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To the brave men and women of US Special Operations


Chapter One

Jalalabad Military Airbase, Afghanistan

Navy Senior Chief Petty Officer Richard “Rip” Taggart had gone over the brink too many times—seven deployments, or was it eight? Into Iraq, Afghanistan, North Africa … If you were at the Command—US Navy SEAL Team Six—there was always a war, and always a call for America’s elite counterterrorism unit in a world on its way to Hell.

The red rim of the sun struggled to climb above the distant Hindu Kush and shine on Forward Operating Base Fenty at the military airport in Jalalabad. Down on the city’s outskirts, where the Kabul and Kunar rivers junctioned, harsh winds out of the fires of Hades hissed off the Laghman Valley, rattled old tin cans, and flapped laundry hung out on wash day. Winds that had blown on the camel caravans of the old Silk Road centuries ago tugged at Rip’s desert cammies and popped the flaps of military GP medium tents like distant rifle shots.

Taggart’s eyes stood out in a sharp face parched by the desert sun. They were hard and faded to match the flint of the Afghan sand. He was a lean and wiry man, like a ferret or a bearcat, with the determined bearing of an epic hero. No expression crossed his face or entered eyes that reflected comets of white phosphorous and streams of fire from A-10 fast movers working out on some enemy target in the distant mountains near the Khost-Gardez Pass into Pakistan. The scene of chaos and violence was glorious in an all-too-tragic sort of way. It was a familiar sight when men were pissed off at each other and God was pissed off at everybody.

Explosions rumbled like distant thunder. Smoke clouds, tinged pink by the new sun, capped the target area.

Fuck ’em all and let God sort ’em out.

Taggart sucked in a ragged breath, the palm of his hand resting on the butt of the H&K .45 holstered on his hip. Nobody at the airport went unarmed, no matter that several thousand US troops—Rangers, 10th Mountain, Army Special Forces, Air Force, Afghan soldiers, CIA, members of the International Security Assistance, a handful of Navy SEALs—operated against the Taliban and al-Qaeda out of Jalalabad. In Afghanistan, you were always behind enemy lines.

A woman’s voice, incongruous above the muted din of distant battle, penetrated Taggart’s haze. He recognized it as that of Lena Graves coming from the nearest GP tent. When she and Joe “Bear” Graves weren’t talking on Skype, they were writing each other letters.

“I told Bob—you know, the youth minister?” Lena was saying through the technological marvel of Skype. “I told him to have the kids’ choir sing in the fellowship hall. We sold a hundred and fifty cupcakes in an hour.”

“That good?” Graves’s heavy voice responded.

“It’s great. A hundred was the best we’ve ever done.”

Taggart referred to the ready availability of communications with home as “domesticating the battlefield.” He turned suddenly and strode purposefully toward the cluster of tents forted behind a maze of concrete HESCO barriers and concertina wire. He went past the team tent, pushed aside the flaps of the joint operations center and entered.

Inside the “team room” tent, the other members of what had been designated Foxtrot Team of White Squadron for tactical control purposes enjoyed downtime with a mixture of familiar banter, grabass, and scuttlebutt. Senior Chief Taggart was the leader, the “team daddy.” Their team had been together a long time and formed bonds closer than brothers. When your life depended on someone, you knew him to his core. You knew who he really was, warts and farts and bad breath, who his wife and kids were, the name of his first hometown love, the make of his car, the date of his birth …

Four members of the team—Graves; Ricky “Buddha” Ortiz; Alex Caulder; and Armin “Fishbait” Khan, all in their thirties—hung out in the tent in various stages of undress and bodily hygiene, a condition accepted in combat zones as “relaxed grooming standards.”

These four along with Team Leader Taggart and Beauregard Jefferson Davis “Buck” Buckley, currently the FNG—fucking new guy—composed “the team.”

Naval Special Warfare (NSW) was a remarkably small, elite force of less than 2,500 active duty shooters, along with about 600 SWCC (Special Warfare Combatant–Crew) whose purpose was to clandestinely deliver SEALs on-target into dangerous, denied areas and exfil them again. The force consisted of eight SEAL teams, not including SEAL Team Six. Odd-numbered teams worked on the West Coast out of Coronado, California, and were responsible for ops in that hemisphere; even numbers operated out of Little Creek, Virginia, and took missions in that respective hemisphere.

