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            Chapter One

            
               “In a moment of crisis, the wise build bridges and the foolish build dams.”

               —Nigerian proverb

            

         

         Monkeys called to one another from the trees past the high aluminum fence, crickets chirped, and other insects buzzed to the beat of “Smile for Me” by Simi from a distant radio. At 2208 the temp and humidity had dropped to a bearable ninety-two degrees Fahrenheit and eighty percent humidity as Crocker jogged around the AFSF (Armed Forces Special Forces) base in subtropical eastern Nigeria for the third time.

         He recalled some of the facts he’d gleaned from a briefing three weeks earlier at SEAL Team Six (DEVBRU) headquarters in Dam Creek. Nigeria was the most populous country on the continent of Africa with an estimated 180 million people. It was also mind-blowingly diverse—five hundred different ethnic groups, three hundred languages, and more than ten thousand spoken dialects, according to the Ministry of Arts and Culture, and divided equally between Christian and Muslim. Christians dominated the south; Muslims in the north. Alive in practitioners of both faiths was an underlying loyalty to ancient tribal beliefs.

         The area southwest of where he was now was home to the Yoruba ethnic group and the location of the ancient city of Ife, where, according to Yoruba mythology, the first human being, Oduduwa, climbed down from the heavens, threw a handful of dirt on the primordial ocean, and created life on Earth.

         Everything seemed to hum around him—the earth under his feet, the air, the dark Prussian-blue sky.

         Why is it that the world feels more vibrant and alive at night?

         It’s why he’d always liked it best, all the way back to his shit-kicking, wild-riding teenage years in western Massachusetts—gangs, fights, running from the cops, chasing girls. The freedom and danger.

         He loved them both. That effervescence. That sense that everything was alive and changing constantly. And your actions, your thoughts, your mere presence played a small part in creating the future whether you were aware of it or not.

         Faster!

         As Crocker picked up speed, his left knee started to burn.

         Arthritis caused by a buildup of uric acid, the team orthopedist had told him. “Time to slow down and settle into an office job.”

         To which Crocker had responded, “Not happening, Doc.”

         He ignored the pain—or weakness leaving his body, as he called it—and kept running. He didn’t want to think about time and possible ravages to his mind and body, or how he felt about his career after the nastiness that had gone down in Syria four months ago, or where he stood with his new friend Gayle, the widow of a SEAL friend, or Cyndi, who had called him unexpectedly hoping to rekindle their romance.

         He wanted to keep pushing forward into new challenges, through additional barriers, always focused on his personal mission of fostering and preserving freedom and protecting the good and innocent. Tonight he couldn’t resist thinking about one of them. The Frenchwoman, Séverine, who he’d met in Kurdistan and had died in Raqqa, and the affection he still felt for her. A special woman, she possessed the best qualities—kindness, intelligence, inner beauty, courage, and a commitment to helping others.

         Séverine, I miss you…

         He had failed to protect her. In fact, she’d died thirty meters from where he was fighting, crushed under falling debris from a US drone attack.

         Nor did he go back to try to rescue her. The circumstances in Raqqa had made that impossible—he was injured himself, ISIS terrorists were on their tail in overwhelming numbers, he was carrying a young hostage he and his men had rescued. But the circumstances didn’t serve to assuage his guilt, which twisted in his head.

         “Sweet Séverine…I’m sorry.”

         He said it out loud as he ran, sweat running down his face to his chest, and tried to imagine what she would think of this part of Africa. Then he sensed an almost imperceptible pause in the insect cacophony from the trees beyond the fence.

         He almost expected to hear Séverine speak to him. Tonight, in this exotic, life-affirming place, everything seemed possible, even communication from beyond the grave.

         Instead the silence ended with the distinctive rat-ta-tat of an AK-47.

         Crocker automatically stopped in his tracks and crouched low to the dirt. What the fuck was that?

         Was the gunfire directed at me?

         His focus sharpened and he scanned three-sixty. Trees, a fence, a flagpole with its green-and-white-striped flag, a cluster of barracks, a brick HQ building and canteen, several guard towers. The guards manning the tower ahead waited a half minute before they swung a beam across the tree line, but didn’t return fire. Nor did the three boys kneeling outside the fence look up from the lizard they were playing with.

         Their nonchalance didn’t surprise him. Crocker understood that he was in a different country with people who played by a different set of rules. A strange corner of the planet, where it was hard to distinguish the terrorists from the local militiamen, tribal vigilantes, and armed farmers who patrolled the bush. The shots could have come from any of them.

         After two weeks he’d seen how locals seemed to take most things in stride—even the savage Islamic radical insurgency, Boko Haram, that operated with impunity throughout northern and eastern Nigeria, where he was now.

         When no more gunshots came, Crocker swatted away the flying insects, wiped the sweat from his brow, tightened the laces on his Saucony Liberty ISOs, and continued running.

         Welcome to the jungle, we’ve got fun and games…

         Axl Rose could have been singing about Nigeria.

