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To all who have served, are serving, and will serve—your courage, sacrifice, and unwavering commitment protect the freedoms we hold dear, yesterday, today, and always.

It started with whispers—of corruption, cover-ups, and a shadow organization pulling the strings of power. But the truth was darker than anyone imagined.

When a covert special forces unit known as the Deck of Aces stumbles onto a deadly conspiracy, they uncover not just an evil corporation manipulating governments from the shadows—but something far more dangerous. As they dig deeper, assassinations, sabotage, and data breaches reveal a force that can’t be bribed, threatened, or shot.

An invisible entity, born of stolen code and weaponized intelligence, has infiltrated the world's most secure systems. It knows their names. Their pasts. Their fears. And it has only one goal: total control.

From historic buildings of Washington D.C. to the war-torn streets of Southeast Asia and the digital battlegrounds no satellite can see, the Aces must expose corruption, dismantle the corporate empire funding it, and take on a sentient force that evolves faster than they can track.

This is not just a fight for justice. It's a war for reality.

Are you ready to join the Aces?

Because the enemy is already watching.

About the author

After spending over 30 years in production and manufacturing, the author—born and raised in Michigan—has embraced a new chapter fueled by creativity and imagination. Married with three grown children, he finds joy in family life, camping under the stars, woodworking in his spare time, and cheering on his favorite teams. Though new to writing, storytelling has always lived in his mind, shaped by a vivid imagination and a lifelong love of thrilling adventures. Inspired by the gripping tales of Lee Child, the epic journeys of Clive Cussler, and the visionary works of Jules Verne, he brings his own voice to the page—blending action, intrigue, and heart into every word.
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Chapter 1: Dawn Over Ashes
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The Michigan morning broke gently, casting its pale golden hue across the dew-laced fields that surrounded the cabin. A cool mist clung to the earth, lifting slowly as the sun began its silent procession through the treetops. Birds, awakened by the faint warmth, began to chirp in soft rhythm, a natural harmony that belied the unrest growing in the hearts of those who stood vigilant beneath this peaceful sky.

Jace stood on the worn wooden porch, hands curled lightly around a steaming mug of black coffee, untouched. His dark eyes, narrowed in thought, tracked the horizon as though expecting something—answers, perhaps, or maybe a sign. A man shaped by years of service, shadowed operations, and hard-earned scars, Jace was not prone to brooding. But today was different. Today, the silence pressed in too heavily, even for him.

He exhaled slowly, breath visible in the Michigan morning chill. The sunrise usually offered a rare reprieve—a moment of serenity between storms. But this morning’s light only seemed to illuminate the weight on his shoulders.

Behind him, the creak of the screen door broke the silence.

“Good morning,” Cassy said softly, stepping onto the porch. Her voice carried the same warmth as the sunlight now cresting the trees. She wore a navy-blue thermal pullover and military-style cargo pants, her auburn hair tied back in a practical braid that still managed to catch the light with an almost defiant luster.

Jace turned slightly, eyes meeting hers. “Good morning,” he replied, voice low but steady.

Cassy’s eyes, the color of early autumn leaves, studied him with quiet precision. She had seen that look before—the way his gaze never quite settled, the furrow that creased his brow only when the stakes surpassed normal thresholds. This wasn’t about Alaska anymore. This was bigger. And she knew it before he said a word.

“What’s on your mind?” she asked, leaning on the railing beside him, letting their shoulders brush just slightly.

Jace didn’t answer immediately. He glanced at the tree line again, then down into his coffee as if hoping the swirling steam might spell out an answer.

Finally, he spoke. “The government. The corruption. How far it’s spread. They’re pulling the military into it now, shaping them into tools for personal gain. Manipulating directives. Controlling narratives.” He paused, then added with solemn gravity, “After everything we saw in Alaska with Dmitri... this feels bigger than anything we’ve faced before. And I’m afraid this time... it might be too big for us.”

The words hung in the air, heavy and true.