A team commanded by a navy commander consisted of a headquarters element and eight operational sixteen-man platoons. Platoons further broke down into eight-man squads or four-man fire teams.

SEAL Team Six, or Navy Special Warfare Development Group as it was officially known, was completely independent of the others and dedicated exclusively to counterterrorist activity. It functioned pretty much on its own in whatever configuration a mission demanded. SEALs were a “force multiplier” in Pentagon-ese. Insert a half-dozen SEAL Sixes into a clandestine environment and they brought down more fire and brimstone on the enemy than a full company of conventional regulars. Taliban hajjis swore the mountains of Afghanistan were alive with the sound of SEALs.

While Taggart was the daddy who called the shots for Foxtrot, Bear Graves was his second. Two inches over six feet, lean and mean, he was the team’s responsible older brother, the core of implacability and inner quiet. When he moved, it was like he was coiling or uncoiling, a rattlesnake always ready for action.

Now bare-chested and barefooted, Graves sat on a canvas camp stool pulled up in front of the computer Skyping Lena while he disassembled and cleaned his H&K416 carbine. Lena looked out at him from the screen. Ortiz, the team’s irrepressible younger brother thought she was one “beautiful mujer rubia.” She was lithe with bright blonde hair that gave her the air of a romantic heroine.

“What was Pastor Adams’s sermon about?” Graves asked her.

She seemed to peer into the tent, taking into account her husband’s other family, his brothers.

“‘Greater love hath no man than this,’” she quoted from scripture, “‘that he lay down his life for his friends.’”

Bear glanced up. “John, chapter 15, verse 13.”

“Right.”

She hesitated. A mysterious smile touched her lips, like a secret was trying to break free. Her blue eyes seemed to glow from some inner excitement. She stood up on her end of the camera. She wore jeans and a shirt. The camera went wide angle to reveal the Graves’s living room back in Virginia Beach, a look into “the world” and a universe away from Bear’s hot, Spartan surroundings.

“Joe, those names we were talking about?”

Graves nodded as he focused on his carbine, his hands moving automatically to reassemble it. He slid the bolt open, inspected with his thumb the chamber for excess oil, rammed the bolt back home, and released trigger tension. When he looked up again, Lena held up a sonogram that filled the screen.

“Well,” she said, drawing out the moment. “Well, Joe, meet Sarah.”

Caught by surprise, it took him a moment to make the connection. He stared at the embryo image of “Sarah.” A daughter! His swarthy face slowly cracked into a huge grin. He sprang to his feet, waving his rifle in his exuberance. This would be their first. They had been trying to get Lena pregnant for several years.

“Hey, everybody! It’s a girl! We’re having a little girl!”

Alex Caulder was kicked back in a ragged incliner playing Xbox on a huge, flat-screen TV while Khan, an Afghan American from New England stood over him, watching with mild interest. Both switched their eyes toward the screen and Bear’s prospective daughter.

“Happy for you, Bear,” Caulder drawled. He was a sharp, angular eccentric with a sarcastic sense of humor. “Me, I’d give mine back if I could.”

“You don’t mean that,” Buddha Ortiz scolded mildly. “Children. That’s what it’s all about.”

“Oh, no?” Caulder shot back. “I mean it.” But he grinned and winked to show he might be bullshitting.

Buddha was tall and lanky, dark-haired, with a long handsome nose and the brooding good looks of a Latin Jimmy Dean from the old Turner Classic Movies. While he in no way resembled his namesake, he had the Buddha’s patience as he sat cross-legged on the tent’s plywood floor brewing yerba maté, a long, involved process involving gourds and a pestle. His bunk area displayed photos of his wife Jackie and their two kids, Anabel and Ricky Jr.

Bear Graves touched the screen with his fingertips. Lena touched it back from halfway around the globe.

“I’ve got to go. I—” he said, choking up with wonder and love.

The sonogram came up once more before the screen went black.

“Wait a sec, Bear,” Caulder said with pretend seriousness, playing his unruly Dennis the Menace role. “How long you been over here? You sure that kid’s yours?”

Graves ignored him, not willing to give up the moment. “We’re naming her Sarah,” he said.

“From the Bible. Abraham’s wife.”

