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To the brave men and women of US Special Operations


Introduction

Previously in SIX: Blood Brothers

A US Navy SEAL Team Six operation into Afghanistan’s Kunar Province to capture or kill high value target Hatim al-Muttaqi went bad when team leader, Senior Chief Richard “Rip” Taggart, shot and killed a wounded American jihadist under questionable circumstances. Taggart resigned from the SEALs, a bitter and beaten man, and sold himself out as an international security specialist to SyncoPetro, a US oil company operating in Nigeria.

During the opening ceremony for a new grade school sponsored by SyncoPetro near Benin City in Nigeria, Boko Haram terrorists kidnapped Taggart, oil executive Terry McAlwain, his PR man Nick Rogers, Nigerian driver Hakeem, and a young African schoolteacher named Na’omi along with several of her preteen female students. After Boko Haram warlord Aabid discovered Taggart’s identity, he released a video in which he threatened to decapitate Taggart at the end of one week unless he received a ransom of ten million dollars.

The abduction created an international news blitz. Michael Nasry, a terrorist leader under Hatim al-Muttaqi’s Umayyad Caliphate, a loose affiliate of ISIS and Boko Haram, discovered that the abducted former SEAL, Rip Taggart, was the man who killed his brother in Kunar Province two years previously. Seeking revenge, Nasry plotted to circumvent his boss, al-Muttaqi, and wrest Taggart from Boko Haram using Chechen extremist soldiers.

Since the 1999 Chechen uprising against Russia, Chechen extremist Islamists had allied with ISIS, al-Qaeda, Boko Haram, and other terrorist groups to fight against “infidels” throughout the Middle East and Africa. However, their loyalty to any particular group proved tenuous at best. Through another minor terrorist leader, Akmal Barayev, himself a Chechen, Nasry obtained a force of Chechen soldiers to plot with him against Aabid to seize Taggart.

With time running out, Taggart’s former SEAL teammates led by Chief Joe “Bear” Graves worked desperately to effect the rescue of a brother SEAL. CIA and Intel ops led Graves and his team to an abandoned village in Nigeria where the hostages were held by Aabid and his jihadist soldiers. They blew through the village only to discover to their astonishment that the Boko Haram terrorists had fallen to treachery and been gunned down by a Chechen force. After a brief bloody firefight with a Chechen stay-behind element, SEALs defeated them and swept through the village to search for Taggart and the other captives.

They were too late. It was a dry hole. Chief Graves and Petty Officer Alex Caulder spotted a blue SUV and a military-style Humvee truck racing out of the village. Nasry, Barayev, and surviving Chechens were carting Taggart and the other captives out of Nigeria and toward neighboring Chad, where they became hostages held by al-Muttaqi and Nasry. The stakes had been raised.

During the firefight, Petty Officer Beauregard “Buck” Buckley, the team’s machine gunner, was critically wounded. Even as he was being medevaced from the village, the team faced the prospect of continuing rescue operations against an even stronger and more ruthless foe before Nasry succeeded in a conspiracy to not only revenge himself against Taggart but also to use him as part of an overall terrorism plot.


Chapter One

Abandoned Village, Nigeria

The abandoned village that had been occupied by Boko Haram was once more a ghost village of greasy huts with tar paper or sagging tin roofs, empty goat pens, discarded possessions strewn about, and yawning empty window frames. A village of the damned and the dead. Boko Haram and Chechen soldier bodies lay in various grotesque positions among the huts and rubble.

Team members Joe “Bear” Graves, Ricky “Buddha” Ortiz, Alex Caulder, Armin “Fishbait” Khan, and Robert “Ghetto” Chase Jr. watched the Black Hawk medevac helicopter, their faces uplifted, until it disappeared on its way back to the warehouse staging area near Lagos. Team machine gunner Beauregard Jefferson Davis “Buck” Buckley had lain unconscious on the gurney as the bird winched him and the PJ pararescueman into its belly. The quiet ones died. If they were still talking, there was still hope.

“PJ said Buck was bleeding out,” Chase remarked in a distant voice. No one replied. Chase was in his mid-twenties, muscular, clean-shaved, his hair trimmed short. A recent Harvard grad, he gave up academia and the Ivy League to enlist in the SEALs. Next to Buck, he was the youngest and newest member of the team. Buck and he had gotten close.

Buck might have been on the team’s minds, but they were still on mission. Team leader Bear Graves drew in a deep breath and raised command on his radio. “Reaper Three Three, this is Foxtrot Delta One. What do you have on vehicles egressing to the north? Over.”