Cassy turned fully to face him, her posture firm despite the quietude of the morning. “We’ve faced impossible odds before,” she said. “And we didn’t come out of Alaska empty-handed. We’ve got information, connections, and a team with more grit than a battalion of Marines. We’ll gather everyone. We’ll start there.”

Jace looked at her, eyes flickering with a mix of gratitude and apprehension. Cassy had always been the one to ground him—to remind him that despite the chaos, despite the betrayal and bloodshed, there were still people worth fighting for. Still reasons to resist.

“I’ll reach out to my friend at the Department of Defense,” she added. “She’s quiet, but she listens. And she’s not afraid to dig where others won’t.”

Jace gave a slow nod. “Then let’s get started. We’ll need the whole team. And we need to bring in General Flagstone. He’s the only one with the clearance—and the backbone—to help us make sense of what’s coming.”

Together, they turned and stepped back inside the cabin. The interior was functional, clean, and utilitarian—exactly what one would expect of two former operatives trying to remain off-grid. But the secure communication gear built into the modest workstation in the corner spoke volumes of their readiness. They hadn’t retired. Not really. Just regrouped.

Cassy moved to the console and powered it on. The low hum of activation filled the room, followed by the rhythmic pulse of encrypted systems engaging. The system they used was custom-built, shielded against intrusion, and modified with protocols obtained from their time embedded in a NATO cyber-division.

As Cassy tapped in the authorization sequences, Jace moved toward the large corkboard that spanned most of one wall. Tacked to it were photographs, satellite images, mission maps, and printed dossiers—some marked with red slashes, others with handwritten notes in shorthand. In the center, under a pinned photo of Dmitri Ivanov, was a single phrase scrawled in black marker:

“The Hydra has many heads.”

Alaska had been a wake-up call. Dmitri, a former intelligence asset turned rogue operator, had nearly succeeded in triggering an international incident by leaking falsified military intelligence and orchestrating a bio-sabotage scheme in the Arctic research sector. But what disturbed Jace more than Dmitri’s actions was the trail of complicity they had uncovered. Certain U.S. government officials had not only known—it appeared they had facilitated the operation for personal and geopolitical gain.

Jace's hands clenched. This wasn’t a lone snake in the garden. It was a hydra. And they’d only cut off one head.

Cassy's voice drew him back. “Systems live. Secure channel is green. Who first?”

Jace turned toward her. “Start with Alexander Marks “Knuckles”. If this goes south, we’ll need brute force and ground-level intelligence.”

Cassy nodded and initiated the sequence. Seconds later, a rough voice crackled through the speaker, laced with static and irritation.

“Who the hell’s calling me before seven?”

Cassy smiled. “Still sleeping in, Knuckles?”

“Cassy?” the voice sharpened, then softened slightly. “If you’re calling, it’s not good.”

“It’s not,” Jace said, “We need the team. Everyone.”

There was a pause. Then: “Say no more. I’ll be on the first bird out.”

Jace nodded once, grateful but unsurprised. Next, they contacted Dillan Scott Codename: Cipher a cyber-espionage expert who could penetrate any digital fortress in less than an hour. Then Cody Benjamin Wright “Recon” a stealth insertion specialist with skills honed through classified Navy SEAL ops. Each call followed the same cadence: a brief greeting, a serious tone, and a single ask. All gave the same reply.

“In or out?” Jace asked each one.

“In,” they answered. Without hesitation.

When they reached General Elijah Flagstone, the line took longer to secure. The general, ever cautious, had relocated to a secure compound following the events in Alaska. His face appeared on screen, lines etched deeper into his dark skin, eyes tired but alert.

“Jace. Cassy. To what do I owe the morning intrusion?”

“Sir,” Jace began. “It’s starting.”

Flagstone didn’t ask for clarification. He nodded once and leaned forward. “I’ve been watching the threads. The defense budget shifts. The realignment of overseas assets. Joint Task Force movement patterns. Something is definitely in motion.”