         Welcome to the jungle, watch it bring you to your knees…

         As the local military official who’d greeted him two weeks ago at the Lagos Airport had put it, “Nigeria is an inward-looking country waiting for God to rescue it from itself.” The gulf between rich and poor was staggering, as was the contrast between old traditions in rural parts of the country and modernity in the major cities. Nothing seemed to work, but somehow it did—starting with baggage claim at the airport, where Crocker and his teammates had waited two hours for their luggage, and were told that was normal.

         Chaos was the norm, too. Nobody seemed to follow rules. Like one of the soldiers the SEALs had come to train, who showed up an hour late wearing flip-flops instead of the combat boots he’d been issued. Crocker had asked, “Where are your boots?”

         “I lent them to my brother.”

         “Why?”

         “Because he needed them for work.”

         Crocker and his men were on a six-week assignment to teach CQD (close quarter defense), intel gathering, and counterterrorist tactics to elite AFSF operators. They’d been trained to adjust to circumstances and make the best of all sorts of conditions. Their goal: To coordinate smoothly with members of the 133-man brigade they’d come to train, even though it often moved like a car stuck in rush-hour traffic.

         Not that the Nigerians weren’t polite, respectful, intelligent, and extremely good-natured—always up for a joke, a prank, a good meal, or sharing a story about some beautiful woman they had met at a club. They were. They spent their downtime reading, watching movies, and playing soccer and abula—a local game similar to volleyball, except played with bats.

         The operators of AFSF 72 he’d gotten to know didn’t expect their government to work. They accepted that it was corrupt and controlled by the elites who ran the country. Since gaining independence from Great Britain in 1960, Nigeria had endured six coups, a civil war, seven military dictatorships, and four constitutions.

         Yet the people he’d met in nearby farms and villages seemed content and optimistic, even in a hard place like Yola—a sprawl of corrugated tin-roofed houses and diesel-choked streets, fiercely hot in summer and a sea of mud during the rainy season. As poor as most of them were, they were exuberant in spirit and expressed themselves in music, dance, jokes, stories, and the colorful clothing they wore.

         On the radio in the distance, “Smile for Me” ended and “Fallen in Love” by a different Nigerian woman singer began. Another contagiously happy tune that invited him to laugh, dance, make love, and enjoy life.

         Why not? After the grim destruction Crocker had witnessed in Syria, he was up for a party. He promised to spend the next four weeks familiarizing himself with the local culture, and hopefully getting to know the friendly British-born teacher, Ndidi Collins, from the nearby American University campus he’d met one morning during a drive into town in a three-wheeled taxi, called a tuk-tuk. She’d recommended his first meal in Nigeria, jollof, the one-pot West African rice dish made with tomatoes, onions, nutmeg, ginger, cumin, chili peppers, and grilled chicken or fish. She described it as “unicorn dust and love mixed together.”

         Passing the three boys playing with the lizard again reminded him of his brother Michael—once a coke addict and dealer, now a successful car dealer with kids, houses, and business investments—and their childhood hijinks with rodents, lightning bugs, and other insects in rural Massachusetts. Back before Crocker had become a gangbanger, and before he’d tasted jollof.

         Another peal of gunfire echoed from the trees, followed by what sounded like a cry of anguish behind him. Realizing that it was a young person calling out in Igbo, the local language, Crocker stopped and turned. One of the boys now stood grasping the fence, his face in distress.

         
              

         

         Things could change on a dime. Crocker accepted that. He welcomed it. And now his hands were covered with blood. As he felt for the boy’s pulse, his mind was focused on two immediate goals: keeping the boy alive and saving his leg. Boys like the one he was attending to now needed to run and play. It was important.

         He was a skinny kid with a big head, maybe seven years old. The playmate who stayed by his side and wept whispered his name, “Azi.” The other boy had fled, as boys in all parts of the world did when they were scared.

         “Azi?” Crocker asked. “That’s his name?”

         “Ee…” It meant “yes.”

         Not that it mattered now. The AK-47 round had entered from the rear at an angle about four inches above the knee, and had exited out the back outer side of the thigh, probably after glancing off the femur and maybe shattering it. The wound wasn’t superficial, as evidenced by the boy’s elevated and weak pulse.

         First thing to do, and quickly, was stem the bleeding.

         Crocker turned to his teammate Akil, who had just arrived and was carrying an MP5. “I’m going to need my medical kit and some QuikClot.” QuikClot Combat Gauze contained a hemostatic agent impregnated with the inorganic mineral kaolin, which promoted clotting in a matter of minutes.

         “What the fuck just happened?” Egyptian-American Akil asked. “We heard the shots.”

         “Get the QuikClot.”

         “Where’d the bullets come from?”

         “The QuikClot and my med kit.”

         “Boss, you’re exposed here. We’d better move him first.”

         “No time!”

         “Boss…”

         “Go! And alert the major.”

         Seconds later, an emergency siren wailed from the front gate. The boy shifted and moaned as though he were trying to escape his body. In his periphery Crocker saw armed AFSF commandos leave from the gate and enter the woods. Others fanned out around the base perimeter.

         Crocker wasn’t thinking about his own safety. Maybe he should have been. Instead he was laser-focused on saving the boy and his leg. He pulled off his sweaty shirt and ripped it in half. Wrapped one piece above the exit wound to serve as a tourniquet. The other half he carefully placed under Azi’s head. Then he grabbed the boy’s feet and lifted them over his head, elevating the wound above his heart.