“Delta One, Reaper Three Three. They are under tree cover at this time. Over.”

Bear, who stood two inches over six feet, big and mean, was the team’s core of implacability and inner quiet. This was no time for melancholy over Buck. That would come later.

“Stay on track,” he said to the team. “Me, Buddha, and Chase will sweep the huts for any signs of the hostages. Fish, you and Caulder check the bodies and gather intel—cell phones, whatever you can find.”

Before he was hit, Buckley and his machine gun had given a good accounting of themselves, knocking out the enemy’s heavy weaponry and laying down cover fire to give the rest of the team room to maneuver. Graves picked up several expended 7.62 rounds off the ground from Buck’s gun. He looked at them, shook his head, and handed them to Chase.

The team split up to its assigned tasks.

The body of the Chechen leader who died at the beginning of the fight lay sprawled next to a pair of bullet-riddled SUVs he and several of his men had used as cover. Caulder photographed the corpse for the After Action debriefing. Next to the dead fighter lay a pistol and an AK-47 equipped with laser optics attached to an adaptive rail system. Caulder looked it over and summoned Fishbait.

“Ever seen an AK rigged like that?” he asked. All business now, he was normally the team’s free spirited bohemian, a sharp and angular man with a sarcastic sense of humor and skepticism verging on pessimism.

“Look at his kit,” Khan pointed out. Fishbait was an Afghan immigrant with swarthy skin and black chin whiskers.

“This shitbird isn’t Boko Haram, that’s for sure,” Caulder noted. “How many we got?”

“Eight. These are soldiers, Alex. Not terrorists. Trained and geared up.”

Caulder activated his voice mic and passed the information along to Graves. “Delta One, Delta Six, we’ve got eight unknown kilos. At least one with a comm set and rail system with laser sights on his AK. Over.”

“Bag the kilo with the radio,” Graves instructed. “We’ll take him to the safe house.”

“Roger that.”

During the earlier sweep-through action when the SUV and Humvee were spotted fleeing the village, Caulder had located an empty hut at the village square that appeared likely to have housed prisoners. Although it seemed likely the hostages had been cleared out with the escaping vehicles, Graves, Ortiz, and Chase would check it out for proof that Taggart had been among them.

The three men eyed a ten-foot-tall wooden cross erected in the square. Crudely constructed of rough-hewn timber, by all appearances it could have been the same one upon which Christ had been crucified at Calvary. Dried blood on the crossbeam and on the upright at foot level spoke of torture and some sort of sacrilegious mockery.

No need to ask what had gone on here. The only question was who. Taggart? Someone else?

The cell-hut was a small dilapidated structure with slatted wooden sides and a rusted tin roof. Graves and his two teammates entered to find the bullet-filled body of a large, long-limbed African male propped against the inner wall by the door. That his pistol remained holstered indicated the man, whoever he was, had apparently trusted his executioners up until he was gunned down. Again, this spoke of major treachery.

Iron rebar divided the hut into two separate cells. On one side, the SEALs discovered in the dust of the earthen floor small bare footprints, one set larger than the others, which apparently belonged to a woman and children. On the male side were large shoe prints, obviously made by men. So far, all signs fit the profile of those Boko Haram that had kidnapped from the schoolhouse near Ebo Village outside Benin City.

“Those poor little girls,” Ortiz murmured.

A thick wooden stake had been driven into the dirt floor of the male section. Tethers hanging from it signified someone, a male, had been tied to it. Senior Chief Taggart?

Graves pointed to a bowl left in a corner of the hut. “Bag that,” he said. “We need DNA samples to see if Rip was here.”

While Ortiz bagged the artifact in a Ziploc bag and Graves squatted at the stake trying to get a feel for what happened in this wretched hut, Chase left to continue a search of the surrounding area. There was little doubt in Bear’s mind that Rip had been here. The cross outside, the stake here, with blood smears on both … Terrorists throughout the world hated US SEALs, who were apt to show up anywhere, anytime, like avengers out of the shadows. Any Team Six SEAL who ended up in terrorist hands might well wish he had been cast into Dante’s Inferno instead.

Chalk marks at the base of the stake attracted Graves’s attention. Moving closer, squinting in the hut’s dim atmosphere, he made out crude letters scribbled in chalk: F D 1. Buddha knelt next to him to look at what appeared to be someone’s initials.

“Foxtrot Delta One,” Buddha read—Rip’s call sign when he was team chief.