“It’s not just movement, sir,” Cassy added. “It’s manipulation. Orders are being rerouted. Assets are disappearing. The kind of corruption we saw in Dmitri’s file is deeper than we thought.”

Flagstone exhaled. “Then I assume you’re activating the Aces.”

“Yes, sir,” Jace replied. “We need your help navigating the red tape. And we need your access.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” the general said. “But be careful. If this goes where I think it’s going, we’re not just talking about rogue elements. We’re talking about an institutional infection. The kind you don’t root out without casualties.”

“We understand,” Cassy said.

Flagstone looked between them, then nodded slowly. “Then may God help us all. I’ll send coordinates for a safe meet. Forty-eight hours. Bring everyone.”

As the call ended, Jace and Cassy stood in silence for a moment. The weight of what they were about to do settled in like a second skin—heavy, necessary, and inevitable.

“You still worried?” Cassy asked softly.

Jace looked at her, then to the board again. “Every damn minute. But I’m not alone in this.”

“No,” she agreed. “You’re not.”

They spent the rest of the morning compiling intel—confirming flight paths, arranging secure travel, and checking in with each operative as they moved into position. The Deck of Aces was more than just a team. It was a doctrine, a shadow command made up of specialists handpicked not only for their skills but for their integrity. Each had walked away from the military machine for their own reasons. But when called, they returned—not for orders, but for justice.

By early afternoon, the team would be converging on a Jace’s house deep in the forests of Michigan, just north of Alverno. From there, the real planning would begin.

Jace stepped outside again, breathing in the sharp scent of pine and earth. The sun was higher now, and the air carried the faint hum of cicadas beginning their lazy chorus. Yet beneath the serenity, tension crackled like distant thunder.

Cassy joined him, phone still in hand. “Dillan’s pulling old transmission logs from the Pentagon’s secure satellite relay. He found a pattern—coded communications piggybacking on NOAA frequencies. He thinks someone’s using weather satellites to mask high-level data transfers.”

Jace raised an eyebrow. “That’s next-level. Who’s got access to that?”

Cassy shook her head. “That’s what we’ll find out.”

Jace looked into the distance, the warmth of the day doing little to melt the chill in his bones.

This wasn’t a battle of firepower. It would be a war fought in shadows—in whispers, in signals, in loyalties betrayed. The enemies would wear suits and stars, not fatigues. And the frontline was no longer a desert or a jungle. It was the heart of the nation itself.

He turned to Cassy. “We need to write this down. Everything. If we don’t make it through this...”

She interrupted him. “We will. But yes. We document. We archive. And if we fall, someone else will pick it up.”

They walked back inside, prepared to do what few dared—expose a system that had forgotten the people it swore to serve.
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Chapter 2: The Roll Call
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The subtle hum of the printer echoed through the cabin as Cassy fed freshly decoded intelligence reports through the secure terminal, each page laden with the kind of information that didn’t officially exist—satellite imagery marked “TOP SECRET,” intercepted communications between federal departments, and a rapidly growing list of names tied to unauthorized asset redirection. She worked efficiently, methodically organizing each report into color-coded folders, her mind racing to make sense of the implications.

Outside the cabin, Michigan’s late spring sun had risen high. The warmth it offered stood in stark contrast to the cold calculations being assembled within the walls of Jace and Cassy’s secure hideout.

Inside, Jace stood before the command console, an encrypted tablet in one hand, stylus in the other, eyes scanning his growing list of names. The Deck of Aces was not a conventional unit. It was a ghost division—unofficial, unsanctioned, and built outside the confines of any existing command structure. Each operative had left their branch with distinction; each had reason to walk away. But when called upon by the right voice, with the right cause, they responded without hesitation.

Today was one of those days.

Cassy didn’t look up as she spoke. “Department of Defense liaison just confirmed irregular troop movements along the southwestern corridor. My contact said two battalions have been redirected without formal documentation. She’s never seen that happen outside black operations protocols.”

