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The men and women of the military, law enforcement, and emergency services put their lives on hold every day to protect this nation. This book is for you.


CHAPTER 1



Syria, 2014

Mason Kane stepped out of the shadows, which hung like skewed curtains over the tight alleyway, and moved silently toward the target house. Despite the “all clear” from the sniper providing overwatch to his rear, Mason’s senses were on high alert.

His back was now exposed to the open street behind him, but Mason was trusting that Grinch had him covered. It was a hell of a thing, placing his life in the hands of another man, but Grinch was the best sniper he’d ever seen. If anyone had earned the right to cover his six, Grinch was the man.

Mason paused to wipe his face across the sleeve of his faded brown shirt, feeling the prickle of his thick salt-and-pepper stubble through the fabric.

“Fucking heat,” he muttered to himself.

Despite the early hour, the alley was muggy, and the trash strewn across the jagged cobblestones smelled of stale urine and rotting vegetables. It was a smell he’d become intimately familiar with during the years he’d spent deployed to Iraq, where he’d honed his ability to fit in among the Arabs he was paid to hunt. His dark eyes, olive skin, and knowledge of local customs and languages allowed him access to a Middle East that most Americans didn’t know existed.

Mason pushed all of that out of his mind a second before inching the barrel of his AK-47 around the corner of the alley, and stepping out into the open. He spotted a doorway up ahead and quickly moved toward it, sweeping the AK back and forth as he moved. Angling wide to insure that it was clear, he stepped out of the street and into cover. He glanced behind him, just as Zeus’s muzzle flashed around the corner. Mason felt better knowing that there was another gun in the fight, especially since the man behind the trigger was one of the few people he trusted.

The stocky Libyan, and the rest of Mason’s five-man team, had been out for five days on a recon mission just north of their present location when they had gotten the call from Task Force 11’s tactical operations center, or TOC. Instead of heading back to the safe house for some much-needed downtime, the team was given another target and ordered to move south.

Mason had pressed the battle captain for more details, but all the man would say was that a mission was in the works, and they needed to move. He could tell right away that Zeus didn’t like the idea of going in blind.

“What do you think?” Mason had asked him.

“It’s a bad idea,” the Libyan said as he pulled on his prized goatee. “Too many variables and not enough intel.”

Before Zeus had a chance to say anything else, the captain called back with another bombshell.

“The DOD’s source is already on the ground. The mission’s a go if you’re there or not.”

“Shit,” Mason swore. He knew there was only one man they’d use for this mission: his old friend Mick Boland.

Mason stepped back out into the street and was moving up to the target house when Grinch hissed over the radio, “Fuck, I’ve got a rover.”

Mason froze as a man emerged on the street and bent his head to light a cigarette. Mason could smell the acrid tobacco burning as the man touched the end of the cigarette to the lighter and then blew out a jet of smoke.

“No shot,” Grinch whispered across the radio.

“Time to get up close and personal,” Mason murmured, easing the AK to his side. He silently slipped his custom-made JK knife from its sheath at the front of his chest rig before taking a careful step forward.

The bullet wound he had sustained to his thigh eight months ago throbbed as his right foot made contact with the ground, and he winced while pressing the AK against his body so it wouldn’t bang against the concrete.

Mason was close enough to smell the sweat of the inky outline, which stood out among the heavy shadows. He knew that he was running out of time. Any second now, the azan, or call to prayer, would be blasted from the speakers festooning the mosques dotted around the tightly packed neighborhood. If he didn’t get his men off the street before then, they were screwed.

Already the American was running down a list of contingencies in case they were compromised, but with Boland on the ground and the strike team birds coming with or without his team in position, his options were severely limited. They were going to have to suck it up and pray they could stay hidden.

Mason stepped forward, clearing his mind, and carefully set his right foot between the jagged pieces of concrete littering the tight side street. He could feel the blood pounding in his ears, amplifying every step he took. Then the target moved.

Mason froze, holding his breath while the man shifted his weight to his right leg in an effort to get comfortable.

“One more step,” the American thought—at the same moment his left foot crunched down on an unseen shard of concrete.

The Arab flinched at the sound, his head turtling down to his shoulders, and he whipped around to see who was behind him.

Mason had the blade low, meaning to drive it into the base of the man’s spine, but as the jihadist turned, his eyes wide with horror, he found himself out of position.

There was a flurry of movement: the fighter opening his mouth to scream and Mason driving his forehead into the crown of the boy’s nose. Mason couldn’t let him warn the men inside, and as the warm jet of blood sprayed across his face, he was already jamming the web of his left hand into the boy’s mouth.

The youth recovered quickly, grabbing Mason’s shirt and pulling him close as the knife came up. The boy was surprisingly strong, and Mason felt his ankle roll when the fighter grabbed the AK-47 hanging from his neck and tried to choke him with the sling.

