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Prologue







Green Beret Travis Cade lay prone on his stomach, his body  concealed amidst a dense thicket of Syrian sage and thorny burnet, the sharp thistles digging painfully into his limbs as he fought to control his breathing. Just meters away, a Syrian army patrol moved in a slow, deliberate line, their boots crunching over dry earth and scattered gravel. Cade kept his head turned slightly to the side, his cheek pressed into the cool dirt, watching through the tangle of brush as one of the soldiers stopped—right next to him.  



The man adjusted his stance, shifting his weight, the worn leather of his boots almost brushing against the sage. Cade’s pulse remained steady, but every muscle in his body was locked in place, frozen in the razor-thin space between survival and discovery. Then came the moment that sent a slow coil of ice through his spine—the Syrian soldier rested the butt of his AK-47 against the very thicket Cade was hidden in, the weapon’s steel an inch from his face.  

Cade barely exhaled, his mind calculating every possible outcome. One wrong move, one involuntary twitch, and the mission was over before it had truly begun. The soldier muttered something in Arabic to his comrade, his voice casual, unconcerned. After what felt like an eternity, he shifted again, lifting the rifle and moving forward with the patrol. Cade waited—five seconds, ten—until the last set of footsteps faded into the night. Then, and only then, did he allow himself a single, slow breath.  

The mission was still on. But now, Cade knew for certain—something was off. This was supposed to be a quick in-and-out operation. Instead, it felt like walking straight into an ambush.











Shadows of Home







Staff Sergeant Travis Cade had spent nearly nine years in the United States Army, the last six of them as a Green Beret,  ODA 7214 out of Fort Bragg. He had fought in the heat-blasted valleys of Afghanistan, the hellish cities of Iraq, and in places the government would never admit to operating in. He was an E-6, experienced enough to have seen almost everything, but not so high up the chain that he was shackled to a desk. Cade had led his team through countless operations, conducting direct-action raids, sabotage, unconventional warfare, and reconnaissance missions deep in hostile territory. 

War had shaped him, hardened him, carved away every unnecessary piece of his being until only the sharpest edges remained. He had learned that survival was not about brute strength or firepower, but about adaptability, patience, and the ability to stay calm when everything around you was crumbling into chaos.  

The relentless operational tempo had already taken its toll on Cade’s family life.  He had seen the end of his marriage coming long before Kayla, his wife of four years, handed him the divorce papers. The long deployments, the silence between them growing deeper each time he returned—it had been inevitable. Cade's behavior had changed too; a simple shopping excursion to a supermarket could trigger something deep-seated, something he couldn't control. The crowded aisles, the bright fluorescent lights, the echoing hum of chatter—it all pressed in on him, too many blind spots, too many variables. His breathing would quicken, sweat pooling at the base of his spine, his instincts screaming at him to find an exit. Within minutes, he’d abandon the cart, muttering an excuse before making a beeline for the parking lot, gripping the steering wheel with white-knuckled fists while Kayla finished the shopping alone. 

The number and variety of medications the doctor at the VA had prescribed for Travis Cade was a veritable pharmacopoeia, each one targeting a different symptom—his pain, his anxiety, his nightmares, his muscle spasms, his nerve damage, his blood pressure. The Sertraline was supposed to help with depression, but it flattened everything instead, leaving him detached, unmotivated, and hollowed out. The Tramadol dulled the relentless ache in his shoulder and back, but once it wore off, the pain came roaring back with an added edge of depression and emptiness, like his mind was punishing him for relying on it in the first place. The Prazosin kept the worst of the nightmares at bay, but it also left him groggy, making it hard to tell if he was awake or still trapped in some half-dream state even hours after getting out of bed. The Gabapentin took the edge off the nerve pain but scrambled his thoughts, making simple tasks feel frustratingly slow, his memory unreliable. The Tizanidine relaxed his muscles, but it also drained his energy, leaving him feeling weak and disconnected from his own body. And then there was the Propranolol, which kept his heart from hammering when adrenaline surged, but at the cost of making him feel sluggish, dull, a step behind everything around him. 