“Fuck!” Graves exhaled, and pounded the post with the meaty side of his fist. “We just missed him.”

He got on the radio. “All nets. We have confirmation Taggart was here. No evidence of any other hostages. Over.”

“Foxtrot Two Two copies. Be advised, the Nigerian Army is en route. You have ten minutes.”

While the United States had coordinated with the Nigerian government for a clandestine in-and-out mission, that agreement would not cover for a village full of dead men. This could be political dynamite if troops arrived before the SEALs got the hell out of Dodge.

Things, however, were about to become more complicated. Ghetto Chase, who had been out in the village kicking around, seeing what he could find in the way of evidence or clues, came up on the radio net. “Delta One, Delta Six. I found a fresh grave on the east side of Building One One. Over.”

Bear’s eyes locked with Ortiz’s. Taggart! Graves tamped down on rising panic as he and Ortiz shot out of the cell-hut on a dead run to Chase’s location at the edge of the village. Caulder and Fishbait had beat them there and were with Chase staring down at a freshly turned grave.

“Do we have a shovel?” Bear wanted to know

“Bear, we got to get out of here,” Caulder warned.

Graves turned on him, his jaw set. “I need a fucking shovel.”

His eyes burned on the breeching crowbar attached to Chase’s pack. He snatched it and dropped to his knees next to the grave and began frantically burrowing into the loose mound of dirt. The others looked at one another uneasily. They had to find Taggart, if he lay in the ground. On the other hand, they likely found themselves in deep doo-doo if the Nigerians arrived before they got out.

The crowbar proved worthless. Bear cast it aside and used both hands to claw out the dirt, like a dog digging for a gopher. After a moment, Caulder fell to his knees to assist. One by one the others joined the effort—first Ortiz, followed by Chase and Fishbait. The Team. Even as they dug, each of them dreaded what they might uncover.

Graves struck something first. He probed until he felt a head and hair. He exhaled sharply, his senses stung by the stench of decay. Girding themselves, the SEALs threw out handfuls of soil to reveal the outlines of two corpses, one of which lay face down on top of the other. They gradually exhumed both, a sight so grisly that Ghetto’s stomach turned and he had to struggle not to retch in front of the others. Harvard had not prepared him for this.

Holding his breath against the stink of death and his own apprehensions, Graves brushed off the dirt-matted faces in order to make an identity. To the relief of everyone, neither one was Taggart. Caulder was the first to let out a sigh of relief.

They were white men however. One was an older, heavier man, the other quite a bit younger with the heft of a college football player. The faces were hideous with early stages of decay, but enough remained to identify them from photos displayed during mission briefings. They were Terry McAlwain and Nick Rogers, the SyncoPetro oil executive and his PR man abducted with Taggart and the schoolteacher Na’omi and her students. Each had died from a single gunshot wound to the head. Executed.

“Come on. Let’s get them out,” Graves urged.

Their ten minutes before Nigerian troops arrived had narrowed down to five.


Chapter Two

Nigeria

Earlier, before Michael Nasry and Akmal Barayev arrived in the Boko Haram village with their two Chechen bodyguards to bargain for the SEAL Taggart, warlord Aabid ordered Taggart taken down from the cross in the village square and returned to his cell. The American was barely conscious from the abuse he had suffered over the past several days and looked much older than a man in his early forties. His face was blood-crusted and bruised, his eyes swollen. Lean and wiry to begin with, he had lost considerable weight off his six-foot frame from days of captivity and torture and near-starvation. His face looked sharper even through the swelling, making him appear hollow and gaunt.

Terrorist guards dumped him on the dirt floor of the holding cell-hut where the females were being detained. Only three students of those kidnapped remained behind with their teacher: twelve-year-old Esther, eleven-year-old Kamka, and nine-year-old Abiye, who was small for her age and wept often. Their schoolmates had been trucked off shortly after the kidnapping to be sold as “wives” or sex slaves.

Shortly after Taggart was dumped back into the holding hut, Aabid entered with a tall, skinny man in his twenties in casual European wear. This man had a long, narrow face and bushy eyebrows.

“Your new masters are here,” Aabid announced triumphantly.

“So we meet again,” said the bushy-browed stranger with open loathing. He sounded American. He looked vaguely familiar, but Rip failed to place him.

Meanwhile in the forest nearby, two SUVs full of Chechen soldiers that had followed the negotiating party received the signal to move in.