Mason slammed the blade into the hollow between the fighter’s neck and shoulder, so hard that he felt the hilt grind against the collarbone. Zeus appeared next to him in a flash, his hands reaching out for the boy’s rifle. Mason pulled the young jihadist closer, feeling the boy’s dying breath against his hand and the rough fabric of his shirt as they stumbled into the building.

Mason’s momentum carried them into the corner, where he dumped the body against the wall. Bright arterial spray welled up beneath the blade’s hilt, misting over the wall, as the boy’s heart hammered in his chest. Mason watched his face grow pale and his chest heave as he fought against the icy grip of death, but the blade had pierced his heart, and a moment later the boy took a final, shaky breath and went still.

Zeus moved past him to pull security down the hallway, an M18 claymore mine peaking out of his assault pack.

“On me,” Mason said into the radio before limping to the door.

His ankle throbbed in his boot, and he could feel it swelling as he yanked the knife out of the fighter’s shoulder. The blood creeping down the boy’s shirt reminded him of wine spilled on a tablecloth as Mason wiped the bloody blade on his pants and slid it back into its Kydex sheath.

“My bad, boss,” Grinch said after he slipped through the door, pausing to let Mason count him in.

“And here I was thinking you were worth a shit,” he said, smiling to let him know he was joking. Mason tapped the medic, Blaine, and T.J., the breacher, on their shoulders as the two men slipped into the house. Counting himself, that brought his count to five, and he knew that the team was all accounted for.

“Keep babying him, and he’s never going to learn,” Zeus said, yanking the claymore from his pack before kneeling to attach it to the door.

“Don’t be jealous—you’re still my favorite turd,” Mason said, grinning at his best friend.

“I’m not jealous,” Zeus replied. “I just don’t think he’s ready to take over, even though you’re getting too old for this. Do you need an aspirin for your old-lady ankle?”

“Fuck off,” he replied, his ankle still throbbing.

Mason knew that Zeus was right. He hadn’t been a hundred percent for the last eight months, but he thought he’d done a better job hiding it. The fact that he was unable to keep anything from Zeus wasn’t surprising, especially after all they had been through, but Mason still refused to admit what was becoming increasingly clear.

He was slipping, and he should have never agreed to this mission.

Mason’s team was carrying the wrong gear for this operation. He’d wanted to go back to the safe house so they could trade out their battered AKs for the suppressed Heckler & Koch 416 assault rifles they usually carried, but the captain overruled him.

“My sniper is the only one with night vision, and it’s dark as shit out here,” Mason tried to explain.

“Not my problem. Just get to the grid,” the faceless captain ordered.

“Fuck that. I’m not putting my team at risk for this bullshit,” Mason said before hanging up on the man.

He hadn’t even slipped the sat phone back into his cargo pocket before it was ringing again. This time it was Colonel Anderson, the commanding officer of Task Force 11, on the line. Mason cursed as soon as he recognized the number. He knew it was going to be a one-way conversation before he even answered.

Mason and the colonel had never gotten along. The first time they’d met—eight months prior—Mason and Zeus were in handcuffs after members of the task force had captured them in Libya. Anderson had been a major then, and Mason was charged with treason. It didn’t matter that Mason was cleared; Anderson had already made up his mind that the olive-skinned operator was a piece of shit, and never wasted an opportunity to let him know it.

The colonel cut right to the point: “You can get your ass to the objective, or you can let Boland go in by himself. It’s your choice.”

Mason knew he was being played, but he didn’t have a say in the matter. Loyalty had always been his weakness, and Anderson was taking full advantage.

“I think it’s time for a vacation,” Zeus announced, bringing Mason back to the here and now.

“Not again,” Mason said.

Zeus had been talking about different exotic locations for weeks, and ignored Mason’s exasperated reply, “Look, we have work to do.”

“I’ve narrowed it down,” Zeus said as he finished emplacing the mine.

Outside, the opening wail of the call to prayer echoed over the city, coaxing it gently to life. It was a sound Mason had come to hate because it reminded him that no matter how many men he killed or how much he suffered, he could never go home again.

“Save the travel agent shit until after Boland’s—” Mason heard movement coming from the floor above. He raised a finger to his lips as he slipped a suppressed Glock 19 from its holster.

He limped over to the stairs, the pistol pointing to the second floor while Zeus moved across to his right. The Libyan scanned the landing with his own pistol and then motioned that he was going first. Mason felt Grinch’s hand on his shoulder, signaling his readiness. He checked to ensure that there were still two men pulling security on the bottom floor before the three of them slipped up the concrete steps, covering the landing as they moved.

Zeus moved to the near side of the hall, with Mason tight on his back. Grinch crossed the narrow space, pulling security on the right side of the hallway. Zeus slipped to the threshold and peeked in, his pistol at the ready. Unlike Mason, he carried a modified 1911 that the American had bought him for his birthday. Holding the .45 in front of him, he scanned the room, taking in two empty sleeping mats lying near the back wall.

Zeus was ready to move on, but waited while Mason surveyed the room. There were two mats, but Mason had killed only one of them. He didn’t like the fact that there was one fighter in this building unaccounted for.