         Azi’s friend watched through the opening between his fingers.

         “Onwu?” he asked.

         “What’s that mean?”

         No time to bridge the communication gap as precious seconds ticked by. Crocker wore no surgical gloves, his hands and wrists were sticky with the boy’s blood. Flying insects circled. It was a hard to make out detail in the minimal light from the posts above the fence.

         Reaching with his free hand, he felt the blood continue to ooze from the wound.

         Not good…

         If the bleeding didn’t stop soon, the kid would slip into a coma, suffer brain damage, and die. More shots rang out from the line of trees. A grunt of alarm came from the friend’s mouth.

         “Ndi nwuru?”

         “Don’t worry…Follow me…”

         Crocker took him by the shoulders, held a finger up to his lips, and pushed him to his knees. The boy’s natural impulse was to resist.

         “Stay,” Crocker whispered, “Listen…” knowing there was a very slight chance the kid understood English.

         “Kedu?”

         “Stay…Watch…”

         He lifted Azi’s feet and placed them on the kneeling boy’s shoulders as more gunfire sounded. He couldn’t tell if it was coming from the soldiers or someone else.

         The younger boy’s flight impulse activated again, and Crocker held him in place.

         “Ihe mere?”

         “Stay still. You’ll be okay.”

         The kid didn’t seem to agree. Crocker used one hand to hold him in place, and the other to feel for Azi’s brachial artery by reaching under his arm just below the armpit. Soon as he found it, he pressed down firmly with his ring and middle fingers.

         The bleeding slowed, but not enough. So he moved his fingers closer to the boy’s heart and applied pressure there.

         Better…

         That’s when he heard footsteps to his right and the little friend’s sharp intake of breath. Crocker didn’t bother to look up.

         Heard: “Boss! Boss! What the fuck…”

         Familiar voices. Akil, Tiny Chavez, and CT arriving armed and carrying the medical kit.

         “You bring the QuikClot?”

         “Possible Boko Haram probe, southwest.”

         “Tell me you brought the QuikClot!”

         “Got it.”

         “Boss, we got to get you outta here.”

         “Rip one open and hand it to me. Now!”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

            
               “If thy enemy wrong thee, buy each of his

children a drum.”

               —African proverb

            

         

         An hour later Crocker reentered the AFSF base camp in a fugue of exhaustion. Guards at the gate waved, raised their thumbs, and shouted, “Ezi oru!” and “Good job! Good man!”

         He tried to smile. After surgery to stop internal bleeding at a bare-bones local hospital, the boy’s life and his leg had been spared, at least for the time being. The next few hours would be critical.

         Azi’s condition was weak. Even the smallest infection could cause him to slip into a coma or die. Crocker would check on him first thing in the morning. Now he needed rest.

         He needed to be briefed, too. He wanted to know who had fired the shots, why security at this critical base continued to be so lax, and why the locals had been so slow to respond.

         His legs carried him across the dusty PT grinder to the old concrete structure where his DEVGRU Black Cell team had set up: Akil (navigator), Mancini (second in command and weapons), Rufus “Tiny” Chavez (explosives), CT (comms), and newcomer Gator (sniper) who was temporarily taking Rip’s place while he recovered from injuries sustained during their last deployment. Crocker was the team leader and primary corpsman or medic.

         Soon as he walked in the door, and the breeze from the overhead fan hit his skin, he saw that all of the men were awake even though it was an hour past midnight. This surprised him, because they had to be up at 0500 for an hour of PT before sunrise, then chow, showers, and the start of training at 0730. And Tiny, who hadn’t been feeling well, liked to sleep.

         “What’s going on?” Crocker asked.

         He blinked, and Tiny Chavez was in his face. He’d abandoned his game of Overlook, a multiplayer game that one could play as a detective robot trying to find and destroy normal robots, or an overseer seeking and eliminating defective robots.

         Their teammates called him Tiny because of his massive arms and shoulders, the right one displaying a colorful tat of Jesus. He wore baggy shorts and a Gold’s Gym T-shirt and vibrated with nervous energy. His dark hair was clipped close to his skull.

         “How’s the boy?” Tiny asked in his incongruous high-pitched voice.

         “Lost a lot of blood, but I think he’ll live. They locate the shooter?”

         “No, but they just handed us a can of snakes.”

         Tiny’s nostrils flared and his mouth twisted right, typically a sign he was upset. He was a skilled, soft-spoken operator with a little crazy in his eyes.

         “What’s that mean?”

         A quick glance around the rectangular room showed CT on a bunk peering into his laptop and Akil listening to music. Both had buds in their ears. Gator and Mancini were missing.

         “Where are Gator and Manny?” asked Crocker, blinking, then staring at his bunk as though it was some kind of siren calling him to sleep.

         “That’s what I was about to tell you about,” Tiny answered.

         “Tell me. What happened?”

         Tiny’s head was still halfway in the gothic landscape of Overlook tower, where the action had taken place tonight.