Taggart’s “new master” nodded at his bodyguard, a man armed with an AK-47 and kitted out in modern military gear down to armor and webbing. This guy didn’t look Middle Eastern, and certainly not African. Without question or comment, he tilted the muzzle of his assault rifle and with a burst of fire sent Aabid to Paradise to claim his seventy-two virgins.

Moments later, gunfire erupted all over the village. It didn’t last long, a matter of two or three minutes before all went quiet again. The invaders, all of whom were in uniform, had apparently pulled a fast one on Aabid and his motley crew and wiped them all out before they had a chance to fight back.

At first, Na’omi and her girls were ecstatic with joy, thinking they were being rescued. Even Rip was fooled by Aabid’s execution. Aabid was a vicious psychopath not worth the price of the lead that blew him to Hell, which was where he would probably end up rather than in Paradise.

The captives were quickly disabused of the notion that they were being freed. Rather, they were merely transferring from one ownership to another. The new owners quickly took possession, bound the captives’ wrists, and prepared them for departure. It seemed to Rip that they might have been rescued from the frying pan only to be tossed into the fire.

The invading soldiers were ransacking the village for weapons and other contraband prior to departure when they in turn were surprised by a separate unknown attacking force.

A sense of urgency suddenly infected the Chechen conspirators as firefights raged nearby on the outskirts of the village. Taggart, Na’omi, and the three schoolgirls were tossed into the enclosed cargo area of a military-style Humvee manned by a driver and a soldier. It gunned out of the village amid the nearby crackle of gunfire, speeding recklessly along a dusty road beneath forest canopy behind a blue SUV occupied by the man with the American accent, his coconspirator, and two other Chechen soldiers.

“Who are they?” Na’omi whispered to Rip. The truck’s cargo bay was close quarters with Taggart, the teacher, and the three girls all thrown on top of each other.

“I don’t know,” Rip replied. “But they’re pros.”

“And that gunfire after—What was that?”

The thumping of helicopter rotors passed low overhead before turning and heading west toward the coast.

“No talking,” the soldier in the front passenger’s seat snapped, almost as though he feared the chopper would overhear. Taggart tracked the distinctive sound of the Black Hawk helicopter until it faded away.

A short distance ahead of the Humvee, the speeding blue SUV kicked up a plume of dust that all but blinded the Humvee driver. Nasry held the front seat of the SUV with the driver. Akmal Barayev and the other soldier held down the back seat. Barayev was a Chechen who had made his bones fighting with al-Qaeda when he was sixteen years old. He and Nasry worked with the Ummayyad Caliphate, a loose affiliate of ISIS, whose operational head was Emir Hatim al-Muttaqi, Michael’s and Akmal’s superior. Their successes within previous weeks included the bombing of the American embassy in Tanzania that killed sixty people and destruction of the hotel at the Dubai Film Festival that wiped out another two hundred or so.

Akmal was on the radio desperately attempting to raise the commander of the Chechen soldiers who assisted Nasry and him in seizing the SEAL from Boko Haram in order to avoid paying the ten-million-dollar ransom that Aabid asked. Akmal’s voice grew thin and strained when he received no response from the village. He repeatedly called out the commander’s name. The commander, Bashir, was his brother-in-law.

“Bashir … Bashir? Bashir, baz you h’un suiyazeh,” he pleaded in Chechen. “Bashir … Bashir? Bashir, this is base.”

He waited. Still no response. “Bashir! Akmal vu h’un iz.”

“Stay in the forest,” Nasry reminded the driver in Arabic. “The trees shield us.”

Barayev was persistent on the radio. “Khu tchoh’isa … Any troop, respond.”

Still nothing except static. Anxiety stretched Akmal’s long, full face even longer.

“They were American,” he said to Nasry, switching to English. He leaned forward across the back of the front seat. “I know it. If any of our men survived, they will break them. They will talk. Michael, we can’t stay in Africa.”

Nasry shrugged. So some of the Chechens had been killed, perhaps even all of those left in the stay-behind force. Michael was nonetheless satisfied with the outcome. He had the SEAL who killed his brother some two years ago in Afghanistan, and, for him, that was sufficient for the mission to have been a success.

“We take the hostages to the facility in Chad—as planned,” he informed Akmal.

“Muttaqi will have us both shot. We’re dead men. Is that stupid SEAL worth it?”

“Yes, he is worth it. Muttaqi will understand, even if you don’t.”


Chapter Three

Nigeria

After a forced march cross country to avoid the Nigerian Army, Bear Graves led his band of warriors into the forest-surrounded clearing that had served as operational rally point and launch site for his and Master Sergeant Mule’s teams against the Boko Haram village. The men were quiet, withdrawn, and concerned over the condition of their wounded comrade. Last they heard, Buck Buckley was in critical condition.