Each drug had its own set of unique and overlapping side effects, but together, they created something greater than the sum of their parts; an accumulation of fog, exhaustion, and unpredictability that left him questioning whether he was better off with them or without them. The side effects weren’t just individual annoyances; they compounded, interacted, blurred together in ways that no doctor had fully explained, leaving him feeling like a stranger in his own skin, trapped in a chemical haze that dulled everything but never truly solved anything. 

The only antidote to this torment seemed to be overseas deployments, where his senses needed to be sharp, and the pace of operations left him so exhausted that he could finally sleep without the chemical crutch the doctors insisted he needed. Out there, he didn’t take the full cocktail of medications—just the occasional painkiller when the wear and tear of combat became too much. The brain fog, the sluggishness, the dulling of his instincts—all of it disappeared the moment he stepped into the field. The mission forced his mind and body into perfect alignment, stripping away the artificial haze that clung to him back home. Every breath felt cleaner, every movement sharper, every decision his own. But the moment he rotated stateside, the cycle resumed—the pills, the appointments, the hollow reassurances that this was the way forward, even as it made him feel like less of himself with every dose.    

Kayla had been patient at first, holding down the home front while he disappeared into the world’s war zones, but patience had its limits. When he was gone, she waited. When he was home, he was distant, restless, prone to irritation over things that never used to matter.  

He had tried. Tried to be present. Tried to turn off the part of his mind that was always preparing for the next mission. But after years of war, home never really felt like home anymore. The world outside the wire felt simpler, sharper, more real. Back stateside, Cade was just another husband, another father, expected to fit into a life that had continued without him. And he had failed.  

The final break came two years ago. Kayla had been waiting for him when he walked in the door, her expression not angry, just tired. “I can’t do this anymore, Travis,” she had said, voice steady, like she’d already grieved the loss. “Even when you’re here, you’re not really here.” He had known she was right, and there was nothing left to fight for.  

They shared custody of their daughter, Brooke. Ten years old, smart as a whip, too much like him in ways that scared him. He saw her when he could, but the job always got in the way. He’d make plans, then have to cancel them when duty called. She never complained, but he could see the disappointment in her eyes.  

Kayla had moved on, remarried to a man who was stable, reliable, always there. Cade didn’t blame her. He wasn’t built for normal life.  

But Brooke? She was the one thing that still felt real. He watched her grow in glimpses, each visit a reminder of everything he was missing. Every time he had to say goodbye, he wondered how much more of her childhood would slip away before he was finally there for good. And deep down, he knew the answer—he never would be.

✽✽✽

Cade had received his orders just forty-eight hours ago. The mission seemed simple—too simple. He and his team were to infiltrate  into northern Syria, navigate to a remote location where an NSA electronic surveillance device had been planted nearly a year prior, replace its batteries, and then exfil. The area had been so saturated by hostiles that replacing the batteries until now had been out of the question.  In the meantime the sensor had gone offline and SOCOM and the NSA were keen to get it back up and running, hungry as always for fresh intel.

The device was part of a larger intelligence network designed to monitor enemy movements, track terrorist communications, and provide early warnings for potential attacks. The mission briefing emphasized the importance of stealth. This was not a combat operation. The goal was to get in, replace the batteries, and get out without being detected. The last thing Washington wanted was a diplomatic nightmare involving American Special Forces being caught operating inside Syrian territory.  

But then, at the last minute, the plan had changed. Cade and his men had been called in for an updated briefing, where a group of stone-faced officers from SOCOM and the NSA had informed them that they would not be going in alone. Instead, they were to rendezvous with an Israeli operative—Tomer Raz, a member of the Sayeret Matkal, Israel’s elite General Staff Reconnaissance unit. In accordance with routine deconfliction and intel collaboration, the Israelis had identified a safer, faster infiltration route to the general area of their objective, one that only they knew, and Raz was the key to navigating it. Cade had worked with the Israelis before. He respected their abilities but knew they always had their own agenda. Still, orders were orders.