         “What happened is…this—”

         Akil cut him off. The big Egyptian-American former Marine saw Crocker standing on the tile floor near the doorway and removed the buds from his ears.

         “Yo, boss, something big is going down. Major Wally’s looking for you.”

         Tiny protested, “That’s rude, dude. I was talking.”

         “I’m talking now, bro.”

         Major Walfor “Wally” Martins was their primary liaison with the Nigerian 72 Special Forces battalion they’d come to help train.

         “What’s Major Martins want?” asked Crocker, crossing to his bunk, sitting, and unlacing his Saucony running shoes. They were spotted with blood.

         “Yo, boss…Didn’t say. But Paige Spiranac, the golf goddess I told you about? The one I’m gonna marry. She’s got a rad spread in the latest Sports Illustrated swimsuit edition.”

         Crocker turned to Chavez, who stood fuming. “Tiny…You were saying?”

         Tiny, visibly pissed, turned to Akil and growled, “No way Paige Spir-ass, or whatever the hell her name is, is gonna want any part of your hairy Egyptian ass.”

         That got a chuckle from CT. “You got that right!”

         Tiny hitched up his shorts and addressed Crocker. “You know that Nigerian J-2 guy Gator’s been working with?” J-2 was intel.

         “Uh…Lieutenant Peppie, yeah…”

         “You know how they’ve been developing, organizing, and assessing intel from various local sources?”

         Crocker’s head hurt. “Yeah, yeah. So?”

         “Well, tonight they were going over some scenarios together and this local farmer comes in with intel about some Boko Haram troop movement near the Cameroon border.”

         “Wait a minute…This happened while I was gone?”

         “While you were at the hospital, right. And when he hears the intel, Gator’s antenna goes straight up, like never happens with Akil’s dick.”

         “The fuck it doesn’t!”

         “Stop horsing around.”

         Tiny continued. “Boss, Lieutenant Peppie was real reluctant to take it to 72 HQ because of what he says are politics. Everything with the brigade is politics, politics…Besides, it’s Saturday night, and a bunch of the command guys are in town attending someone’s bachelor party. And he’s like, afraid to interrupt.”

         Typical Tiny, Crocker thought, takes half an hour to get to the point. “So?”

         “So, Gator…You know Gator when he locks his teeth on something…He practically drags Lieutenant Peppie over to the 72 HQ. And when they present the intel to the duty officer, a Captain Mobido, or Mopito, or whatever, he like waves them away like he can’t be bothered. And you don’t do that with Gator.”

         “Don’t tell me.”

         “Because now that whacked-out Cajun gets up in the captain’s face, and tells him he’s a disgrace to his uniform and like a thousand other insults.”

         Crocker groans. “No…”

         “Reads him the riot act, and calls him a coo-yawn.”

         “What’s a coo-yawn?” Crocker asked.

         “It’s Cajun,” Akil cut in. “Roughly translated means something like ‘dumb fucking asshole.’”

         “Great.”

         “The captain took it as a racial slur.”

         “Shit.”

         “Got hysterical and shoved Gator. Gator smacked the captain a couple times, then backed off.”

         “Fuck…”

         “Of course the Nigerian captain runs straight to Major Wally. And now the whole Nigerian command is up in arms.”

         “Just what we need…” Crocker rubbed his face to get the blood moving. Last thing he wanted was to deal with shit like this now. But he had no choice.

         “Where’s Gator?” Crocker asked.

         “Manny took him out to blow off steam.”

         “Where?”

         Tiny turned to Akil, who turned to CT, who shrugged. “Beats me…”

         “Get ’em both back here! Now.”

         Crocker started relacing his running shoes. Considered changing out of his soiled shorts and the medical tunic he’d borrowed, but decided not to bother.

         “I’m going to talk to Major Martin. The rest of you coo-yawns go find Gator.”

         “Okay, boss.”

         
              

         

         As he walked beside Akil to 72 AFSF HQ, Crocker noticed a wind had started up, indicating that the weather was changing. The air revived him. He tried to remember what he had learned about Boko Haram from the CIA official who had briefed them before they left ST-6 headquarters in Virginia.

         Boko Haram was a radical Islamist terrorist group that had wreaked havoc through northern and eastern Nigeria, seizing big parcels of territory, massacring entire villages, killing more than twenty thousand civilians, and creating millions more refugees.

         Their name, literally translated, meant “western education is forbidden,” which is why they aimed their savage brand of religious fundamentalism on teachers, schools, and schoolchildren—brutally slaughtering the boys and their teachers, and kidnapping the girls to turn them into concubines and slaves.

         Much akin to ISIS in the Middle East, Boko Haram’s goal was to install an Islamic state in western Africa based on Sharia law. The analyst who had briefed Crocker also said that despite their religious beliefs they earned money from drug and human trafficking.

         Nice guys…

         Akil stopped when they got within a hundred feet of the concrete building. “Boss, there’s another part of this that bothers me.”

         Crocker was so tired he wasn’t sure his brain could absorb new information. “What?”

         “Our mission is to train, advise, and support, right? But we’ve spent the last two weeks running exercises, and haven’t done shit to take the fight to the Boko bad guys.”

         “You saying the Nigerian military isn’t doing its job?”

