess. It would be a lie but the view here was worth a sullied conscience.

			Kyra sat on a fat granite boulder on the shoreline, no coat, enjoying the morning air. She did love the Farm. It was very much like home, Scottsville, which sat farther inland along a Virginia river like this one. This would be a fine place to end a career, teaching a new generation of case officers their trade. But that would be years away if ever.

			She looked east along the trail and found the spot she was looking for. It was overgrown now with cattails and marsh grasses. Pioneer had sat there a year ago the day after she had exfiltrated him from China. He had lived here for three months after so they could debrief him and set up his new life. She had seen despair in the man’s eyes that afternoon, the first time he had realized the full price he would finally pay for treason. To never go home again . . . she couldn’t imagine it. Kyra had sat down beside him that afternoon for an hour, saying nothing because she spoke no Mandarin and he spoke almost no English. It occurred to her that this place, which felt so much like home to her, must have felt like an alien world to him.

			The day they moved him out, she’d driven him to the airfield. He’d learned a little more English by then and was able to offer a broken farewell. They loaded him on the plane and she watched as it took off into a cloudless sky and disappeared. Now she wondered where he was. She knew the Clandestine Service wouldn’t tell her anything. Pioneer was no longer an Agency asset but his case was compartmentalized as heavily now as it ever had been.

			Kyra heard movement in the brush behind her and she turned. A family of white-tailed deer, unafraid of humans, was grazing near her truck, which she’d parked on the paved one-lane trail that doubled as a bike path along the shoreline.

			Time to go, she thought, and this time she forced herself to move. Kyra trudged up to her Ford Ranger and crawled in. The deer looked up when she started the engine but didn’t run.

			She drove out to the main road and it took five minutes to reach the main gate. Kyra rolled down her window and passed her badge to the guard at the shack.

			“You coming back?” he asked.

			“Not today,” she said.

			He filed her badge away in a box to be recycled. “Have a safe drive.”

			Kyra nodded and pulled out onto the highway and pushed the truck ten miles over the limit.

			CIA Headquarters

			The traffic had mostly stayed out of Kyra’s way but the Agency parking lots hadn’t been so cooperative. A failed twenty-minute search for something better left her parked by the Mail Inspection Facility and had given her more than a quarter-mile walk to enter headquarters.

			Kyra navigated the crowd by the cafeteria, then finally bypassed it altogether through a stairwell by the library that opened into the 2G corridor. Kyra plodded down the empty hallway, swiped her badge against the reader, and the door to 2G31 Old Headquarters Building clicked open.

			She didn’t bother to announce herself. Jon’s door was cracked open and the vault was small enough that he would hear her entrance.

			“The file’s on your desk,” he called out from his office.

			Kyra dropped her satchel by her chair then leaned over the desktop. A manila folder was laid open there, a photograph on top of the papers. She glanced at the picture and regretted it.

			“And this couldn’t wait until after I had lunch?” Kyra asked him, staring at the photo. A burned, bloated carcass of an African male looked back at her. Kyra was not squeamish, but someone had died slow and ugly. She skimmed over the Vicksburg CMO’s description of the remains.

			“Feel free to eat while we work,” he said over her shoulder, missing her point entirely. Kyra looked up, startled. She’d been focused on the gory photo and hadn’t heard him come over.

			“Not a problem now,” Kyra said. Any semblance of hunger was gone. “I think this guy is a little beyond help.”

			“True, but not the smartest observation you’ve ever had,” Jonathan said. “And not the problem at hand. The starting assumption is that he’s a pirate, tried to take a ship or actually managed it, and somebody dumped him back out into the Gulf of Aden. That’s not usually how pirate raids go down, so she’s wondering whether he didn’t target a ship that someone really cared about.”

			“What if he wasn’t a pirate?”

			“Then this entire mess is somebody else’s problem. But that would make him boring, so let’s ignore that for now.”

			“Boring is good in this business,” Kyra countered.

			“Says the woman who just spent a week shooting automatic rifles. Anyway, it’s the director’s assumption,” he pointed out. “And I like it because it’s not boring.”

			“All right. No starting point in space or time?” Of course not, she realized. If they had that, any decent analyst could have found the ship. “So we have to deconstruct a scenario that we know nothing about, in reverse, and hope that it might provide some clues to what we should be looking for,” she observed.

			“Correct,” Jonathan replied.

			“And you waited until I got back to do this because . . . ?”

			“I have my own thoughts but I want to hear yours,” he said.