The Unit







Cade’s team was handpicked, each man a specialist, each capable of operating independently but trained to function as an extension of the whole. There was Staff Sergeant Ray Maddox, their 18B weapons sergeant, a quiet professional whose knowledge of firearms was encyclopedic. Maddox could strip and reassemble nearly any rifle on earth in under a minute, improvise explosives from household materials, and turn even the most mundane piece of equipment into a deadly tool. Sergeant First Class Evan Ross was the team’s 18C, their engineer sergeant, an expert in demolition and structural breaching. Ross had once collapsed an entire enemy compound in Syria using nothing but shaped charges and precise calculations. Then there was Sergeant Miguel Torres, the 18E communications sergeant, the man who could get a secure radio signal through a mountain, an expert in satellite uplinks and encrypted transmissions. And finally, there was Doc, officially Sergeant Chris Halverson, an 18D medical sergeant with the skill of a field surgeon and the nerves of a man who had seen too much blood to be rattled by anything short of the apocalypse. Together, they formed an Operational Detachment Alpha—ODA 3125, a small, lethal unit capable of infiltrating enemy territory, gathering intelligence, and striking targets before slipping away like ghosts.  



✽✽✽

The room was dimly lit, the glow from the projector casting shifting shadows over the walls as the team’s intelligence officer, S-2 Alexis "Lex" Rourke stood at the front, arms crossed, her sharp gray eyes scanning the team. A large satellite map of the Syrian border flickered on the screen, marked with key terrain features, known patrol routes, and potential fallback positions. 

Cade and his team sat at the long table, their faces impassive, focused. The mission was straightforward on paper—slip across the border, replace the batteries of the surveillance device, and exfil unseen. But Rourke wasn’t here to sugarcoat anything. “Your primary concern,” she began, her voice steady, “is avoiding contact altogether. If that fails, here’s what you’re up against.” She clicked the remote in her hand, pulling up an image of uniformed Syrian soldiers manning a border post. “The Syrian Arab Army still controls much of the territory you’ll be operating in. Standard infantry units, Russian-trained, typically armed with AK-74s, PKMs, RPG-7s, and a few leftover T-55s or BMPs depending on the region. Border security varies—some checkpoints are nothing more than a couple of guys sleeping in a hut, others are hardened positions with overlapping fields of fire. If you’re spotted, expect them to hit back fast and call in reinforcements.” She clicked again, and the image changed to a group of men in mismatched uniforms, some wearing black tactical gear, others in civilian dress, all carrying weapons. “Your second biggest concern is militias. Pro-regime units like Liwa al-Quds and the National Defense Forces operate with loose command structures. They’re brutal, unpredictable, and less disciplined than the army but no less dangerous. Many of them are former criminals or warlords, equipped with whatever they can get their hands on.” Maddox leaned forward. “And what about ISIS or former al-Nusra cells?” Rourke gave him a knowing look and advanced to the next slide—an overhead drone shot of a convoy moving through the desert. “ISIS is fragmented, but they’re not gone. Their cells are smaller, highly mobile, and masters of hit-and-run tactics. They won’t fight like an organized army, but they don’t hesitate to die for their cause.” She turned back to the screen. “The bigger concern in your AO is Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS). They’re not ISIS, but don’t let that fool you. They’ve got funding, experience, and a tactical playbook built on years of hard combat. If you run into them, expect battle-hardened fighters who know how to use their terrain.” 

Torres leaned forward, arms crossed. “What about ISR? We’ll have some kind of overwatch, right?”  

Lex Rourke shook her head. “No ISR. The area is too dense with mixed hostiles—Syrian Army, militia groups, smugglers, and local fighters all operating in the same space. If we put a drone up, they’ll spot it. Even if they don’t, we wouldn’t get anything actionable. Too much noise, too many variables. A convoy of armed men could be loyalist forces, a militia faction, or just locals protecting their own. No clear lines, no way to separate friend from enemy at a glance. If we send anything overhead, it risks tipping off the wrong people and blowing your insertion before it even begins.”  