The attempt to rescue Chief Taggart had also failed. SEALS scrubbed and serialized the ORP to erase all signs of their having been here as they prepared to load back onto the nondescript cargo trucks that had transported them from the warehouse staging point near Lagos just that morning. Loaded, the trucks barreled west, driven by local assets and CIA handlers.

The foul odor of death clotted the air in the enclosed cargo bay of the truck occupied by Bear Graves’s team. The decomposing corpses of Terry McAlwain and Nick Rogers lay wrapped in a tarp at the back of the truck, along with the freshly killed Chechen leader. Graves and Ortiz rode the bench on one side of the truck with Chief Mule and some of his men. Caulder, Fishbait, and Chase sat across from them in the near-stifling stench and half-light inside the truck. All were filthy from the fight and from having dug up the grave to recover the bodies of the two oil men.

Graves raised command at the warehouse on his radio. “Foxtrot Two Two, Delta One. Do we have a sitrep on the CASEVAC? Over.”

Graves waited for the response while the others watched intently through the dusty gloom. Bear was the only one still wearing his comm headset. The others depended upon him for news about Buck.

“Delta One, Foxtrot Two Two,” replied a calm, impersonal voice in Bear’s ear. “Your wounded is now KIA.”

Bear slowly removed his headset and stared down at his hands. Buddha nudged him gently, unable to withstand the suspense. “Bear?”

Graves lifted his head and looked across at Caulder, Fishbait, and Chase. They leaned toward him.

“Buck …” Bear’s voice caught in his throat. “Buck didn’t make it.”

The rumble of heavy truck tires on the rutted roadbed filled a long silence during which no one moved or spoke. Ortiz held out his hands and squinted to see them in the dim light. Buddha had dragged Buck to cover after he was wounded in the fight, patched him up, and fought off the enemy. Now, his hands were stained with Buck’s blood and caked with mud and red dirt from having helped dig up the grave.

Caulder’s eyes riveted on Graves as he waited for some reaction, any reaction. Instead, Bear sat numb and unmoving with his eyes closed and his expression controlled, quietly suffering with the rest of the team for a loss that hit them hard and deep in their souls.


Chapter Four

Virginia Beach

During World War II when a soldier, Marine, sailor, or airman shipped off to war, it meant he was in for the duration. He kissed mama and the kids good-bye at the wharf and they likely wouldn’t see him again until the enemy was defeated—if they saw him again at all. Same thing for the Korean War. Vietnam was somewhat different in that a typical tour of duty was around one year. If a soldier served that year successfully, he went home again.

The War on Terror that began with 9/11 and, shortly thereafter, the deployment of US troops to Afghanistan was the longest-running war in American history. Soldiers who fought in the early days of Afghanistan in 2001 now saw their sons and daughters fighting in Afghanistan. While deployments were assigned for a specified period of time, units could expect multiple future deployments at unspecified times as required.

Special Operations forces, and especially SEAL Team Six, faced a joltingly different type of war than any of the conventional outfits. For them, the war was continuous, year after year. A dozen or more deployments into combat were not unusual.

One day a fighter from Special Operations Command might find himself knee deep in mud, blood, and shit. The next day he was home again dealing with domestic problems like house payments, dental bills for the kids, daughter’s homework, leaky plumbing, and his wife’s quarrel with the neighbor. It was a schizophrenic way of life, always on the edge of death in Afghanistan, Africa, Iraq, Syria, or some other shithole plagued by the lice of terrorism—and, then, suddenly back to the edge of a PTA meeting.

Before Rip Taggart’s wife Gloria split with him and he split with the Navy and the SEALs, she complained to the other wives that the two of them had not actually been on the same continent together much more than a year total during the past five years of their marriage. She finally could take no more of the stress of repeated missions in a strange war that never seemed to end. The war was as hard on wives and families as it was on their men.

No matter the war, however, one thing was a constant: some men never made it back.

The C-17 with Chief Bear Graves’s team aboard, including Buckley’s body, put wheels down at Naval Air Station Oceana in the pre-dawn of a lovely spring Virginia morning. Graves, Caulder, and Ortiz took their ritual decompression pancakes at the Gulfstream Diner on the beach. Decompression was unusually quiet and sober this morning in dread of the team leader’s unpleasant task that had to be done right away. Even Caulder found no enthusiasm for flirting with the blonde waitress he had been banging.