Finally he turned and squeezed Zeus, allowing the Libyan to pan across the next doorway—before his pistol snapped up in a flash and he fired. Mason had just enough time to see two men in the room before the thump of the suppressed .45 barked once.

The heavy round nailed one of the men in the center of the forehead, blasting his lifeless body back flat on the mat. His comrade scrambled to produce a pistol from underneath the filthy covers, but Mason stepped into the room, his Glock coughing twice before the fighter could raise the pistol toward Zeus.

“Guess he wasn’t asleep,” Zeus shrugged as Mason checked the man’s body. He discovered a stack of papers and began stuffing them into the dump pouch hanging from his waist. Every bit of intel that they found would be taken back to the task force’s analysts and cross-referenced against its massive databases. The seemingly innocuous “pocket litter” had provided troves of actionable intel in the past, and it had become a standard operating procedure for them to gather as much as they could carry.

“See what happens when you try to be sneaky?” he said, throwing the blanket over the dead man’s head before searching around the sleeping mat for more evidence.

Out in the hallway, two shots rang out, followed by a man’s scream—then the fleshy smack of a body hitting the ground.

Mason felt a sliver of fear rush down his spine as he wondered if one of his men had been hit. That was followed by an instant burst of relief when Grinch came over the radio.

“Need one,” the sniper said.

“Go,” Mason told Zeus as he began checking the other man for any pocket litter.

“We have a problem,” Zeus said a few moments later, forcing Mason to cut his examination of the room short.

Stepping cautiously out into the hall, he saw another sprawled jihadist, blood pooling along the chalky concrete floor. Mason stepped over the body, marked by the two bullet holes that Grinch had punched through the man’s forehead. Nearby someone had scratched “Death to Infidels” into the wall.

Entering the room, he saw Grinch drag another dead fighter’s body out of the doorway and begin checking his pockets. The target house was turning out to be much bigger than it had appeared from the outside, and Mason began to worry that the location was too large for his small team to secure.

“Two for two,” he said to Zeus, who rolled his eyes. “I told you Grinch was shit hot.” Mason groaned, enjoying his friends annoyance.

“You’re upset because he won’t leave you anyone to shoot?”

“Whatever,” the Libyan said wearily from his place next to a desk propped up against the wall. “Take a look at this.”

Two small computer monitors flickered. On one of them, Mason saw several live feeds that he recognized immediately as the outside of the house, while the other one displayed a bird’s-eye view of the entire objective.

“Is that what I think it is?” he asked, following the thick black cable, which ran up the wall and through a hole in the roof.

“They knew we were coming,” Zeus said.

Mason tore his eyes from the hacked Predator drone feed, taking in the maps and photos attached to the bare concrete wall. None of it made any sense, and alarm bells began going off in his head. The reason his team had been ordered to abandon its recon mission and to occupy the target house in the first place was to provide overwatch for a mission that hadn’t even existed two hours ago.

“How in the hell is this possible?” Mason asked aloud. “I thought the whole reason Boland was on the ground was because he was making sure his source didn’t leak this kind of shit.”

Mason had no idea how Boland had gotten involved in the operation in the first place. Hell, he wasn’t even on the task force. What he did know was that instead of controlling the source from a safe location like he was supposed to, Boland had apparently chosen to physically take him to the target location and get eyes on the high-value target himself.

It was a bad idea, and Mason couldn’t help but wonder how much of a hand Colonel Anderson had in the decision. If Anderson was calling the shots, it might explain the reckless desperation Boland was showing in this operation.

His old friend knew better than to place himself in harm’s way. In fact, it went against everything the two men had learned during their time in Delta Force. Calculating risk versus reward was the mantra they had learned from the moment they were selected to join the unit. It had been beat into their heads through selection phase, and right now it seemed that the risk was way too high.

“What the hell?” Mason felt like he was missing a vital piece of the puzzle.

“I think we’re being played,” Zeus said, ripping one of the pictures off the wall and holding it up for Mason to see.

As he stepped forward to get a better look, he felt his blood suddenly run cold.

“Oh shit,” he said, instantly recognizing the dark-skinned, ragged, and bearded man smoking a cigarette outside of a café as Boland.

“If they know Boland’s face, then he’s been compromised.”

“We need to go, right now,” Zeus said.

“I have to let David know,” Mason said, pulling the satellite phone out of his cargo pocket.

David Castleman was the only reason that Mason and Zeus were on the task force in the first place. Eight months ago, when Mason was labeled a traitor and placed on the kill-on-sight list, David was the only man in the CIA who thought he was innocent. The man had protected him long enough that Mason was finally able to prove the real traitor’s identity.

He was just extending the stubby antenna when a burst of automatic fire erupted downstairs.

“Grinch, find out what the hell is going on down there,” he ordered.

He turned to Zeus. “What the hell have we gotten ourselves into?”

“We didn’t do anything,” Zeus pointed out angrily. “What have you gotten us into?”