Bear rolled his eyes. “Here it comes—”

“Yeah. Abraham was a player, man. Dude had like five wives. My man Abe was all about hitting it.”

“You’re going to Hell, you know that?”

Caulder shrugged and grinned. “Metaphorically, right? Because we know that down below us is just a ball of spinning rock and hot magma. And, anyway, with all we’ve seen go down over here, hard to imagine your God coming up with anything worse.”

Bear continued to stare at the black screen, fascinated by the news he had just received. “God made children and wives,” he said. “That’s good enough for me.”

He shook his head in wonder, letting the sweet name play off his tongue. “Sarah. Sarah. My daughter!”

“Sarah’s a fine name,” Buddha agreed. “Sarita. Sounds good in Spanish too. You’ll like being a father, Bear. Gives you ballast. Keeps you upright through the storm.”

Caulder wasn’t ready to give up poking. “Says the dude who takes two days to make tea out of dried grass… .”

“It’s not tea, pendejo. It’s maté, and it’s got twenty-four vitamins and minerals, fifteen amino acids, and a shitload of antioxidants.”

“Yeah. Red Bull for taco heads.”

“It’s South American. You don’t know shit.”

Caulder returned to his Xbox, musing, “I did know a Sarah back in Coronado. Best pole dancer I ever saw.”

Ortiz and Fishbait both shot him a What the fuck’s wrong with you? look.

“What?” Caulder mimed, feigning innocence.

The tent flap suddenly blew open to reveal Buck Buckley. Dark wavy hair and the cynical twist of his lips gave him the appearance of some hipster Miami Vice undercover cop.

“Rip wants us,” he announced. “In the JOC. Now.”

That ended the banter. Bear slung his rifle across his back, Buddha doused his maté flame, Fishbait looked around for his weapon, and Caulder shrugged indifferently. Buck turned and they followed him out of the tent. This could mean only one thing. Back into the breach, Horatio.
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Chapter Two

Jalalabad Military Airbase, Afghanistan

A number of tent cities dotted the airfield. With impromptu names like Snake Town or Sandy City, they quartered the various military units in wooden barracks and a few modern buildings mostly constructed of mud or concrete. SEALs, though, homesteaded in their own little corner of the airfield due to the secrecy of their missions. Civil Air had been driven completely off the airport to allow the military to move in shortly after 9/11 when President George W. Bush sent over Special Operations Forces to chase down Osama bin Laden and al-Qaeda.

Only a few steps separated the team tent from the JOC. Bear Graves paused between the two in the gentle morning sunlight while the others continued. His mind remained on Lena and the news about Sarah. He couldn’t get over it—a daughter, his daughter.

He gazed out over the city that sat about five klicks away. It was modern in some ways, ancient in others, as brown and gray and tan as the rest of this country. A lungful of hot air brought with it the distinctive smells of sand and hot tarmac, of wind off the mountains and the fragrance of distant barnyards. Air assets working over the target in the mountains earlier had pulled out, leaving only an oily cloud hovering on the horizon.

Afghanistan had been crossed, captured, destroyed, and rebuilt numerous times in its long brutal history, situated as it was at the crossroads of conflict. One of the world’s least-developed countries and completely landlocked, it shares borders with Pakistan on the east and north, with Iran on the west, three former Soviet republics on the north, and China off a little gooseneck in the far northeast.

The Soviets in 1979 had been the country’s most recent invader. After they withdrew with their tails tucked between their legs, and after 9/11, the United States moved in to chase al-Qaeda terrorists and support the Mujahideen of the Northern Alliance in their civil war against the Taliban.

The basic way of life in Afghanistan had changed little in hundreds of years. Bear hadn’t known many really poor people back home, at least not like this. Everywhere were little dark-skinned kids in baggy cotton pants, men and women wearing dirty robes, men clad in turbans and women in short shawls. Many of them looked sullen and resentful at being forced to accept war and soldiers as the way life was.

Brother and sister might have a change of clothing and a “Sunday” pair of shoes or sandals. Otherwise, most went barefooted all summer. Out behind the family’s mud hovel might be a pole corral or a field fenced in with sticks and posts where a skinny mule or camel existed with some sheep or goats. The more well-to-do might own some cows. Often, four or five families went in together to purchase an old rattletrap Toyota pickup for transportation and use on their farms.

