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Note from the
Author

 


When I wrote
The Wrecking Crew I thought it would be the last book I would do
featuring Janac, the psychotic drug baron who loves to play
dangerous games. I felt fine about it at the time, as there were
many other books and projects that I wanted to work on – but,
perhaps inevitably, as the years passed I realised I had more of
his story to tell.

The
Vietnam War was the first that I was personally aware of – I
vividly remember reading the headline 50,000 US Dead when I was a child. Until that moment wars had
been things that happened in the past, safely locked away in
history books. And now here was a live and very lethal
one.

I was
immediately fascinated in the way that only children can be – I
didn’t learn much more at that age, but as I grew older the
fascination matured. I have watched and read a fair bit of the
considerable output of movies and books produced as America tried
to work its way through the tragedy. I then travelled around the US
for a few months in the mid-1980s, and it seemed like there was a
Vietnam veteran in every bus station. We always talked.

So when I wrote
The Defector in the early 1990s it seemed perfectly natural to make
Janac a Vietnam vet, with friends in the hills of Cambodia,
Thailand and Laos the source of his drug trade power.

A couple of
years ago, I realised that it was this part of Janac’s story that I
now wanted to tell. So I went back to all those Vietnam books and
started reading, and then writing. The Sniper is the first of
several short stories that will follow Janac's progress from the
Vietnam War to drug trade dominance, to the place where we meet him
in The Defector – these stories are the origins of Janac's Games. I
think it’s going to be quite a journey.

Thank you for
coming along for the ride, and feel free to drop me an email with
any comments, thoughts, ideas or suggestions at
mark@markchisnell.com. And please leave a review on whatever
platform you purchased the book from!

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 1

 


The bugs found Paul-Robert Janac as soon as
he picked the spot and crept into position. He lay still and silent
in the sweaty shade beneath a stand of bamboo, and the swarm of
flying, biting insects worked away, unhindered by the motionless
air. The sweat ran down Janac’s face and into his eyes and ears,
dripping from the tip of his nose. Overenthusiastic, drowned bugs
slid down the saline trails and gathered in black balls at the
greasy, tightly buttoned collar of his fatigues.

No matter how carefully everything was
fastened, live ones always got in somehow, and those that didn’t
feasted on his face. They crawled into his ears and the corners of
his eyes, danced on his eyelashes and crept up his nostrils –
throughout it all, he didn’t move a muscle. He just lay there, his
attention absolutely focused down the ten-power Unertl scope bolted
to the top of his M40, the US Marine Corps’ bolt-action Remington
700 sniper rifle.

The barrel of the rifle rested on the top of
a fallen tree, and the crosshairs were trained on the point where a
single trail emerged from the jungle into a clearing. In that
jungle, half a mile to the east was a South Vietnamese village of
almost four hundred people. Janac’s position gave him a field of
fire all the way along the five hundred yards of open track that
crossed the clearing before it disappeared into thick jungle to the
west, where the ground rose to a peak that loomed over the whole
scene.

Janac knew that several of the villagers were
Charlie – Viet Cong (VC) insurgents fighting the war alongside the
North Vietnamese communists – but there were also plenty in that
village that had remained loyal to the South. Information from one
of them had filtered back via the South Vietnamese military to US
Intelligence; a pretty village girl had attracted the attention of
a North Vietnamese Army officer. He had become a regular visitor,
occasionally crossing the clearing in the morning to return to his
unit.

A besotted regular, Janac assumed, as he had
been risking this open section of grassland far too often. Janac
and his spotter – a lance corporal by the name of Willis, straight
out of sniper school – had been sent to meet him. The FNG – Fucking
New Guy – full of idiot questions, lay beside him.

Since the sun had edged above the trees,
Janac had been aware of every aspect of the environment that could
affect his shot. He processed the changing light and the impact it
would have on the target’s appearance in the scope. Thanks to the
bugs, he knew all about the continued absence of wind, which would
make the shot easier. The humidity and gently rising heat would
affect the velocity of the bullet, the increase in temperature
causing the powder to burn more quickly in the 175-gram match
ammunition. The bullet would fly straighter for further before it
started to dip.

He also had been aware of the progress of a
particular spider for several minutes. He had no idea how long, as
he wasn’t going to make a move that could attract a bullet from an
unseen opponent. If there was any killing to be done, Janac planned
to do it. Unless the spider got there first. He felt the eight tiny
legs advance as far as the back of his knee. Janac concentrated on
the image in the scope, on his breathing, on trying to still his
desire to leap up from the hide, wipe away the creatures that
swarmed through the sweat on his face, slap the spider dead...

There. The man hesitated at the edge of the
clearing, in the last piece of shadow, before exiting into the
soft, early light. It was only a momentary hesitation, but Janac
caught it. Otherwise, the man looked just like the others that had
crossed the clearing since sunrise. Janac trained the scope on him.
He had a couple of minutes to decide. The shirt and trousers were
shabby and stained, his feet bare, the wide-brimmed hat was broken
around its ridge – but his gait was tense, his pace a quarter
stride longer and a fraction of a second quicker than was necessary
in the overpowering heat. The real giveaway, however, was the
pistol bulging under the right armpit of his shirt.

“Waddya think?” asked the FNG.

“It’s him.”

“How do you know?”

“I know. And if you want to know, have a look
through that spotting scope rather than watching me.”

“Uh.” The FNG picked up the scope. “Oh...is
there a pistol under that shirt?”

Janac wasn’t listening; he wanted to get the
shot off before the NVA officer reached an abandoned cart in the
middle of the clearing. The path doglegged around it, and after
that, the angle would change and the target area would be narrower.
At the cart, the man would be nine hundred yards away to the north,
and Janac didn’t want anything less than perfection.