CHAPTER 2



Turkish-Syrian Border

The sun was just beginning to come up over the airfield as Renee Hart hustled across the tarmac to the waiting Mi-17s. The rotors of the Russian helicopters whined, blowing her short blond hair against her cheek as they began to spin up, and forcing her to duck before she hustled up the ramp and took her seat.

She pulled her helmet over her head, catching her reflection in the small window set in the thin skin of the helo. She was pretty in a girl-next-door type of way, but within her clear blue eyes was a hardness forged in combat.

Renee was the last member of the strike team to board the helo, and she looked out of place among the burly, bearded warriors. Despite being only five foot six, she had gone through the same training they had, and she’d earned her right to be there.

Her heart was hammering from the short sprint across the flight line, and after tossing her assault pack onto the oil-soaked floor of the helo, she took a second to catch her breath and survey the cramped cargo compartment.

The task force borrowed a page from the CIA’s playbook by buying five Russian helicopters with the hope that they wouldn’t draw unnecessary attention. The agency was notorious for using a tactic until it proved ineffective, and figured since they’d successfully used it to insert the legendary Jawbreaker Team in Afghanistan, it should work in Syria, Renee saw. The only problem was that this time the team was operating without the official support of the American people.

Renee thought the birds were pieces of shit, and most of them hadn’t moved from the hangar since being delivered from Iraq. The fact that two of them were running was a testament to the skill of the CIA ground crews, but she still had serious concerns about their airworthiness.

From her place near the ramp, she could smell burning oil mixing with the clean smell of the early morning as the rotors roared overhead. A crisp breeze blew in from the west, carrying with it the smell of wood smoke. Renee knew that the women of the local village were already up, preparing the traditional flat bread the men would eat before beginning the day’s work.

The helicopter lurched forward as the pilots increased the throttle, and the helo began bumping down the runway, causing her assault pack to bounce on the floor. Using her feet to hold it in place, she glanced at the rest of her teammates, who were joking among themselves.

As usual they ignored her, but she knew that any moment the jokes would start. The alienation wasn’t anything new; it had been going on since she became the first female operator in the all-male Special Operations program. But the chauvinism was getting old, and sometimes she questioned why she even bothered trying.

“Hey, bleeder, you sure you’re ready for this?” Sergeant First Class Jake “Warchild” Carson shouted from his place near the front. Despite the fact that she had more combat experience than most people in the chopper, he never missed a chance to make her feel like an outsider. “We don’t need to stop so you can grab some more pads, do we?”

Renee felt a flush of anger creeping up her neck, and she fought the desire to punch her team leader in the throat. She had no doubt that she could take him down in a second, but she was still playing nice, wanting to avoid unnecessary conflict.

“He’s fucking with you. Don’t take it personal,” Master Sergeant Jonathon Parker yelled over the rotors.

Renee forced a smile and lifted the hand mike from the radio stuffed into her assault pack.

Like the rest of the team, Parker had been in the military for more than ten years, and he was a well-rounded operator. He was handsome in a rugged kind of way, and at six foot four, he was the tallest man on the team. He was also the only person who’d taken the time to get to know her or learn about what she had done before coming to the task force.

“Hey, Parker, you better not be moving in on Mason’s girl,” Warchild yelled.

Renee shook her head, knowing that Warchild was secretly threatened by Mason. The way he acted around the legendary operator was almost juvenile, and Renee knew enough about male psychology to realize that it stemmed from the fact that Mason intimidated the hell out of Warchild.

Sergeant Major Jason Mitchell leaned forward on the nylon bench, his titanic bulk squishing the operator next to him into the skin of the helo.

“Hey, shithead, why don’t you do everyone a favor and shut the fuck up?” he shouted.

The man was built like a tank, and as he glared at Warchild, Renee wondered if he had to get his uniforms specially made. The M4 rifle in his massive hands looked like a toy, but there was nothing childlike about the rage etched on his face. Mitchell had fought with Mason in Iraq and had no patience for those who sought to sully the warrior’s fragile reputation.

Renee knew it was all a one-way dick-measuring contest, and that Mason’s expertise was a sore spot, but it was nothing compared to how threatened her team leader was by the experience that she brought to the team. Warchild’s fragile ego couldn’t stand the fact that she’d once served as team leader for one of the army’s covert Terrorist Apprehension Teams, and it made him lash out whenever the opportunity arose.

Back then Renee’s job had been to find, fix, and finish suspected terrorist cells before they were able to strike. Her extensive knowledge of the different terror networks had made her a valuable commodity. But everything changed the day she met Mason Kane.

Renee had uncovered a link to a Colonel Barnes, along with the Black Ops unit he was operating out of the shadows in Afghanistan. When Barnes took his men off the reservation and decided to prosecute his own war on terror, Mason had helped her hunt the colonel and his rogue team from the foothills of Pakistan to the heart of Damascus.