Remarkably, though few people claimed many possessions, almost everyone had a cell phone stuffed underneath his robe or in his baggy trousers. Cell phones for Taliban fighters was an essential part of their armament. It was how they kept track of American troop movements and operations.

Bear considered how fortunate he was that Sarah would be born in the United States of America instead of a place where many infants died before they were a year old due to the shortage of medical facilities, and where most of the rest grew up in abject poverty and war.

He became aware of Caulder shouting, “Bear! Get your ass in here!”

The clan gathered in the TOC tent, which was crowded with a couple of big-screen TVs, white briefing boards, maps on three-legged stands, a cork board displaying photos of bad-guy high-value targets, or HVTs, and four navy support techs pounding on computers. Taggart stood spread-legged behind a field table as White Team gathered close and took canvas stools to wait for the briefing to begin.

For a few minutes the team chief flipped through images on the table featuring atrocities committed by Taliban and al-Qaeda—IEDs exploding in an open market, torn bodies strewn about in the wreckage; a family beheaded in their mud hut because Daddy was suspected of being an informer; a village chief hanging upside down from a tree with his throat slit and blood streaming onto the ground …

It wasn’t enough that terrorists slaughtered; they had to advertise it, photograph their work and distribute prints as a warning to others.

With his lean face set, his lips a grim knife slit, his entire body a tense portrait of righteous fury, Taggart held up a colored photo of children slaughtered in a schoolyard. Vultures perched on the roof of the little mud schoolhouse, necks craned and patient.

“Look at this,” he grated out. “Every activity in this stinking province, that shitbag al-Muttaqi’s been behind.”

He exchanged the photo for one of a dark-skinned, jackal-faced man who appeared to be in his early forties. He didn’t have to identify him. Hatim al-Muttaqi. SEALs had been chasing his murderous ass for the past five years.

Three years ago, al-Muttaqi was responsible for the deaths of ten SEAL Six operators over in Wardak Province. Taggart had known some of them since BUD/S—Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL training. They were brothers to every man inside the TOC tent.

MH-60 Blackhawks had inserted the SEALs in a raid on a house where insurgent leaders headed by al-Muttaqi had gathered to plot. As it turned out, informers in the village learned of the raid and warned al-Muttaqi and the others. The SEALs landed into a trap. A bloody L-shaped ambush wiped out most of a troop in one of the biggest single losses in SEAL Six’s history.

The primary target, al-Muttaqi, not only got away that night but again three days later when he escaped a US air strike on a compound where he was hiding. Intel began to suspect he had inside sources that were tipping him off.

Taggart glared at the terrorist’s photo. “We just picked up SIGINT from a village up in Kunar,” he revealed. “He’s surrounded by civilians—so drones and air strikes are out. We’re working up a CONOPS now. Command wants us to take a shot.”

His cold eyes swept the team. “Tonight,” he added.

Caulder appeared skeptical; hell, he was always skeptical. “You know how many times we’ve rolled snake eyes with this guy? He could be tipped off by farmers, could be a courier, could be Fishbait’s cousins.”

“They’re all my cousins,” Fishbait badgered back. “That’s how this tribal thing works.”

Bear Graves was already coiled for action. “What do you think, Rip?”

“You know what I think.”

“Yeah. Let’s do it.”

Caulder appeared to be considering. He shrugged and threw up his hands. “Screw it. I’m in.”

Buddha Ortiz sipped maté he had succeeded in heating up and brought with him in a gourd cup. A connoisseur never drank it from a canteen cup. “Yeah, okay,” he said. “Nice night for a walk. But Bear’s got some news first. Bear, tell him—”

Graves stood up, a proud papa-to-be. “Lena and I, we’re having a baby,” he blurted out.

Rip took a moment to absorb the news, as though searching to tap into something inside he might have lost going to war for so many years. Finally, he forced his thin lips into the semblance of a smile. “That’s great, Bear. Good for you.”

“We want you to be the godfather.”

Taggart looked uncertain. “I’m honored, Bear. But, Jesus, me? What do I have to do?”

Buddha had the answer. He lifted his gourd in a salute. “I’ll cover the God part, Rip. You just show up with candy and presents.”

Bear laughed and dug out his cell phone. “Let’s get a picture for Lena.”