Torres exhaled, shaking his head. “So we’re going in blind.”  

Lex nodded. “You’ll be relying on your own eyes and ears. No drone feed, no thermal imaging, no backup from above. If something moves, you assess it in real time. No ISR means no second chances.”  

Cade, who had been listening quietly, finally spoke. “Then we make damn sure they never see us coming.”  

Lex met his gaze. “That’s the plan.”

Cade exhaled, nodding. “So, worst-case scenario, we run into a mix of Syrian regulars, militia thugs, and Iranian-backed assets.” Rourke shrugged. “Worst-case scenario? You run into all of them at once.”


Silent Crossing







As he sat in the back of the modified MH-60 Black Hawk helicopter, watching the Syrian border approach through his night vision goggles, Travis Cade ran through the mission one last time in his head. They would insert just inside the border, link up with Raz, and follow him through an expedited route to the target area. Once there, they would locate the surveillance device, replace the batteries, and extract before sunrise. The window for mission success was tight. If anything went wrong, they would have no backup, no air support, and no diplomatic safety net. If they were caught, Washington would disavow them.  



The radio crackled in Cade’s earpiece. “One minute to the LZ,” the pilot announced. The men shifted, double-checking weapons and gear. They wore multi-cam fatigues, lightweight plate carriers, and carried suppressed HK416 rifles—silent, precise, perfect for close-quarters engagements if the worst happened. The Black Hawk they were flying in was as quiet as a helicopter could possibly be. Highly classified baffles and dampers in the engine exhaust muffled sound and reduced infrared visibility. Composite, lower-RPM reshaped rotor blades reduced the unmistakeable “blade slap” noise that is unique to helicopters. Acoustic damping materials, special coatings and composite materials that absorb or deflect sound waves, reduced how much noise reached the ground. The Black Hawk descended, rotor wash kicking up a storm of dust and grit. As soon as the skids touched down, the team moved, leaping from the helicopter and fanning out into a loose perimeter. The bird lifted off the moment they were clear, disappearing into the night, leaving them alone in enemy territory.  



As soon as the Black Hawk lifted off and disappeared into the night, Cade and his team remained completely still, listening. The sudden absence of rotor wash made the chaparral feel eerily quiet, but that was an illusion. Sounds carried differently out here, stretching for miles over the barren landscape. Cade knew from experience that the moment they moved, they risked alerting anything or anyone nearby—wildlife, local shepherds, enemy scouts, or worse, a hidden Syrian patrol. So they waited, disciplined and silent, letting their senses attune to their new environment.  

Cade focused on his breathing, keeping it steady, slowing his pulse. His ears picked up the faintest details—the distant howl of wind over the rocky terrain, the chirp of an insect, the occasional shifting of loose gravel beneath someone’s boot as the team subtly adjusted their positions. He counted the seconds, giving his eyes time to adjust to the ambient light. The moon was only a sliver, but the starlit sky provided just enough illumination to make out the contours of the land. The terrain ahead was rugged, filled with dry riverbeds and scattered rock formations and dense shrubbery that would serve as both obstacles and concealment. 

A heady, woody aroma filled Cade’s nostrils—a pungent mix of eucalyptus, sharp and medicinal, sage, earthy and resinous, and wild thyme, or Za'atar, rich and peppery. It was a scent familiar to him from Lebanon and Israel, a blend of dry earth and low-lying brush, rich with dust, history, and the echoes of conflict.

One by one, the team members signaled readiness with slight hand movements. They had all done this before, in countless environments—forests, jungles, mountains, deserts. Let the world settle. Let your senses stretch. Maddox, crouched a few feet away, had his weapon up but relaxed, scanning the horizon through his night vision optics. Ross and Torres were doing the same, their movements slow and deliberate, careful not to make unnecessary noise.  

Satisfied that they were alone, Cade gave a slow, deliberate hand signal. Move.  