Afterward, with the sun climbing, Graves and Caulder piled into Bear’s GMC pickup to carry out the most demanding duty of a military leader—that of informing a comrade’s wife that she had become a widow. The two men rode in complete silence, each lost in his own thoughts. Buck’s Lone Star flag that he displayed in his equipment cage at Command lay neatly folded on the seat between them. Buck had been a die-hard Texan.

Buck and his wife, Tammi, had purchased a home together before the op into Nigeria. It was a modest little two-bedroomer in Cedar Crest, the off-base housing tract where many SEALs from Command lived with their families. Graves steered his GMC onto Buck’s and Tammi’s street. He had lost track of time since he was gone, but today must be either Saturday or Sunday since school seemed to be out. Some kids were racing skateboards on the quiet residential streets. Two laughing grade-school boys and a little girl waved heartily at the passing truck. Glancing into his rearview mirror, Bear saw the boys furiously kicking their skateboards along while the little girl chased after them waving her arms. It was a normal day in normal suburbia where normal people lived.

Caulder looked out and up through the windshield at morning sunshine streaming down through Boston pear trees and maples lining the street and dappling their leaves with nuggets of gold. Graves pulled the pickup into the drive of a little sea-green frame house and killed the engine.

Tammi, Buck’s petite young wife, must have seen them drive up. Flushed and sweating from her morning routine workout, she burst out the door smiling and waving and wearing a yellow top and blue short-shorts as she removed her earbuds.

“Where’s that asshole husband of mine?” she called out, laughing.

Caulder grimaced. “Damn! We beat the chaplain here.”

Bear gripped the steering wheel, staring grimly out at the young woman who remained totally unaware of events in Africa a half-globe away that had made her a widow since yesterday. Caulder laid a hand on his team leader’s shoulder and squeezed.

“I got this one, Joe.”

Graves waited in the truck with poorly contained grief while Caulder got out to meet Tammi on the lawn to inform her of news that would forever change her life. The look on Caulder’s face stopped her in her tracks and froze the happy smile on her face. Tears began to form even before Caulder said a word. Her collapse from an ebullient wife joyfully meeting the morning and the return of her husband was immediate and total. She staggered back under the sudden burden with a terrible cry of agony. Caulder caught her before she collapsed.

Bear drew a deep breath to fortify himself and forced himself to get out of the pickup with Buck’s folded Texas flag. He walked slowly toward Tammi, delaying things as long as he could. Men like Graves sometimes found it difficult to deal with their emotions.

“Joe… ?” Tammi wailed, not wanting it to be true, not wanting the day to have ever dawned.

Bear hesitantly offered her the flag. “From his cage—”

Tammi snapped. She cried out in anger and disbelief and slapped the flag from Bear’s hands. She bolted back inside the house, slamming the door. Caulder looked at Bear. The familiar Caulder with his Dennis the Menace smile seemed lost forever, replaced by a much older, more cynical, and immensely sadder man.

He followed Tammi into the house, leaving Bear standing alone on the lawn. Bear heard children laughing from down the block, a mockingbird in the maple tree singing through its repertoire. With great effort, he bent over and picked up the flag, gripping it in his hands from the hurt welling inside his chest that he feared he would never be able to release.


Chapter Five

Virginia Beach

A death in the brotherhood touched surviving teammates in various ways. Not that all weren’t affected. It was just that Buck’s passing for Fishbait Khan and Ghetto Chase, who were without wives and children, posed a different equation than for Graves, Ortiz, Caulder, and their families. Families were a part of the grieving process and therefore complicated it through a combination of increased tension, sudden relapses, and hidden fears unexpectedly exposed.

It had been Graves’s and Caulder’s unpleasant duty to inform Tammi Buckley of her husband’s death. Afterward, Caulder and Graves met the rest of the team at SEAL Command for required After Action debriefings involving everyone from White Squadron commander Lee Atkins to the CIA and State Department. Atkins advised there would be a further special hearing on the circumstances surrounding Buck’s death within the next day or so.

Ricky Ortiz drove home with no stops along the way. It was a Saturday afternoon with the sun’s rays slanting through trees lining the streets of his neighborhood in Cedar Crest. Jackie and the kids—Anabel, fifteen, and Ricky Jr., ten—were not yet aware of his return from deployment. They were exiting the family minivan in the driveway when Ricky pulled his Fusion in behind them.