“New guy, you take it,” Ortiz suggested to Buckley as the six members of Team White, prepped for tonight and ready to take on all comers, jauntily crowded around Taggart with their arms and legs around one another in some kind of rendition of frat night at the U. Buckley shot the selfie from arm’s length.

Graves would later make copies for everyone that showed the team members smiling and cutting up in high excitement. All except Rip Taggart, who stared solemn-faced into the lens, his lips pressed thin, his eyes like agate.


Chapter Three

Kunar Province, Afghanistan

Kunar Province, “Enemy Central,” was one of the toughest sectors in-country to target the Taliban. Rarely did US or ANA troops venture into this hostile region and not end up in a fight. The geography was more suited to goats than men. The lower Hindu Kush was a maze of mountain peaks and narrow valleys with steep sides that served as formidable natural obstacles. Insurgent groups had used it for centuries. When the Russians invaded in 1979, they refused to enter this area with any unit smaller than a mech infantry company.

Taliban were an especially hardy lot, just as cunning at fighting in the Afghan mountains as the Apache had been in the desert mountains of Arizona and New Mexico. Give a Taliban a rifle, a baggy pair of shepherd’s trousers, and a pocketful each of mutton and bullets, and he was ready to run with the wolves.

Caulder was skeptical about their chances of capturing al-Muttaqi. “He’s like the Road Runner cartoon. The coyote chases him with all that fancy shit from Acme, but he always goes Meep! Meep! and gets away.”

Under cover of darkness, during that bewitching hour after midnight, MH-60 Blackhawk helicopters inserted a troop of fifteen SEALs on a makeshift landing zone on the downside of a ridge south of the targeted village where, according to a source, al-Muttaqi was staying. SEALs consisting of Taggart’s team of six men, Delta team, and a Quick Reaction Force unassed the helicopters and the birds jerked back into the black air.

By military standards, the SEALs looked like vikings on a raid with their longish hair, beards, and mismatched uniforms. Employing stealth and cover techniques, the small force followed a faint goat trail up the ridge and through a narrow gorge with steep rocky sides. High above, all but invisible in the night sky, an AC-130 Spectre Gunship, radio call sign Reaper One-One, flew overwatch with its 40mm cannon, its 105mm howitzers, and its thermal imagers and sensor pods. It was said that with such sophisticated equipment a tech at the panel could not only locate a gnat on the ground but could determine its sex as well.

SEALs traveled light. “Light is right,” or “travel light, freeze at night.” Most carried rifle magazines, frag and thermobaric grenades, water, GPS unit, compass, and radio. Each man wore protective ballistic body armor and carried a sidearm and a suppressed H&K416 5.56 rifle that allowed easy maneuvering in an urban environment, which meant in and out of doorways and rooms and through hallways. Buckley’s assigned weapon was a heavy MK48 7.62 machine gun that, if the feces hit the oscillator, made the difference between kicking ass and getting ass-kicked.

Each man also wore state-of-the-art panoramic night-vision goggles attached to his helmet. His rifle was equipped with lights, a laser, and optics

The narrow gorge up the ridge deposited the silent SEALs through a saddle slightly above the targeted village. The settlement appeared quite peaceful through the greenish glow of NVGs. It consisted of a cluster of closely-packed central buildings around a town square. Buildings were constructed of stone and mud and seemed to merge into the surrounding valley walls.

The target building where al-Muttaqi was believed holed up was a simple two-story structure with a regionally typical flat roof and a courtyard circled by additional small buildings. A faint light glowed through a window of one of the outbuildings, probably supplied by a kerosene lantern. Otherwise, the village lay in pitch-blackness, as though it were without power. Rolling blackouts were common in the area.

Taggart’s team wended its way downslope toward the village on a walking trail that led through a copse of wood, across a small stream and past an orchard. The support and backup element set up security at the edge of the village to cover withdrawal, while a roving team went wide behind the targeted house to nab any squirter who might try to escape the back way.

Bear Graves felt his heart thudding in his chest as his team penetrated the darkened village and made its way through an alleyway toward al-Muttaqi’s compound, hugging buildings to either side of the alley to stay in deeper shadows. Nothing got the blood pumping faster than creeping into an enemy compound, sometimes directly into rooms where enemy fighters were sleeping.