She’d learned up close and personal that Mason was someone you wanted on your side in a gunfight. He was a coldhearted son of a bitch, but Renee knew that he also had a soft side. He was without a doubt the most loyal person she’d ever met. As for Warchild, well, she would soon see if he had what it took to back up his big mouth.

The helicopter thundered toward the objective, and her thoughts turned to the mission briefing they’d had before jumping on the birds. The analyst had informed them, “We have been looking for Khalid al Hamas for quite some time,” motioning at the Arab displayed on the monitor. “Our source on the ground has confirmed that he is in very tight with the Iranian Quds Force, and the reason he is in Syria is to meet up with this guy.”

The slide changed to a younger man with a closely cropped beard and a slender, almost feminine nose.

“This man is Jamal Latif, the ground commander for al Nusra. He’s become a serious pain in the ass after pushing the Syrian army out of Aleppo. Recently, he declared jihad on anyone refusing to adopt al Nusra’s particular brand of ideologically motivated hatred. Christians, Sunni, Shia—it really doesn’t seem to matter to Latif. He just likes to kill people. His handiwork is all over the internet, and he seems to be on a personal mission to bring mass crucifixion to the twenty-first century.”

He displayed a low-angle shot of ten naked, bloody men hanging from a row of makeshift crosses.

“Fucking animals,” Renee muttered.

“Yeah, the guy’s a savage,” Colonel Bat Anderson, the task force commander, said from his chair at the front of the room. “We got it. But tell me why this warrants breaking mission protocol. How do you know that either one of these guys are going to be there?”

“I’m glad you asked, sir. We have an ace in the hole on this one. Due to excellent cooperation between the DOD and the CIA, we have managed to insert a deep-cover asset within Abu Fariq’s camp, and our source has verified that the target will be at the objective no later than 0800 hours.”

Something told Renee that the source had to be Mick Boland. Besides Mason, he was the only person in Syria who had the skills to pull off something like this. She’d met him only a few weeks earlier after the operative had shown up mysteriously at the task force’s hangar.

Mason had been surprised to see his old friend, and after a few beers, they began swapping war stories from their time in Iraq and Afghanistan. It was obvious that they’d been through some serious shit together. Yet the longer she watched Boland, the more Renee felt that something about him was off.

He appeared gaunt, filled with a nervous, almost fatalistic energy that made it impossible for him to sit still. She thought that the stress of combat might be finally getting to him, but since she knew that Boland had saved Mason’s life in Iraq, she didn’t want to say anything without some sort of proof.

Later that night, she hacked into the DOD database, hoping to find anything to calm her fears. Most of the files had already been redacted, and after fifteen minutes, she was about to give up. Just as she was getting ready to log out, Renee found a DOD communiqué that made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up.

The document had been marked for deletion, and was labeled “Eyes Only,” which meant that it was way above her pay grade. However, Renee didn’t hesitate to open it. Like most interservice memos, it was brief and extremely vague, but the tone was urgent. According to reports from the field, Boland had slipped into Syria a week before showing up in Turkey with an unnamed piece of equipment that he was supposed to emplace. Before he had the chance, though, he was briefly detained by members of the Syrian opposition and relieved of his gear. There was no mention of what happened next.

“Hey, are you good?” Parker asked, jarring her back to the task at hand.

“Yeah, I’m just surprised we launched so fast,” she said.

“They must really want this guy,” Parker replied. “That analyst said the order came from the top.”

“Hey, bleeder,” Warchild hollered at her. “Are you going to do a radio check or gossip all day?”

Warchild had designated her the RTO, or radio operator, which was not only a totally unnecessary job but also the most menial job Warchild could come up with. Nevertheless, Renee was a professional, and she handled the responsibility as if it were the most important one on the team.

“What do you think I’m doing, dick?” she mumbled before depressing the mike’s talk button. With that, the small screen on the PRC-150 high-frequency radio lit up.

“Any station this net, this is Savage 7 Romeo, radio check, over,” she said into the hand mike.

Renee, having already double-checked the radio before getting on the bird, knew it had the correct crypto installed—which made the frequency secure from outside listeners—but she needed to make sure it was functioning properly before they hit the objective.

“Savage 7 Romeo, this is Tomahawk 6 Romeo, we read you, Lima Charlie,” a voice replied through the hand mike.

The Mi-17 shook, and cold air blasted through the cargo hold. Shivering, she flipped the radio to the air-to-ground net and tried to make radio contact with Mason.

“Ronin 6, Savage 7 Romeo, radio check,” she said.

She glanced at her watch, knowing that it was time for them to check in. After a full minute of waiting, she tried again.

“Ronin 6, Savage 7, radio check, over.”

She was about to flip to a different frequency when a man’s voice came through the net:

“Savage 7, Ronin 6, we have a problem—” Mason said.

The transmission was cut off as gunfire erupted in the background.

Something was wrong, Renee realized. This was supposed to be a simple smash and grab. Whatever the hell was going on, they were heading right toward it.