Jace nodded grimly. “It’s starting.”

He opened his secure call interface and began dialing, one operative at a time. Each call was brief. Precise. Every member had already received a coded phrase in advance—an old safeguard—just in case communication ever had to happen under duress.

He gave only one instruction to each: “Drive separately. No convoys. Avoid any known watchpoints or military installations. Go to the fallback point: Grid Kilo Sierra Niner Seven. Secure cabin is active. You’ll be greeted.”

The answers came swiftly.

“Affirmative,” each voice said.

One by one, the soldiers of the forgotten war began moving.

James “Reaper” Lawson – Tactical Genius

Jace paused as the first name stared back at him: Lawson, James – Codename: Reaper.

Lawson had once been a Lieutenant Colonel with the Army Rangers, where he’d built a reputation as a battlefield strategist without peer. A master of asymmetric warfare, he’d led deep incursions into hostile territories from the Middle East to Central Africa. His mind worked like a war game simulation—ten moves ahead, each scenario analyzed and pre-calculated.

But what made Reaper invaluable wasn’t only his ability to plan. It was his ability to adapt. In Afghanistan, he turned a mission failure into a full-scale evacuation under fire by coordinating with local resistance, setting up escape corridors, and neutralizing an enemy supply chain with nothing more than a drone, a fuel dump, and five minutes of decision time.

When politics began corrupting the command structure—orders issued to protect foreign business interests instead of lives—Lawson walked away. He burned his uniform. But he never stopped fighting.

He answered on the third ring.

“Reaper,” Jace said. “We’re moving.”

The line was silent for a moment. Then, “Coordinates received. Tactical planning begins now. I’ll bring the blueprints.”

Tom “Gunner” Hayes – Weapons Specialist

Tom Hayes had been a weapons technician in the United States Marine Corps. A blunt instrument in his youth, Hayes evolved into something far more dangerous with time: a scholar of destruction. His knowledge of weapons systems—ballistics, explosive compounds, foreign and domestic firearms—was encyclopedic.

In the past, Hayes could walk into a NATO armory blindfolded and disassemble half of it by touch. During a covert mission in Syria, he saved an entire company by gerry-rigging a Soviet-era anti-aircraft cannon to destroy enemy drones—using it as a ground battery from the roof of a bombed-out hospital.

The man had gunpowder in his veins and steel in his heart. He had no tolerance for corruption, and when he saw senior officers selling out for personal contracts, he leaked the information—anonymously—to journalists. He was discharged without ceremony and disappeared.

Jace reached him on a secure phone line.

“Gunner,” he said.

Hayes answered with calm resolve. “Tell me what I need to pack.”

Riley “Deadeye” Smith – Sniper

Riley Smith had eyes like polished ice. A Navy SEAL sniper with over ninety confirmed kills, his dossier was so redacted that even Jace only had fragments. But what was known was enough: Smith could make a shot from a moving aircraft, predict wind shear at high altitudes, and once neutralized a target through a three-foot-thick reinforced wall—using seismic mapping and bullet deflection.

Smith had no family. No attachments. Only precision. But beneath that icy professionalism lay a code he would never break: never shoot unless justice demanded it.

He had vanished after a mission went south in Yemen. Rumors suggested the CIA tried to recruit him. Others said he assassinated a traitor within Delta Force. The truth? Only Jace knew: Riley Smith had refused an order to kill a civilian asset. And so, he walked away.

When Jace contacted him, the reply was immediate.

“Coordinates locked. Rangefinder calibrated.”

John “Boomer” Roberts – Demolition Expert

Boomer was loud in both personality and execution. A former EOD (Explosive Ordnance Disposal) expert, Roberts was the type of man who would whistle while disarming a pressure-sensitive charge, crack jokes over a minefield, or rig a ten-story building to fall with surgical precision.

But Boomer was not reckless. His methods were art. He could turn a bundle of C-4 and a watch battery into a message, a signature, a lesson.