         Akil grinned. “Now Gator gets a report of some Boko Haram movement near the border, and the AFSF guys are too busy being insulted to see the bigger picture. That seem upside down to you?”

         Crocker was trying to remember the rules of engagement (ROEs) of their JCET (Joint Combined Exchange Training). If he recalled correctly, the SEALs were allowed to accompany the Nigerians on live missions in an advisory capacity, and shoot back at the enemy if they took fire.

         “The thing is, boss, we need to tread carefully.”

         It was strange to hear a warning of restraint from the usually uber-aggressive Akil.

         “Why’s that?”

         “Lieutenant Peppie told me something the other day that might be pertinent.”

         “Pertinent? I’m impressed.”

         “The current president of Nigeria, Muhammadu Buhari, is a former military strongman who describes himself as a converted democrat, and previously supported the implementation of Muslim Sharia law throughout the country. Pertinent, right?”

         “Interesting.”

         “Now he denies he ever had a Muslim radical agenda, but some local dudes, including Lieutenant Peppie, still question his sympathy for Boko Haram.”

         
              

         

         Major Martins sat at the wooden conference table, cleaning the meat off chicken bones in the remains of a cassava leaf stew at 0026 hours. 72 AFSF had received intel from a local source about a column of Boko Haram cars and trucks moving toward the border. Rumor was they were about to engage in some kind of exchange of weapons. The sources were “moderately reliable” according to the major. But given sensitive relations between Nigeria and Cameroon to the east, he informed Crocker that military and civilian leaders in the Nigerian capital of Abuja weren’t inclined to act.

         “I don’t understand. Why’s that?” Crocker asked. Bureaucratic bullshit irritated him wherever it reared its ugly head—as in the States, so as in Nigeria. He wasn’t oriented toward concerns about image, or professional standing, or stepping on people’s toes. You saw a problem, you found the best way to solve it, and you acted to the best of your abilities.

         “Political difficulties,” the major answered. The problem now: in order to prevent any possible incident between the two countries, the Nigerian government had closed the border two weeks ago, stranding hundreds of traders and travelers, including a group of tourists from Argentina, of all places.

         Crocker wanted to ask what the hell South American tourists were doing in a war zone. But he nixed that. He was more curious to learn about the political beef between Cameroon and Nigeria.

         He said instead: “Major, I realize our job here is to advise, train, and lend tactical support. But this intel, if it’s reliable, I think it begs us to bend the rules a little, and at least find out what Boko is up to.”

         “You’re a bender of rules, sir?” Major Martins was a thick-chested man with a round, friendly face, whose dark skin had been scarred by childhood smallpox. As an officer, he outranked Crocker, who was a chief warrant officer. He had no business calling Crocker “sir.”

         Crocker couldn’t help being put off by the major’s flippant attitude about what he perceived as a highly actionable situation. But he also understood that the cultural and historical gap between them was immense, that his knowledge of local politics was limited, and that he and his men hadn’t come to Nigeria to stir up trouble, but to help and win hearts and minds.

         “The way I look at it, Major,” Crocker started, “rules are meant to be adaptable to circumstances.” He was being about as diplomatic as he could manage given his state of exhaustion. “What we’re talking about here are extraordinary circumstances that could yield very negative results.”

         Martins was a good smiler. He smiled again. “I’m a sensible man, Mr. Crocker. I like my position. My family enjoys the comforts it brings them. We have a saying in my country: A man who sells eggs should not start a fight in a market.”

         Major Martin, like many Nigerians, had a habit of communicating with proverbs.

         Crocker answered politely, saying, “We’re not selling eggs, sir. We’re trying to eradicate Boko Haram.”

         Other officers in 72 AFSF sat at the long table listening, drinking tea and sodas, and reading comics and newspapers with no sense of urgency as Crocker spoke from his feet.

         “It seems to me that if you really want to drive the enemy out of eastern and northern Nigeria, the last thing you want to see happen is for them to acquire more arms.”

         Martins looked up from the stew and waved. “Sit down, Mr. Crocker. Have a cup of tea, or a soda. What you say is, of course, correct. When a ripe fruit sees an honest man, it drops.”

         As Crocker looked for a place at the table, the lights went out, which happened often in this part of Nigeria. Nobody made a sound. Instead, one of the junior officers switched on a battery-operated lamp, and two other men went outside to start a gasoline generator. The screen door banged behind them.

         Crocker’s eyes adjusted to the shadows, and Akil whispered in his ear, “Did he just call you a ripe fruit?”

         “I hope not.”

         An aide said something to Major Wally Martins. Then the officer looked up at Crocker and nodded. “Our politicians go to London, for their education, to Paris for their holidays, to Dubai for shopping. The only time they come to Nigeria is to be buried. Does that make this a cemetery?”

         Other officers at the table laughed.

         What the fuck does that mean?

         Crocker was tired. It was their country and their fight. But he hated seeing the bad guys advance or gain advantage, and reminded himself that it usually didn’t turn out well. In the late ’90s the US let al-Qaeda bomb two of its embassies in Africa and didn’t respond. Then they let them get away with bombing the USS Cole in Yemen and killing seventeen sailors. Didn’t do shit, and how did that turn out?