CHAPTER 3



It was late when President Bradley closed the black notebook containing the daily intelligence brief. He tossed it on the low mahogany table that separated the two immaculate white couches in the Oval Office. Secretary of Defense Winfield “Duke” Cage could tell his boss was tired as he rubbed his face.

Jacob Simmons, the national security advisor, looked at his watch before leaning forward in his chair. Cage knew that he was hoping to get an answer before the long day finally came to a close.

“Mr. President, the limited airstrikes are working,” Simmons began. “We are hitting them where it hurts, and I say we stay the course.”

“Jesus,” Cage said, trying vainly to control the anger he felt boiling up inside him. He knew Jacob wasn’t naïve enough to believe what he was saying, but he couldn’t listen to his bullshit a second longer.

“You are out of your mind, Jacob,” he said. “The airstrikes aren’t doing shit, and you know it. Please excuse my French, Mr. President,” he added hastily as the leader of the free world scowled at his profane outburst.

Bradley bore a striking resemblance to a young Robert Redford, and like the actor, he was usually very laid back. But one thing Cage was learning the hard way was that the president hated profanity.

“What I am trying to say is that limited strikes will not accomplish the mission.”

“You have to give it time,” Simmons responded.

“You’ve had almost a year. How much time do you need?” Bradley demanded.

“Gentlemen.” The president’s chief of staff, Craig O’Neil, interjected from the high-back chair to the president’s right. “It’s late, but let’s try to keep this civil.”

“There is nothing civil about this,” Cage replied, unable to fathom why he was the only one grasping the significance of what was occurring in Iraq and Syria. “We have intel that al Nusra is moving into Iraq to join up with ISIS. Do you want to wait until they dismantle everything our soldiers died to achieve before you make a decision?”

“Enough,” Bradley said finally, smoothing the front of his tailored jacket. “Seventy percent of the American people are glad that we are out of Iraq, and there is no way I’m upsetting my base by sending troops back to Iraq. End of story.”

Cage settled his muscled bulk back into the couch, realizing that this meeting was not going the way he’d planned. He had allowed himself to believe that the president was finally going to make a decision—finally do something to combat the violence flooding into Iraq—but it was obvious that he’d been wrong.

“What do you want to do, Mr. President?” O’Neil asked.

“Keep hitting the targets outlined in the brief,” he said, nodding toward the folder on the table. “Right now I think that is the safest option.”

“Yes, sir,” Simmons said, getting to his feet.

“Goddamn it, Jacob, you know better than that,” Cage bellowed, causing everyone in the room to stare at him. “This weak-ass strategy is all wrong, and you know it.”

“Mr. Secretary,” Craig began, but he stopped as soon as the president raised his hand.

“Let me remind you,” Bradley said, turning to Cage, “that you may be the secretary of defense, but you still work for me.”

Cage’s jaw muscles rippled as he absorbed the warning. Under the previous administration, he’d lost his temper in this very same room, and it had cost him his military career. He was about to make the very same mistake when the chief of staff got to his feet.

“Mr. President, I have no doubt that Secretary Cage will do as you wish. We all know how passionate he is about Iraq and know he means absolutely no disrespect.”

Only by sheer force of will did Cage place a stranglehold on his emotions. He had to take the olive branch that O’Neil was offering. Still, he felt his anger burning like a white-hot poker as he got to his feet.

“My apologizes, sir. I get carried away sometimes,” he lied.

“No worries, Duke,” the president said, pleased to see he was being reasonable. “It’s one of the reasons you are so good at what you do.”

  •  •  •  

Fifteen minutes later, Cage was back in his office, staring at the last sip of bourbon filling the bottom of a crystal tumbler. The glass looked fragile in his powerful hands, and as he watched the golden liquid swirling on the bottom, he wondered why he put up with this shit.

Before being sworn in as the secretary of defense, he’d been the youngest chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in history. He was well versed in the art of war. The reason he’d agreed to take this damn job in the first place was because Bradley had practically begged him.

“If he’s not going to listen, then why the hell does he call me to these damn meetings?” he asked, looking over at Jacob.

“Duke, you can’t take it personal. You just have to realize that there are some things you can’t control.”

Cage drained the highball in one quick gulp, savoring the burn as the bourbon made its way down his throat.

“What time is it?” he asked, heading over to the half-empty bottle of Knob Creek waiting on the cherry credenza.

“It’s about 0400 in Syria,” Jacob replied.

Cage nodded, set down his glass, and grabbed the rectangular bottle. He twisted off the cork, which squeaked against the neck before popping free, and poured a generous amount of the amber liquor in the highball glass before offering it to Simmons.

During their time in Special Forces, Cage had preferred beer, but Jacob Simmons had always been a whiskey man. The SecDef was starting to understand why the National Security Advisor preferred the fiery taste of good bourbon.

“Want another hit?”

“Why not? I’m not going anywhere,” Jacob said, the leather chair creaking as he leaned forward to hold out his glass.

The two men had been friends since West Point, and had bled together in more countries than either one could remember. After Cage’s legendary blowout with the previous vice president, Jacob had stood by him when he was forced to retire early.