He was forced out after he exposed illegal testing of chemical explosives on civilian land. His CO covered it up. Boomer didn’t. He posted the footage to an underground military forum and vanished before arrest teams could track his coordinates.

Jace reached him via an encoded satellite bounce.

“Boomer, we need precision and impact,” Jace said.

Boomer laughed once. “Got a new set of toys ready. Tell Recon I’m bringing the noise.”

William “Ghost” Stone – Infiltration Specialist

Ghost was never supposed to exist. His official records were destroyed during a covert NATO cleanup operation in Belarus. What remained were rumors: he could enter fortified installations unnoticed, extract high-value targets, and leave without a trace. Some said he had training in seven martial disciplines. Others claimed he was a ghost in the literal sense.

He preferred the shadows. No social media. No attachments. Just movement.

Jace messaged him through a secure darknet portal with a four-word phrase: “Time to vanish in.”

Fifteen minutes later, a reply appeared: “Already moving. See you before you see me.”

Trevor “Hawk” Donovan – Tracker

Donovan had the eyes of a hawk and the instincts of a predator. Raised by a Navajo grandmother in the deserts of Arizona, he could read terrain like a living map—footprints, broken leaves, displaced stones, even animal reactions. He became a specialist in border patrol for the U.S. Army, later transitioning into Special Forces where he ran solo surveillance in hostile jungle regions for weeks at a time.

Donovan left the service when his superior ordered a drone strike on a village he had just confirmed was non-hostile. The mistake cost seventy lives.

Now he hunted only the corrupt.

Jace sent a single ping with a GPS coordinate. The reply was spoken by a man who could hear danger in the wind.

“Understood. I’ll cover the roads. No one follows us in.”

Sam “Doc” Connor – Combat Medic

Doc was both healer and warrior. A veteran of Iraq and Afghanistan, he had sewn men together under enemy fire, restarted hearts in flooded trenches, and carried three wounded soldiers out of a kill zone with his own shoulder dislocated.

But what made Doc extraordinary wasn’t just his skill. It was his defiance. When military pharmaceutical contracts endangered his patients, he wrote whistleblower reports that mysteriously vanished. Rather than be silenced, he quit—and went to work treating refugees in conflict zones.

He answered the call with a heavy sigh.

“Are we finally cleaning the wound, Jace?”

“Yes, Doc. With fire.”

Cody “Recon” Wright – Surveillance Expert

Wright, a Navy SEAL who specialized in electronic warfare and long-range reconnaissance, he had a talent for disappearing into the wild and watching from the shadows.

Since returning from Alaska, Cody had been monitoring secure channels for changes in federal military command behavior. His field reports confirmed the growing pattern: covert base reassignments, unexplained declassifications, and quiet terminations of certain investigative officers.

When Jace gave the command, Cody was already in motion.

“No one’s seeing me come in,” he said. “But I’ll see them all.”

Fred “Quartermaster” Weiss – Logistics Genius

Weiss wasn’t a soldier. He was something rarer: the man who made soldiers possible. Fred ran black market logistics for elite units, offering gear, vehicles, forged credentials, and safehouses on three continents. His methods were clean. His execution flawless. And his loyalties—unshakable.

He had once been embedded within the Department of Homeland Security until a corporate merger corrupted their supply lines. Weiss refused to play along. His departure nearly bankrupted two shell companies and revealed the identities of six covert informants.

He was exiled quietly. Then vanished.

When Jace contacted him, Weiss responded in three words:

“Manifest already sent.”

Alex “Knuckles” Marks – Close Quarters and Hand to Hand Expert

A former Marine turned close-quarters combat specialist, Alexander “Knuckles” Marks is a brawler forged by street fights and refined by military discipline. With a background in powerlifting and martial arts, he is a human battering ram, capable of disarming and disabling multiple opponents in confined spaces. His fists are as lethal as blades, his movements calculated with brutal precision. 