R.J. wore his Little League baseball uniform, Anabel had apparently just finished a lesson at dance school, and Ortiz’s wife was collecting a stack of pharmaceutical sales binders from the open hatch. She was dressed for work as though she had attended a sales meeting while the children were occupied. Seeing her like this—classic Latina beauty with her lustrous black hair and long, well-trimmed legs in a business suit—Ricky thought he had never seen any other woman quite as lovely. God, he was happy to be home and, calloused as it sounded, happy that he had not been the one killed in Nigeria. He would never have to leave home again as soon as Rip was rescued and he left the Navy and the SEALs to accept that job at GSS as its head of security.

The kids rushed to greet him, surprising him with their enthusiastic welcome. Usually, he was lucky if he got a “Hey, Dad” upon returning from a mission.

“Dad!” R.J. shouted joyfully.

Followed by Anabel’s, “Daddy!”

“Hey, you two. I missed you guys.”

He planted kisses on their faces and held them as tightly as they held him while he cast an inquiring look at Jackie. The news about Buck must have already made the dailies and TV. He gasped a long, tired breath.

“I told them about Buck,” Jackie explained.

Ortiz nodded.

“Are you okay, Daddy?” Anabel demanded anxiously.

“I don’t want it to be you, Dad,” R.J. agonized.

Ricky tried to allay their fears with a quick, “Hey! I’m bulletproof, remember?”

Over Anabel’s head he caught the desperately yearning look in Jackie’s dark eyes. It said she needed to hold him so she could be sure he was really back safe. She smiled at Ricky, gave him a quirky eyebrow lift, and turned to the kids.

“You two run down to the Dairy Queen and get a treat,” she invited.

“But Dad just got here,” R.J. protested.

Anabel had caught the look between her parents. She got what the offer was really about and laughed. After all, she was fifteen and boys were paying attention.

She and R.J. embraced their father once more and set out for the Dairy Queen with a bill Jackie slipped into her daughter’s palm. They paused at the edge of the lawn to wave back. Ricky and Jackie promptly headed for their bedroom, laughing and holding each other. They couldn’t get their clothing off quickly enough.

Following their bittersweet reconnecting after the shadow of death had passed over, Ricky picked up a change in his wife’s mood. Tears filled her eyes and she began to weep deeply and from the heart. In attempting to comfort her, Ricky found himself also emotionally overcome. Tears flowed as they held each other close.

Things were far from normal at Alex Caulder’s run-down, Cape Cod–looking fishing shack on the beach; it had an additional fixture—Caulder’s fifteen-year-old daughter Dharma whom he had recently rescued from the Virginia Beach police station. His ex-wife Erica had gone to a yoga convention or something and left Dharma with her weenie-necked live-in as the adult in the home. Predictably, Dharma ended up in trouble at school over a protest demonstration. Caulder was just beginning to get reacquainted with the kid and accustomed to her all-in-black aura, including black lipstick and black eyeliner. Everything about her was dark except for the white skunk streak down the middle of her unruly hair.

The shack seemed to match Alex Caulder’s bohemian nature as much as black matched his gothic daughter. Gray paint peeled from the exterior like scales from a wound. An upended surfboard on one side of the porched front door balanced an old car seat with exposed rusted springs on the other side. Ricky Ortiz thought the house resembled a poor man’s version of the haunted house from the old Psycho movie.

The interior of the house was cluttered with climbing and diving gear, books thrown randomly about, posters on the walls of Bob Dylan and The Grateful Dead, Tibetan flags strung across the ceiling, a parachute canopy draped over the sofa, a full-mount standing black bear snarling in one corner—and now a prodigal daughter returned.

The last light of day fading into the orange and pink of sunset placed the shack’s interior and exterior in a new and better light. Caulder came out of the shower in jeans and T-shirt. He dried his hair with a towel while Dharma examined a snapshot on the fridge door showing Caulder, Buckley, and the rest of the team mugging while on deployment to Afghanistan back when Rip Taggart was still team chief.

“What was he like? Buckley?” she asked.

He didn’t want to discuss it with his daughter. “He was an asshole who believed in aliens.”

“And you don’t?” Dharma shot back.

Caulder almost smiled, but not quite. He didn’t want to encourage her; next thing, she’d be trying to move in permanently. After only a few days, the kid was already expanding into his space. He snatched her sweatshirt and a sock off the floor and tossed them at her.

“What did I tell you about unpacking?”

She plopped down on the sofa, opened her laptop, and looked up at him. “You know,” she said, “it’s okay to open up about what happened.”

So now she was playing the shrink?

Caulder shrugged dismissively. “Buck died a Viking’s death, doing what he believed in.”