The target shimmered in the heat haze coming
off the land, and he could see that out in the open there was now a
little bit of breeze. He assessed the angle the dancing haze took
to the ground and divided by four to get a value for the wind
velocity. Then he multiplied it by nine for the range in hundreds
of yards before dividing again by four to get the clicks of angle
he would need to allow for the new breeze. Smoothly, without
effort, he made the calculation and three clicks went into the
scope.

Janac pulled the stock of the M40 tight into
his body, twisting the sling and driving his left hand against the
D-ring to lock the rifle in place as tightly as possible, butt hard
against his shoulder. He settled back to the scope, and moved the
crosshairs to where he wanted to make the shot, just before the
cart.

He forced his left elbow into the ground,
twisted the sling another fraction. He slowed and steadied his
breathing, exhaled very gently and watched the crosshairs rise and
fall with his pulse. He willed calm, stillness. The movement of the
crosshairs slowed. The man moved into the scope, and gently Janac
started to squeeze the trigger. Timing was everything – breathing,
pulse, crosshairs, the man’s movement, the trigger finger. The shot
rang out across the clearing. The target stopped, a surprised look
on his face that lasted just a moment. Then the blood loss and
shock cut in. He dropped to his knees, clutching at his chest
before crumpling to the dirt with a gruesome, spasmodic
writhing.

“Man down,” said the FNG.

Janac didn’t take his eye from the scope. It
was still hard to watch, even from this distance, even after all
the deaths. Soon the target lay motionless in the dirt. Janac
watched for five more minutes without moving or saying a word.
Beside him, he was aware of the FNG getting impatient, but he paid
him no attention. Slowly he scanned the trees, back and forth, back
and forth. There was nothing.

Finally, he eased up from the rifle stock,
turned and very carefully picked the unsuspecting spider off his
leg and crushed it through the cloth of his pants. He stood and
unfastened them from around his boots, stamped his foot until the
spider fell to the dirt and then stood on it once more for good
measure. He fastened the pants legs back up, wiped and blew as many
of the other bugs off and out of his face as possible. He picked up
the small firing mat that he had laid under the rifle so that the
expelled gases wouldn’t kick up a telltale puff of dirt and give
away his position, tucked it into his web gear, hoisted his pack,
shouldered the rifle and stepped into the clearing.

“Let’s go,” he said.

Janac trotted the distance to the target, the
FNG trailing behind him. Janac wasn’t happy about the time they
would spend in the open, but he knew that he must check his prize
for papers. The bullet had caught the man in the chest, and he was
sprawled into an awkward position, a kind that only came with
death. Janac dropped his pack in the dirt and knelt by the man’s
side. The metallic smell of the dark red blood was strong, the bone
stark white, contrasting in the sunlight against the yellow chest
fat. Janac swallowed, wiped the back of his hand across his mouth.
The FNG’s gear thumped down, and he dropped to a squat opposite
Janac. He said nothing.

The weapon in the shoulder holster was a Type
14 8mm Nambu pistol, preferred by Japanese officers during the
Second World War and North Vietnamese officers during this war.
Janac pushed it into his pack and quickly searched the man’s body
for papers but found nothing. It didn’t surprise him; the man must
have known that his meetings with the girl in the village were
stupid and would eventually make him a target. Janac pulled out the
kill sheet that he would have to file with the gunnery sergeant and
started to note the details.

“I can’t believe we have to check the body
and fill these things in every time,” said the FNG.

“Makes it a little more personal, doesn’t
it?” said Janac, looking up at him for a moment. He shook his head.
“Doesn’t count if we don’t. But this still won’t be confirmed, as
there’s no one else to sign it off.”

“How many you up to now?”

“Fifty-three confirmed, another hundred and
twenty-three probables.”

“Goddamn,” said the FNG.

It was the last word he spoke. A second shot
rang out across the clearing. The bullet caught the FNG in the back
of the head, and he dropped across the body and onto Janac. There
was blood everywhere. Janac froze. He knew that everyone did; it
was impossible not to freeze at the sudden onset of violence.
Training, experience and something inexplicable and innate
minimized his hesitation to just a fraction of a second. Then he
reacted on instinct. The cart was ten yards away, the nearest
jungle five hundred yards, but it would take less than a second to
chamber another round and get a bead – and some of that time was
already gone.

Janac dived flat, dropping tight against the
NVA officer and pulling the body of the FNG over him. He felt the
second round thud into the FNG’s back. He was grateful that the new
boy had done as the gunny had told him and was wearing his flak
jacket. Janac adjusted the body slightly, moved the bloody head to
the side, and tucked the torso against the NVA man. The next bullet
hit the Vietnamese, and Janac felt it clip his own pack, the
deflected round burrowing into the dirt.

Then silence. Hot silence. It squatted
heavily over the scene. Janac waited; he couldn’t imagine a world
with any more blood in it, sticky and warm, soaking into his
fatigues, running down his face and neck, its smell almost
overpowering in the heat. The weight of the FNG pressed down on
him. Three rounds, and then he’d stopped. Charlie the sniper was
smart. He wasn’t wasting ammunition. No, he was probably moving
right now, to get an angle for a clear shot. Or getting closer so
the bullet would exit the dead body on top and hit the live one
underneath. Or he was waiting for Janac to move and give him a
proper target.

Janac arched his back slightly, and the flat
crack of another report accompanied the thud of another round into
the chest of the FNG. Janac slumped again. He was trapped like a
calf in a
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