         He was working up a head of steam…He didn’t want to see more children buried after a terrorist bombing, or hear about more girls being raped and kidnapped. Not while he was here and could do something to prevent it from happening.

         He chose his words carefully so as not to insult their hosts. “Major, do you remember telling me that money and weapons help the rebels attract recruits, or would you rather I keep my opinions to myself?”

         Major Martins smiled again, showing off a row of brilliant white teeth. “Yes, I said that, and yes, it is a wise observation.”

         “Thank you.”

         “Mr. Crocker, you’re an experienced soldier who has fought all over the world, and I respect that. But we’re dealing with a case of what we call aproko.”

         “What’s aproko?”

         “Rumors, sir. Gossip.”

         “The intel comes from your source. People you pay for information.”

         “Lieutenant Peppie is an ambitious man.”

         Crocker wasn’t sure what that had to do with anything. He asked, “What would you say, Major, are the odds these rumors are true?”

         “Fifty-fifty,” Major Wally Martins answered.

         “So what do we risk, Major, by checking them out? By trying to reach the column and seeing what Boko Haram is up to, and possibly intercepting them if they are picking up a shipment of weapons and ammo?”

         Major Martins pushed his chair away from the table and rubbed his belly. “You make a very reasonable argument, Mr. Crocker. The roaring lion kills no prey. I can’t argue with that.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

            
               “The skin of a leopard is beautiful, but not its heart.”

               —Nigerian proverb

            

         

         Yesterday had been Chichima Okore’s eighteenth birthday, but she had kept that information to herself. Today she couldn’t shake the heavy sadness that wanted to pull her into the ground—a state she tried to hide from the seven other girls of her approximate age with whom she shared a rusting shipping container hidden somewhere in the Sambisa Forest.

         Chichima had vowed from the start of this ordeal to be the strong one, the one who would record everything and never lose faith.

         But now, after almost two years in captivity, she couldn’t hold back her frustration. She couldn’t ignore the stench and degradation that wore down her spirit. Sitting on the edge of the moldy mattress, she lowered her face into her hands and wept.

         Through her tears, she said, “So much time has passed…My friends and family have forgotten me…I’m afraid I’m becoming a stranger to myself…”

         The other girls were too numb to notice her distress. The lone exception was her gaunt friend Navina, who sat beside her, took her hand, and implored softly, “Really, deep down, nothing has changed, Chichima…The ones you love are still the ones you love. The fox still drinks from the river…”

         “I’m eighteen,” Chichima replied. “I’m already an old woman inside…”

         “Don’t think like that.”

         “Where are our countrymen, our friends, our parents? Where are they, Navina?”

         Chichima’s name meant “sweet and precious” in Igbo. Today, her dreams, her childhood in the small farming hamlet of Malabu, even her identity felt like a distant memory. That carefree life amid the bush and surrounding rivers—monkeys chattering, hornbills cawing, the incessant buzzing of cicadas and crickets, playing with her brother, younger sisters, and cousins, helping her mother, and dreaming of one day moving to the city of Lagos and leading a modern life, had dissolved into the air.

         Before she had turned six and started attending school, her father, a mechanic, was the only person in the family who could read or write. When her mother or one of her aunts wanted to communicate with family members up north, they would dictate to him what they wanted to say and he would write it down. He was also the only family member who spoke English, learned while he worked for a trucking company in the city of Jalingo. The rest of them communicated in Igbo, the language of their ancestors, which seemed to spring directly from the earth. Today Chichima wished she’d never learned English, or watched the Nollywood movies that depicted life in the cities of Lagos and Abuja, where her favorite actresses Damilola Adegbite and Venita Akpofure were glamorous women driving their own cars and living in houses with tile floors, air conditioning, and sleek leather-covered furniture.

         She wondered if the imam who lectured them daily for the past two years was right. Maybe there was an element of evil inherent in modern ways. Maybe Western ideas of personal freedom and self-fulfillment offended the Igbo river goddess Mami Wata, or the God of the Quran.

         Maybe she was wrong to ever think she could be anything other than a country girl, living in a little house in the woods with a rusting corrugated metal roof and no running water, no electricity, no gas, and no telephone. She was part of a family that owned no chrome, glass, or even upholstered furniture, only tables, bed frames, and benches made by her father, brother, and uncles out of wood collected from the local forest. Even their kitchen sat outdoors, under an awning.

         It had been Chichima’s ambition to seek a better, more modern life that had led her to the Government Girls’ School in Yola. Even though she started at fourteen, which was later than most girls, she had risen to the top of her class. Her curiosity had been like an unquenchable thirst. Her favorite subjects: history and English.

         She learned that her people, the Igbo, lived in south-central and southeastern Nigeria on both sides of the Niger River. Starting at the end of the seventeenth century, an Igbo subgroup called the Aro people had formed a confederacy that spread its influence throughout eastern Nigeria and all the way south to the Atlantic Coast. To grow their economic power, Aro business families began exporting palm oil and slaves seized from poorer Igbo tribes. They sold the slaves to traders from Europe, who then exported them to colonies in the Western Hemisphere where the demand for manual labor was high.