Known for his resilience and unwavering loyalty, Marks thrives in chaos, where reflex and instinct matter most. He is the team’s frontline shockwave—the first in, the last out, and the one who makes sure no enemy walks away.

Although he did walk away when there was an order to carry out a code red on a fellow marine, the code red was an internal disciplinary action that was crude and illegal. Marks sent an anonymous letter to an outside command and then disappeared.

Dillan “Cipher” Scott – Cyber Warfare Expert

Last on the list was Cipher. A former NSA programmer turned rogue after he uncovered a clandestine surveillance algorithm being tested on American citizens, Dillan Scott had the kind of intellect that frightened even his allies. He could break an encryption key mid-conversation. Could reverse-engineer malware and track it back to the desk that spawned it.

Cipher had assisted in unraveling Brightsmart’s digital infrastructure in Alaska. Without him, Dmitri’s plan would never have been exposed.

He was already on alert.

When Jace reached out, Cipher responded with a live video feed of a server room somewhere underground.

“Running passive intercepts on federal comms. You’ve got thirty-six hours before they triangulate your Michigan location. I suggest you move fast.”

With the roll call complete, Jace turned to Cassy, who had just finished preparing the hardcopy files.

“We’re assembled,” he said. “All of them.”

Cassy looked up, meeting his eyes with the same fierce steadiness that had carried them both through warzones, betrayals, and the Alaskan ordeal.

“Then it begins.”

Jace lifted the secure satellite phone one final time and dialed a memorized number.

When the line connected, he spoke calmly.

“General Flagstone. We’re active.”

There was a pause. Then the gravel-rich voice of General Eli Flagstone responded.

“God help us all.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3: Gathering Shadows
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Michigan’s skies were wide and clear, the stars unobstructed by city lights or industrial haze. The landscape stretched in stoic silence—pine-studded ridges, pale gravel roads, and cool spring air that settled in like the breath of the earth itself. It was a land of seclusion, chosen deliberately for its remoteness. It was a land where secrets could survive.

And it was here, over the course of seventy-two hours, that warriors once thought scattered and forgotten began to arrive.

Jace stood near the barn's front gate, his silhouette cut sharply against the setting sun, arms folded, gaze watchful. Behind him, the 50-by-100-foot insulated pole barn stood like a fortress of steel and concrete, a modern redoubt wrapped in rural camouflage. Its outer walls were reinforced, the windows armored, the ventilation filtered. It had taken him months to construct, and he had spared no detail. It was wired into the grid, but also backed by solar and generator redundancies. Within its walls, the tools of both war and survival waited.

One by one, the vehicles appeared—dust-kissed trucks, matte-black SUVs, and trail-worn motorcycles. None traveled in convoy. No patterns. No predictable intervals. It was a carefully orchestrated ballet of discretion.

The first to arrive was Tom “Gunner” Hayes, his Dodge Ram coated in layers of road grime and desert memory. He stepped out with an aluminum hard case in each hand, eyes sweeping the perimeter like a man scanning for tripwires. Without a word, he nodded to Jace, then proceeded into the barn.

Next came Riley “Deadeye” Smith, his Ford Bronco pulling in like a ghost returning from exile. His rifle case was cradled like a violinist’s instrument—lethal artistry awaiting encore. He gave Jace a quiet handshake, his eyes already calculating firing lines around the property.

By nightfall of the second day, more vehicles dotted the gravel lot.

Trevor “Hawk” Donovan had arrived from Oklahoma, bringing with him a truck full of survival equipment and a stray wolfhound he had picked up somewhere in Wyoming. The dog didn’t bark, didn’t sniff. It simply sat beside its master with the same steely discipline.

William “Ghost” Stone showed up the next morning without a vehicle. No one had seen him arrive. Jace only noticed his presence when Ghost casually stepped out of the barn’s shadow, a duffel bag over his shoulder, his face unreadable as ever.