Simmons had also been there when his son was killed in Iraq, and then a few months later when his wife finally lost her battle with cancer. There wasn’t another man in the world that Cage trusted more.

“It would be so much easier if you’d stop pampering his ass,” Cage said after filling Simmons’s glass.

“It can’t be obvious,” Simmons replied.

“Fucking politics. Bradley has no idea what’s going on over there. He’s as bad as the last guy, scared of his own fucking shadow.”

“He’s new; give him time. But you have to stop thinking that I’m on his side. I’m the one who raised the issue with the president in the first place.”

“How much longer?” Cage asked, ignoring the Rolex Submariner on his wrist.

“Thirty minutes, max,” Simmons said, taking another sip. “Try to relax. You’ve done everything you can do.”

A lot was riding on the president’s decision. Cage always fought his own battles, but now he was the one sending the warriors into harm’s way, and it was a heavy burden. The two men stood alone in their assessment of ISIS, and Cage knew that President Bradley desperately wanted to avoid another war. In fact, the only reason he’d agreed to the operation was because he hoped that if they cut the head of the snake, the body would die.

Cage, on the other hand, knew that this was just the beginning. If the president refused to face reality, Cage was going to have to force him to make the right decision.


CHAPTER 4



Mason was turning toward the door when a bullet cracked past his ear—so close that he heard the 7.62 round snap as it cut through the air. He dove to the ground, searching vainly for the shooter. As he landed, he felt a sharp sting cut across the back of his arm.

He’d been hit.

The roar of the Kalashnikov echoed off the gray concrete walls, making it impossible to locate the direction of fire.

“Where is he?” Mason yelled as the rounds slammed into the wall above his head like hammer blows, sending shards of cement cutting into the back of his neck.

One of the computer monitors exploded in a shower of sparks just as Zeus dove behind the table for cover and the shooter traversed his fire across the room. Zeus cursed loudly, unable to locate the source of the gunfire.

Mason knew he had to move.

He scrambled away from the wall, leaving a smear of blood as he pushed off. Directly across from him, a piece of brown and red fabric had been nailed over what he’d thought was a window, but from his place on the floor, Mason could see the base of a concrete step behind the curtain.

He flipped off the safety, noticing the fabric snap as another burst cut through, and fired three quick shots through the center.

“The curtain. He’s behind the curtain,” he shouted, scrambling out of the line of fire. Mason’s knees burned as he scraped the floor, tearing his pant leg.

Once out of range, he scrambled to his feet. He ignored the sharp pain from the bullet wound that refused to heal, and ripped the curtain from the nails securing it to the wall. Knowing the gunner was less than five feet away, he flipped the AK to full auto and stuck it around the corner. Yanking the trigger to the rear, he let the muzzle climb as the Kalashnikov chewed through half a magazine.

His ears were already ringing from the first salvo of fire, and Mason could feel the pressure driving back from the muzzle, slapping him in the skull like the palm of an invisible hand.

A flash of reddish mist splattered across the wall perpendicular to his line of sight, followed by the sound of a man shrieking in pain. Mason released the pressure on the trigger, and for a second, silence fell over the room. So much for the surprise element, he thought grimly. Everybody for blocks around had been alerted by now.

He reached down to rip the mag out of the rifle and was just about to slip a fresh one into the mag well when he heard a metallic tink above his head.

Mason rocked the magazine forward, yanking it to ensure it was secure, just as a dark green orb bounced out of the hidden stairwell. The Russian grenade seemed to hover at eye level, and before he even realized that he was moving, Mason snatched it out of the air and hurled it back up the stairs.

“Oh shit,” he thought, realizing what he had just done. He turned away from the opening and screamed, “Grenade.”

The concussion blew out of the stairwell like a freight train, spewing shrapnel and noxious black smoke into the room in a rush of overpressure. Mason let go of the rifle, cupping his hands over his ears. He could only pray that he hadn’t blown out his eardrums.

His equilibrium off, he stumbled, retching on the smoke that burned his lungs. He had to steady himself against the wall. The thick haze obscured everything in the room, like premature twilight, and he thought he heard gunfire coming from downstairs over the ringing in his ears.

“Zeus, are you good?” he croaked, unable to make out the voices coming over the radio.

“Why did you do that?” the Libyan demanded.

Mason staggered into the stairwell, his muzzle fixed on the body lying near the top. The fighter’s left leg was ripped to shreds, and beneath pinkish bits of sinewy meat, Mason saw blood squirting weakly from the femoral artery. The blood looked black as it pooled on the step, and above the corpse, dark, jagged fingers marked the spot where the frag had detonated.

The explosion had taken off the man’s head, leaving him unrecognizable, but out of habit, Mason still kicked his rifle away. He continued up the stairs he hadn’t known were there until he was standing on the roof.