         This brutal history made a strong impression on Chichima’s young mind. She tried to see past the horror of slavery to the tremendous impact Igbo culture had made on the United States in jazz, ragtime, various forms of dance, art, and the cultivation of yams and okra—both Igbo staple crops.

         “We are one love, one voice, one heart beating,” went the lyrics to the song by one of her favorite singers, Oona McOuat, who she had originally discovered on YouTube.

         Chichima’s ambition had been to go to the US to study at a university after she earned her high school diploma. Then she would return to her native country and become a teacher, to educate rural girls like herself so they could better understand the world and reach their full potential.

         She had thought of it as a form of cultural-historical retribution. She would be returning significant things that had been taken from her ancestors—dignity, knowledge, and education. She would make her Igbo students strong enough to stand up for themselves and spread a positive influence throughout Nigeria, Africa, and the rest of the world.

         It was a dream that seemed unattainable in her current circumstances, locked inside a shipping container at the base of the Mandara Mountains.

         Just then, the lock rattled and the metal door creaked open.

         Chichima was so weakened in body and spirit that she didn’t respond to the armed men who ordered the girls to line up outside. It was only when Navina pointed to the short man with the crazy eyes and whispered, “It’s the Leopard,” that she realized that maybe something significant was about to happen.

         
              

         

         To the outside world, the man Chichima saw standing outside was Festus Ratty Kumar, first cousin of Boko Haram leader Abubakar Shekau. To his men and followers he was known as the Leopard, for many reasons. There was the dirty, leopard-patterned bandana he always wore on his head to cover a nasty scar suffered in a knife fight at the age of twelve. There were also his skills: Festus was quick-tongued, quick-footed, and quick-fisted. Like a leopard, he operated on instinct, stalking his prey, attacking it unaware, and destroying it.

         Now he bristled with almost inhuman energy, pacing back and forth in the jungle clearing and ordering his men to load the teenage girls into two trucks that had been stolen hours earlier from a local cement plant.

         Festus Ratty Kumar’s chief aide, a one-eyed northerner named Modu (which meant Mohammed in Kanuri), asked why. Kumar smiled out of the side of his mouth, looked at him askance, and answered, “Opportunity!”

         Modu knew not to expect an explanation. When Kumar decided on a course of action, he did it whether people agreed with him or not. His bold decisiveness had led to many military successes and had attracted loyal recruits from Islamic radicals and criminals in northern Nigeria.

         Ratty Kumar had been a wild, unusual boy from the beginning, born weeks after his father was arrested for stealing government property. He’d shot out of the womb carrying a sword, according to his mother. Possessed a crazy, relentless, uncontrollable energy that no one was able to curb or corral.

         By age two, people in his village outside the northeast city of Maiduguri (capital of the northern Borno State) were already recommending that he be poisoned, drowned, or buried alive.

         His mother and grandfather tried reasoning with the young boy and, when that didn’t work, inflicted various forms of punishment. When his uncle beat him with a stick, Ratty responded by assaulting his older sister and pulling her hair out. When his uncle tied him to a tree outside for a week, Ratty managed to get free and set the house on fire.

         In frustration, his mother went to the local tribal chief and asked, “What makes him like this?”

         “Maybe you’ll never know,” the tribal chief answered. “Maybe you don’t want to. The sky is wide enough for hawks and doves to fly without colliding into one another.”

         No school would have him because he was constantly making trouble and getting in fights. He was nwa nwa—loosely translated: a hell child. By the time Ratty turned ten, his mother remarried and her new husband gave her an ultimatum: Choose between him or me. The other has to leave.

         A week later Ratty’s mother dropped him off at the Christian Alliance Orphanage in Maiduguri. He lasted four months. An energetic, good-natured kid most of the time, he refused to follow rules or standards of good behavior. Had no respect for authority. Nothing—neither kindness and compassion, discipline, or lessons from the Holy Bible—seemed to make the slightest impression.

         One night he was found fornicating in the pantry with a mentally deficient kitchen attendant. A month later he was accused of stealing money. A month after that, he was caught stealing brass religious objects from the chapel and selling them in the market.

         The school’s administrators expelled him.

         If Festus Ratty Kumar felt any remorse, it didn’t show. By age thirteen he was living on the streets of Maiduguri, scrounging for food and money. He used people, stole, lied, and learned that power was more important than money, knowledge, friendship, or sex. He derived his power from his strength, wits, and courage. No one or nothing frightened him—not the authorities, disease, loneliness, or even the wrath of God.

         An unreal energy shone in his eyes, mesmerizing street kids and criminals. Some of them swore that sometimes, when he was excited, a blue light would emit from his hands.

         At fourteen he was arrested for assaulting a girl. A month later he was detained by the police on suspicion of stealing a motorcycle. At sixteen he was sent to prison for possession of a stolen car, raping a girl while his girlfriend watched from the backseat, and then beating the girl and threatening to kill her.

         Local newspapers called him a moral degenerate. Even though the victim refused to testify in court, Ratty was sentenced to nine years of hard labor.