			Kyra stared at Jon, focused on his body language. The fifteen months she’d been in the Red Cell had been more than enough time to learn that Jon didn’t coordinate his analysis with anyone, even people he liked, who were few. A training exercise? Or you need to prove something to someone? “It’s a red team exercise,” Kyra said. “A decision tree. But decisions are subjective evaluations reached through education and cultural influence, which we don’t share with the subjects who made them. So you’re asking me to mirror image.”

			“Mirror imaging isn’t entirely useless if you’re aware that you’re doing it,” Jonathan counseled her. “Strategies often are culturally dependent; tactics, not so much. The more basic your options, the less they care what country you’re from.”

			“Okay,” Kyra conceded. She stared at the picture of the bloated corpse. Funny how quickly you can get used to seeing that. Her mind churned, Jonathan letting her sit in silence, totally comfortable and willing to wait on her. “So assuming he was a pirate engaged in a mission, there are . . . three possibilities for how he ended up in the life raft. First, his own crew did it, in which case the ship is probably still under pirate control and docked at one of the haven ports along the Somali coast. If that’s true, NSA will probably identify the ship from phone calls between the pirates and the ship’s owner. Or if the cargo really is that valuable or interesting, the pirates might offer the ship to any country or intelligence service willing to bid for it.” She shuffled through the other papers in the file. “I take it there haven’t been any intercepts or offers or we wouldn’t be doing this. So we can probably discount that idea.”

			“I agree,” Jonathan said. “And the second?”

			“The ship’s crew took the vessel back,” Kyra suggested. “But if the crew had the will and the firepower to retake the ship, the pirates probably never would’ve gotten aboard in the first place. So that doesn’t seem likely.”

			“And the third?” Jonathan said, sounding like a proud parent.

			Kyra paused for a brief moment. “Someone retook the ship from the outside.”

			“Excellent,” Jonathan said, smiling. “So how do we narrow the candidate list of countries?”

			“Lots of countries in the area have military units that could’ve done it. The ones that don’t could’ve hired mercenaries. So the real question is how the raid team got on board the ship.” Her thoughts turned back to the hard landing she and Jon had made on the Abraham Lincoln off the coast of Taiwan the year before.

			“A good thought,” Jonathan said. “There are only three real possibilities for that. Airdrop from a cargo plane, fast-roping from a helo, or a rope climb from an assault craft. The first option would be the hardest. Parachuting from altitude onto a moving ship is doable but it’s the riskiest option, especially if it’s a night raid . . . leaves the men exposed to hostile fire for a relatively long period with no covering force.”

			“Fast-roping from a helo solves that problem. That’s a short, fast drop while a door gunner lays down cover fire,” Kyra said.

			Jonathan nodded. “A small boat also is a common option, though problematic depending on weather and the size of the vessel you’re boarding. If the target is a large cargo ship, that could be a long climb if you’re under fire.”

			“The pirates did it,” Kyra noted. “Unless Somalis have graduated to helicopter boardings.”

			“The crews of most cargo vessels aren’t heavily armed, if at all. That usually eliminates the ‘under fire’ part of the equation.”

			“So if we assume a helo drop, they would’ve had to launch either from a nearby coastline or a vessel out in the Gulf that has a flight deck,” Kyra said. “Combine that with a special forces capability and I’d be looking at Israel, Iran, the Saudis, or Pakistan . . . maybe India at the furthest. How many countries are part of Task Force 150? Any of them looking good for it?”

			“Seventeen,” Jonathan told her. “I looked it up. A lot of them are smaller European countries with no interest in smuggling anything through the Gulf worth a military raid to recover at sea. But the Russians and Chinese keep a presence in the area.”

			“I wouldn’t put it past the Russians and I’ll blame the Chinese for anything just for old times’ sake. But I don’t see how we can narrow it down any further just looking at the geography or naval presence.”

			Jonathan nodded and leaned back in his chair. “Neither NSA nor Naval Intelligence has picked up intercepts over the last two months from any of those countries that seem useful. So let’s look at our theoretical raid on the ship. Assume a military team has retaken the ship and captured the pirates. What next?”

			“I think at that point, the captain has two choices. First, return home. Second, continue to his destination. But in either case, the cargo ship would be late for port calls, assuming it had any scheduled.”

			“Which isn’t an uncommon occurrence anyway,” Jonathan told her.

			Kyra stared down at the picture of the swollen corpse. But you really made somebody angry, didn’t you? Shot in the knees. Smashed hands. Burns everywhere. She said nothing for several minutes. This was where she had the advantage over Jon—for all his logical skills, he couldn’t read people. I’m sure you made them mad just by taking the ship. But was that it? Or did you do something else when you got on board? Killed somebody? “Why not just shoot him and toss him.” She waved the picture. “This was cruel. He made somebody angry.”
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