Dawn was breaking in rosy fingers along the horizon, and Mason took a greedy gulp of fresh air while scanning the roof for any additional threats. His attention was drawn to a gray satellite TV dish, pointed skyward, and he realized that this was how the fighters had hacked into the military’s UAV, or unmanned aerial vehicle, feed. Next to it, a freshly sandbagged position protecting a Soviet-made DShK .51 caliber machine gun gave him pause.

A similar position had been set up to his right, but instead of a machine gun, the fighting position had two American-made Stinger missiles stacked inside it. “Kill us with our own weapons,” Mason thought. What else was new?

Realizing that he was out in the open, Mason took cover behind a low wall. With all clear for the moment, he turned his attention to the pain in his arm. He winced and gingerly probed the wound with his fingers. The pain radiated up his arm, and he craned his neck to get a better look. The bullet had left a nasty tear along his triceps muscle.

“Christ, it hurts,” Mason thought.

The swelling made it difficult to bend his arm. But it was the large amount of blood soaking his assault shirt that concerned him. He dug awkwardly into his kit for a roll of gauze, knowing he needed to control the bleeding.

Mason used his teeth to rip open the sterile plastic pouch and began looping the gauze around the wound, holding the free end under his chin. He managed a loose, dangling loop, but even as he pulled it tight, he could tell it wasn’t going to hold.

“Fuck this shit,” he cursed, getting to his feet. “People hiding behind goddamned curtains.”

One thing he knew for certain: the mission was compromised. Mason reached for the sat phone, knowing that he had to warn David, but as he did, he realized he’d dropped it when taking fire.

All he could think about was that Boland was out there by himself, with no idea that he’d been compromised. No matter how much Mason wanted to believe that everything was going to work out, he knew his friend didn’t stand a chance.

The city reminded him of Ramadi and the many times he and Boland had been ambushed while operating there. Mason couldn’t think of a worse place to be out by yourself. Entire buildings were missing huge sections of their roofs, while others lay in piles of rubble. From his perch on the roof, he couldn’t find a single wall that wasn’t pockmarked from small-arms fire. Obscene holes, blackened and charred around the edges, revealed the insides of apartments, like cutaway dollhouses, displaying the shattered lives of the innocents caught in the cross fire.

What was left of the city reminded him of a bum who’d gotten the shit kicked out of him, and the buildings that lined the streets resembled punched-out teeth in a shattered smile. Back home in East Los Angeles, it looked like a war zone sometimes, but that was paradise compared with this hellhole.

He heard Zeus talking behind him and forced his attention back to the mission at hand.

“They are calling for you on the radio,” Zeus said in Arabic. “Here, let me do that shoulder right.”

Mason reached across his body, mindful of avoiding pain, and depressed the hand mike while the Libyan moved to tend his bandage.

“Ronin 6,” he said simply.

“Ronin 6, Striker 5, I’m ten minutes out.”

It was Boland, and Mason felt relief wash over him.

“Striker, be advised you are compromised. I advise immediate abort.”

“Ronin 6, say again?” Boland asked incredulously.

“Striker 5, abort,” he yelled into the hand mike.

“Break, break, break. Ronin 6, Striker 5, this is Tomahawk Base,” a voice said, suddenly cutting through his transmission. “The mission is a go. I repeat, the mission is a go.”

“Tomahawk Base, we found intel. We found fucking pictures of Striker 5 on the objective. I say again: Striker 5 has been compromised.”

“Striker 5, skip rope,” the voice said.

“What the fuck?” Mason shouted, realizing that whoever was on the other end of the radio had just told Boland to switch to another frequency.

“Striker 5, this is Ronin 6, how copy?” he asked. Meanwhile, Zeus tightened the bandage with a sharp tug, causing him to flinch.

The Libyan looked at him, a frown crossing his face. “Looks like you suck at first aid, too.”

Mason scowled at the man who’d saved his life more times than he could remember. They had been through so much and always managed to find a way to survive. Yet he owed Boland, too. He knew that Zeus deserved better, but there was no way he could turn his back on Mick, no matter what they had to face.

He flipped over to the air-to-ground frequency, hoping that the strike team hadn’t launched already. Zeus shook his head while Mason tried to make contact, but the radio was silent. “This mission is fucked.”

“If he dies, it’s on me,” Mason said, preparing to hit the transmit button.

“What about us?” the Libyan asked, forcing Mason to make the hardest decision of his life.

“I can’t leave him out there with his ass in the wind,” he said, conducting a tactical reload before turning toward the stairs. “Get the guys back to the safe house and get the hell out of here. I got him into this, and it’s up to me to get him out.”

“You and your misplaced loyalties,” Zeus muttered, looking away. He surveyed the destroyed city before turning back to Mason. “Look, there is no way I’m letting you go out there by yourself. With your old-lady ankle and busted-up arm, you wouldn’t last for three seconds without me covering your ass.”


CHAPTER 5



Mick Boland welcomed the adrenaline coursing through his body as he switched frequencies on the Thales MBITR multiband radio and waited for Tomahawk Base to key up.
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