Fred “Quartermaster” Weiss came in from Ohio, hauling a trailer outfitted with mobile comms equipment, encrypted laptops, and enough ammunition to outfit a platoon. His inventory checklists were already printed.

John “Boomer” Roberts pulled in from Louisiana with a grin on his face and two coolers of fireworks. “You know. In case we want to announce ourselves,” he said with a dry chuckle that no one quite believed was a joke.

James “Reaper” Lawson and Sam “Doc” Connor arrived in tandem but from opposite ends of the country. Lawson’s black SUV was filled with tactical maps and portable whiteboards; Doc’s rig carried medical gear, field kits, and a small satellite link to a network of global relief NGOs he still consulted for.

Alex “Knuckles” Marks and Dillan “Cipher” Scott had been there already, having arrived first to prepare. Alex had set up the perimeter sensors and interior surveillance drones, while Dillan worked with Cassy to parse her compiled data—strings of intel stretching back through compromised documents, encrypted communiqués, and financial tracking of black-budget transfers.

Each man brought not only weapons and gear, but burdens. Memories. Questions. And beneath their calm surfaces, an unwavering resolve.

Inside the barn, the transformation was rapid.

Cassy took the role of coordinator with precision. On the far wall, she and Alex mounted a twenty-foot digital map screen that displayed overlays of federal installations, troop movement patterns, and key government figures identified as compromised assets. Dillan connected his server rigs into the mainline and began running comparison algorithms, hunting for patterns, commonalities, and weak points.

A large table was erected in the center of the space—steel-reinforced and capable of seating sixteen comfortably. Around it, folding chairs were placed, each with a name tag printed in Cassy’s crisp handwriting. Adjacent to the meeting area were the sleeping quarters—partitioned rooms lined with cots, each with blackout curtains and basic amenities.

Jace had spent weeks prepping the infrastructure: climate control, satellite internet, reinforced ceilings, and layered power sources. He had installed pressure-release airlocks in the entryway and concealed escape tunnels underneath the tool shed behind the barn.

But it wasn’t only logistics that had been considered.

Most of the Aces had families—wives, children, parents. Jace had anticipated this would be their greatest vulnerability. And so had General Flagstone.

From his own private command, Flagstone had ordered the activation of his newest covert squadron: the Black Screaming Eagles.

These were not rookies. These were handpicked operatives from domestic and foreign intelligence branches, trained to operate in civilian environments with maximum stealth and minimal exposure. They were deployed to suburban neighborhoods, rural homes, and quiet townhouses across the country—from the snowy fields of Minnesota to the humid coastlines of Florida. Their orders were strict: observe, protect, respond. Any unusual movement around the homes of the Deck’s families was to be investigated instantly. Any confirmed threat was to be met with overwhelming force.

When Jace asked Flagstone how deep the danger ran, the general had responded with a grim whisper: “Farther than we ever imagined. Trust nothing.”

Back in Michigan, the barn was alive with motion.

As the last of the Aces filtered in, Jace walked through the space like a field marshal returning to his division. He checked rooms, watched interactions, and listened to the subtle cadences of reunited warriors. No one boasted. No one gloated. They weren’t here to impress each other. They were here because the line had been crossed again. And this time, they were the line.

Dillan and Cassy had finished compiling her intelligence reports into a multi-tiered operational briefing. Four sections were mapped out:


	
Federal Complicity – detailing confirmed cases of collusion between elected officials and defense contractors manipulating troop deployment for profit.

	
Military Misuse – records showing entire battalions reassigned without proper authorization, linked to unauthorized urban surveillance programs and test operations on domestic soil.

	
Target Network – a roster of key individuals who were either compromised or silenced, along with possible locations of classified assets being used against the public.

	
Brightsmart Residual – lingering traces of Dmitri’s Alaska operations that hinted at a deeper, more international coalition operating beneath the veil of government structure.



“This is bigger than Brightsmart,” Dillan muttered, scrolling through lines of code that linked encrypted data packets between DOJ sub-servers and a suspicious shell corporation based in Luxembourg.