The team responded immediately, shifting into a staggered formation, each man covering an arc of fire as they began their trek into the Syrian wilderness. Every footfall was measured, every movement calculated. There was no room for error. They were deep in enemy territory now, and the mission had only just begun.

✽✽✽

Cade signaled his team forward, leading them through the darkness, moving fast but silent. They were heading toward a prearranged coordinate where they would meet the Israeli. Cade had seen Raz’s file—a ghost among ghosts, with a reputation for being as ruthless as he was skilled. The Israelis didn’t send amateurs on missions like these. If Raz was here, it was because Mossad and Sayeret Matkal believed something warranted his presence.  

They reached the rendezvous point, a dry riverbed, a wadi, surrounded by jagged outcroppings of rock. Cade gave the signal to hold position. A moment later, a shape emerged from the shadows. Tomer Raz moved like a wraith, his form blending seamlessly into the terrain—not with a ghillie suit, but with something different. His uniform was like nothing Cade had seen before, an experimental Israeli camouflage system that seemed to shift with the environment, altering shades and textures to blend into the rocky chaparral. Cade barely caught the glint of his eyes before the Israeli stopped a few feet away. “You’re late,” Raz smiled in a near-whisper, his English perfect but tinged with slightest trace of an accent. Cade ignored the jab. “Let’s move,” he said.  

Raz led them through the terrain with an efficiency that impressed even Cade. His ability to disappear into the landscape was almost supernatural. Gliding forward with practiced ease, Tomer Raz’s mind briefly drifted back in time to the Sayeret Matkal selection course, otherwise know as the maslul, or pipeline. He grudgingly recalled the seemingly endless weeks of brutal long range solo navigations, carrying progressively heavier loads, the distances stretching farther and farther, exhaustion settling so deep in his bones that it felt permanent. The instructors had given no encouragement, no hints, only more obstacles, more tasks, testing problem-solving under duress. At each navigation waypoint, the scenarios grew more complex—assembling and disassembling weapons under stress, observing and memorizing excruciatingly intricate details, evading pursuing training cadre, and rendezvousing with operatives from other branches.  

His final solo navigation had taken him through endless miles of the Negev desert, no sleep, barely any food, his rucksack digging into his shoulders as he solved one challenge after another. It had been a process designed to break a man. But Raz had endured. And now, here he was, guiding a team of Americans through hostile ground as if he had been born in it.  

At one point, he stopped them near a thick patch of vegetation and motioned for them to get down. Cade’s heart pounded as he heard the unmistakable sound of boots crunching on gravel. A mixed group of gunmen—some in ragged militia fatigues, others in high-end tactical gear—moved in a loose formation, their rifles sweeping the area. Without hesitation, Cade and his team dropped flat, pressing themselves into the dirt, bodies motionless against the cold ground. The scent of dust and oil filled his nostrils as he forced himself to breathe slow and steady. A few feet away, a boot scuffed against a loose rock, the sound unnervingly close.  Liwa al-Quds? Cade wondered, recalling their intel briefing.

The gunmen didn’t stop. They moved on, slow and deliberate, scanning the ruins but never looking down. Cade resisted the urge to shift, every muscle locked in place as the patrol’s shadows slid across them. Only when the crunch of gravel began to fade did he dare to lift his head, heart still hammering in his chest. Raz gave a small nod, his expression unreadable, and they continued forward.  

Hours later, they reached their target. Cade’s gut tightened the moment they arrived. The surveillance device was gone. The exact spot where it had been planted was disturbed—someone had found and removed it. “This isn’t good,” Maddox muttered. Cade agreed. He activated the secure burst transmission device, sending a message back to NSA headquarters. Nathan Kessler would be waking up to bad news.


Unknowns







Cade didn’t like variables, and the mission was suddenly full of them. The original plan had been simple—get in, replace the NSA surveillance device’s batteries, and get out. Now, the device was missing, likely stolen, which meant someone knew it was there. That meant someone was actively working against them, and that was a problem neither he nor his team had prepared for. 
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