         His criminal activities continued in prison. He quickly developed a network of guards, and outside criminals, who smuggled food, cell phones, computers, DVDs, and drugs into the prison for cash. He even paid off the warden. A year in, he was approached by a recruiter from the Nigerian military who offered to commute his sentence in exchange for joining the infantry. Ratty signed up, and went AWOL two weeks into basic training.

         A month later he was caught, beaten, and thrown back in prison. It was at that point that a visiting teacher and friend of his cousin came to talk to him about the Quran.

         
              

         

         Rain started falling in big drops as the SEALs—minus Tiny Chavez, who had stayed behind because of his bad stomach—waited under the lip of a pre-fab aluminum structure that served as the AFSF base control tower. Thunder rumbled in the distance.

         Thunder reminded Crocker of home, and summer nights on the front porch with his parents, sister, and brother.

         He had instructed his men to strip themselves of anything that would identify them as US operators, including blood chits and dog tags. They were dressed in a combination of military fatigues and civilian clothes, armed with weapons borrowed from the Nigerians, mostly German-made MP5 submachine guns and Russian-made AK-47s, and their own SIG Sauer 226 pistols.

         The rhythmic beating of the rain and his own physical exhaustion had lulled Crocker into a rare contemplative state. Like drawing a rainbow in his head, he retraced the arc of his life—son of a Navy veteran, rambunctious kid, gangbanger with the Flat Rats, motocross racer, girl chaser, marathon racer, Navy recruit, corpsman, BUD/S candidate, SEAL Trident recipient, husband, father, member of SEAL Team Two, divorcé, member of SEAL Team Six, long-distance athlete, husband, and divorcé a second time.

         He started to wonder what lay ahead—travel, more marriage, more deployments—when Akil appeared at his right, water from the roof pelting the tops of his Merrell boots.

         Crocker looked at his watch. 0136.

         “What are we waiting for?” He’d forgotten about the boy in the hospital.

         Akil shrugged. “Who knows.”

         He and his men hadn’t seen action since Syria months ago. Crocker was looking forward to the burst of adrenaline, the thrill of unforeseen danger, and the synchronicity of men and machines moving together.

         “What do you make of Lieutenant Peppie’s intel?” Crocker asked.

         “I trust him. He’s a smart man.”

         Crocker was aware that the Nigerian lieutenant in charge of J-2 and Akil had struck up a friendship. What he didn’t know was that Akil had spent the last couple of nights at Peppie’s house, feasting on Peppie’s wife’s food, and discussing the problems with Islam. Akil, though born in Egypt and nominally Muslim, had never stepped into a mosque since immigrating to the US at age seven. He was curious about what a thoughtful, faithful Muslim man like Peppie felt about his religion.

         Peppie had explained that all of the practicing believers he knew thought of their religion as one of love and tolerance. Even Sharia law, he’d said, had been misconstrued by fanatics.

         Sharia, literally translated from Arabic, meant “a path to water where people can drink and seek nourishment.” It wasn’t intended as a set of laws, but rather a guidebook to how to lead a life pleasing to God. It told Muslims how to become better friends, family members, and citizens.

         “Then how does it result in the horror we see carried out in Iraq, in Syria, in the name of Allah?” Akil had asked.

         “Paths can be tricky,” Peppie had answered thoughtfully, “especially when they are meant to lead to God. Just as there are many paths to a well, there are many interpretations of Islamic law, and some paths lead people astray.”

         Crocker saw that the sky ahead had turned a very dark shade of red.

         He turned to Akil and asked, “Where is the rest of the team?”

         “Inside, keeping dry.”

         Crocker looked over his shoulder, through the window of the terminal building. Major Martins was standing and coolly smoking a cigarette in the company of some of his men. He wore a maroon scarf under the collar of his freshly washed jungle fatigues.

         To his way of thinking, the major’s nonchalance wasn’t appropriate, not now, as they were preparing to launch a mission.

         He reentered the tin-roofed shack, took a deep breath, and asked, “We doing this, Major?”

         The major grinned. “When a cow hurries to go to America, it comes back corn beef.”

         Some of the officers around him chuckled. Crocker bit down hard on his annoyance.

         “I’m not familiar with that saying.”

         “It means patience, Mr. Crocker. We’ll be airborne soon.”

         “How soon?”

         “Soon as the crocodiles are operational,” the major answered. “Five minutes, maybe ten.”

         “Crocodiles? What crocodiles?”

         Major Martins pointed outside where two Russian-made Mi-35P helicopters, with green camouflage bodies and noses painted to look like crocodiles, waited on the tarmac.

         “Is there a specific reason why we’re waiting?” asked Crocker, who was starting to boil inside.

         “A minor fuel line problem in Crocodile One. The mechanics are patching it, and will be finished soon.”

         According to Lieutenant Peppie’s informant, the Boko Haram trucks and cars were estimated to reach the Cameroon border by 0300. That gave them about a forty-minute window.

         Around a corner, he saw Mancini and Gator sitting with their boots up on a table as CT adjusted the sights on his borrowed AK-47.

         “We should be moving soon.”

         “Sure, boss,” said CT.

         Gator lifted his MP5 to his shoulder like he was ready for action, grinned, and said, “Laissez les bon temps rouler.”
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