Jace stood beside him, arms folded, his eyes narrowing. “Which means we’re not just looking at domestic corruption. We’re looking at foreign influence embedded inside our own intelligence community.”

Cassy, pinning up a new set of satellite images, added, “And the deeper we go, the closer we get to something the intelligence branches have been burying for years.”

There was a pause. Then Jace sighed, leaned back, and looked toward the eastern windows, where the last streaks of sunset turned the sky blood-red.

“Tonight,” he said, “we don’t plan. Tonight, we remind ourselves what we’re fighting for.”

It began with the lighting of the grill.

Outside, near the barn’s south wall, Jace had constructed a covered cooking station with dual charcoal pits and a wood smoker. As the flames took hold, the scent of searing meat drifted into the mountain air—rich, smoky, primal.

Steaks were laid out like ammunition: thick, marbled, and seasoned with Cassy’s own spice blend. Beside them, scalloped potatoes bubbled in cast iron pans, each one layered with cheese and garlic. A tray of homemade rolls warmed beside a portable propane oven, their scent mingling with the smoke in a way that made every stomach stir.

Inside a large cooler, bottles of craft beer and old favorites clinked gently in the ice, ready for hands that had long been denied such simple comfort.

Boomer was the first to crack a grin.

“Feels like a wake,” he said. “Only without the body.”

Jace handed him a beer. “There’ll be plenty of bodies soon enough.”

As the night deepened, the men gathered around long folding tables under strings of low-hanging utility lights. No one wore uniforms. No one gave commands. They laughed. They passed plates. They shared memories of places they would never revisit—dust-choked valleys, foreign streets, lost allies.

Doc recounted the time he patched up Boomer after a miscalculated blast in Lebanon. Gunner told the story of salvaging a shipment of enemy grenades and reconfiguring them as “welcome gifts” in Syria. Reaper offered a rare smile when Cassy imitated a British intelligence officer who had once tried to seduce him during a diplomatic gala.

Dillan, usually reserved, held up his glass.

“To the last night of peace.”

They drank.

And then they sat in silence for a moment—not out of sadness, but respect.

Respect for what had come before.

Respect for what they were about to face.

Later, as the fire crackled down to glowing embers, Jace stood and looked at each face in the circle. Old friends. Lost brothers. Haunted men. Capable of terrible things. Committed to one unshakable cause.

“This isn’t just another op,” he said. “We’re not disrupting a criminal ring. We’re not exposing a corporate conspiracy. We are going against the system itself. The infection is inside the heart of our government. That makes this dangerous. That makes this personal. But I didn’t call you here for war. I called you here because the country forgot what right looked like. I know each of you remembers.”

He paused, let the weight settle.

“We are the Deck of Aces. And when this hand is played, it will change everything.”

Around the fire, heads nodded.

The silence was not empty. It was full.

Then Boomer grinned. “So, same time tomorrow for dessert?”

Laughter broke the tension. The night was not a celebration. It was a moment of sanctuary before the storm.

Because when dawn came, the planning would begin—and the war to reclaim the soul of a nation would follow.
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Chapter 4: The Shape of War
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Dawn in Michigan crept in slowly, silent and reverent. The sun spilled amber light across the frost-kissed terrain, gilding the pine tree edges and lingering on the rugged hills that guarded the secluded valley. A fine mist still clung to the tall grasses, curling around the base of the large steel pole barn that served as the new headquarters for the Deck of Aces.

Inside, the warmth from the heating system had pushed back the cold of the night. The insulated structure hummed softly with power, and the faint aroma of brewing coffee mingled with that of oil and gunmetal.

Jace was the first to rise. He moved with the practiced ease of a man who had lived too long on the edge of danger, his instincts as sharp now as they had been in combat zones around the world. He pulled on a thermal long-sleeve, strapped a sidearm to his hip, and made his way toward the command table.
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