“Wow!” she mimicked in the same flippant tone. “That’s deep. Really.”

Caulder searched around for a clean shirt in a basket of laundry next to the stuffed bear.

“Shouldn’t your mom be home by now?” he hinted.

Dharma ignored him. Wearing a pensive look and tone of voice to match, she said, “My best friend, Tyler, he committed suicide a year ago. Did it with a shotgun.”

She stuck her finger in her mouth to indicate a gun barrel.

“So it was a closed casket,” she went on with her one-shouldered shrug. “I couldn’t see his face. But I needed to, you know?”

She took note of how he turned his back to slip on a clean T-shirt. She suspected he didn’t want her to see his face.

“I made a video for him, with pictures and music. I could do the same for your friend,” she offered. “Maybe show it at the funeral or something?”

Caulder considered it as, dressed in his faded jeans, T-shirt, and black Birkies, he escaped toward the door to pick up the blonde waitress from the Gulfstream Diner. Having a teenage daughter in the house cramped his home love life.

“But I’m going to need some pictures,” Dharma added, looking around and sweeping the place with an expansive gesture. “And you don’t have very many.”

He closed the door on her and fled toward his red-and-purple Bronco with the top chopped off.

Drinking Wild Turkey raw from the bottle, Bear Graves hid himself away in his home garage workshop while he brooded alone. Buck was dead. Rip Taggart was as good as dead in the hands of the Chechens.

He sorted through a box containing Buckley’s personal possessions from his cage. He stared for a moment at one of the Texas Lone Star patches Buck wore on his armor vest. He sighed and took another slug from his bottle. Maybe, he conceded, Buddha had the right idea getting out of the SEALs to live a normal life. Guys sitting at a desk were rarely shot by jihadists and rogue Chechen terrorists.

Lena entered the garage workshop from the kitchen door and walked up to him. His wife was blonde with startling blue eyes and a lithe figure from running triathlons.

“How you doing?” she asked, touching his cheek with her fingertips.

“I’m fine.”

He didn’t sound fine.

“Wives are coming over soon to prep for tomorrow,” she said. “We could use a little help.”

Buck’s memorial was to be held in Joe’s and Lena’s large living room. Friends, family, and other SEALs from the base were all expected to attend. Instead of Graves responding to Lena’s hint, he gestured at the box he was going through.

“I packed up most of his stuff. From his cage. Bunch of crap. I’ll get the rest tomorrow. Don’t know why he kept it all in there.”

“Want me to take it for Tammi?”

Joe wouldn’t look at her, wouldn’t look at anyone when he was hurting. To restrain his hands from trembling, he clasped the edge of the shop table and braced himself, head lowered and thick shoulders hunched against his arms.

“I’m supposed to protect my men,” he lamented in a low, hoarse voice, not much more than the sting of a bad breeze down a dark alley. “I’m supposed to be the good damned shepherd.”

Lena attempted to reassure him. “It’s not your fault,” she said. She reached for him, but he backed off. He didn’t want to be touched.

“You don’t know that,” he snapped.

She took his hand anyhow. “It’s not your fault, Joseph.”

Joe’s body stiffened. He glared at the box of Buck’s things. “You don’t know that!”

He tossed down another slug from the bottle while still refusing to meet her eyes. Lena looked hurt and walked away. He watched her go. Damn! What was wrong with him that he couldn’t let her in? She was the only person in the world who had ever truly loved him.


Chapter Six

Chad, Africa

The two vehicle convoy led by Michael Nasry and Akmal Barayev escaped Nigeria across a stretch of unguarded border into neighboring Chad in the middle of a moonless night. Chad had won its independence from France in 1960 and had been in almost constant turmoil since then. As one of the poorest and most corrupt nations in the world, and with over half of its population Muslim, Chad afforded fertile ground for radical Islamic groups like ISIS and Boko Haram.

At daybreak, the SUV and the Humvee were out on the more arid Sahelian belt where they soon approached an abandoned and isolated cement plant set on a dry open plain clumped here and there by stunted forest and, along the banks of streams, more tropical canopy. The Soviet Union had constructed the plant during the Cold War and abandoned it following its dissolution. It hadn’t been used since, until now.

The plant’s main buildings and its various components—the mill, kilns, preheating tanks, and various other support construction, shone a dull gray-white from age and coatings of limestone. Roofs were missing and walls collapsing. A chain-link fence enclosing the plant had fallen into disrepair and was laced with spindly acacia trees and thorn bushes.
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