They emerged from the alley to cross a vacant lot that served as a graveyard for abandoned vehicles—a rusting Hilux truck, a Toyota jacked up on its rims, a couple of station wagons with glass salvaged as windows for nearby dwellings. Ahead and across a dark street lay the compound walls. A small gate covered by a bed sheet led into the courtyard beyond.

Taggart signaled for Buckley to drop off and cover the compound with his machine gun. Exfil would be through the same gate. Buck nodded and slipped in among the vehicle wreckage.

On point, Graves led the way across the dusty street while his eyes constantly scanned the compound walls for movement. Detecting nothing that threatened, he cautiously swept aside the sheet that covered the gate and peered inside the courtyard.

His rifle’s IR laser probed two guards asleep in the midst of a litter of trash and tools and old car parts, their AK-47s lying nearby within reach. One slumped on a rock with his head in his arms on his knees. The other sprawled on the ground next to him, legs spread and his back leaning against a rusty engine block. Snoring.

Good. They must be guarding something, which meant an active, occupied hole.

Bear’s laser spotted the top of the first guy’s lowered head, the dot settling on his cranium. He felt Taggart press his shoulder. He nodded in response.

Sayonara, motherfuckers.

With a double tap of the trigger, he dispatched the two men one after the other to Paradise where, presumably, they would be awarded martyrdom and seventy-two virgins each. They died almost without a sound, a result of brain shots. The walls of the compound and the enveloping night muffled the suppressed Thump! Thump! of Bear’s rifle and the meaty smack of the impacting bullets. The night returned to normal sounds.

Bear could almost hear Taggart’s unspoken approval: Fuck ’em! Fuck ’em all!

Bear had noticed for some time a real bitterness in the team leader, a bitterness that went beyond just the war. Something that seemed to be eating out his core.


Chapter Four

Kunar Province, Afghanistan

Outside the walls in the dead car pile, Buck Buckley barely heard the silenced reports of Bear Graves’s rifle taking out the two sentries. He took that as a cue to dart across the street with his machine gun to reestablish vigil inside the compound where he could best cover his guys as they busted into the house. He hit the ground inside the bedsheet-covered gate, eyes darting through the liquid green of NVGs as they searched for hostile movement. He spotted two dead men, but his eyes moved on from them to the house itself. His heart pounded with excitement and tension, but his hands and nerves were steady.

His five teammates moved in a battle stack along the side of the house toward a door just ahead, their lean, swift forms advancing like a perfectly synchronized machine. He watched them crouch past a window illuminated from inside by a dim light and approach the door, weapons ready, every move coordinated. They had rehearsed such tactics a hundred times—no, a thousand times—in the Kill House at the Command in Virginia.

Taggart tested the door and found it locked. He gave Buddha Ortiz a quick signal.

Ortiz attached a breaching charge to the door in a way that would explode its energy toward the inside where overpressure would be more dynamic. He set it, stepped away, and flattened his back against the wall with the rest of the team.

A loud blast accompanied by a flash of fireshredded the wooden door and blew it off its hinges. Smoke billowed. Surprise had also been blown. The entire village would know they were here now. Speed replaced stealth—get in, get the job done, get out again.

Move! Move! Keep moving! Like a deadly ballet, swift and violent, every man functioning through training, experience, and raw instinct.

They cleared the lower floor in explosive movements. Bear Graves brought up rear security as Caulder, Ortiz, and Fishbait rushed up a stairway behind Taggart to the second floor where they entered a long, darkened hallway. Behind them a small window overlooked the courtyard at one end of the hall while a ceiling-to-floor curtain closed off the other end. The curtain fluttered before a fighter armed with an AK-47 yelped something in Pashtu and jumped out from behind it. Taggart dropped him with two quick shots before the guy had a chance to use his weapon. The body crashed to the floor, on its way down overturning a chair with an empty water bucket on it. The bucket rolled clanking down the hall.

The door to the nearest bedroom was open. Taggart, Caulder, and Graves covered it while Ortiz and Fishbait quickly cleared the other rooms. There were only two other doors. One led into a storage room and pantry, the other to a bedroom that appeared to have been recently used but was presently unoccupied.

That left the large master bedroom. Taggart entered first, his NVGs revealing to him three beds and a closet. The bed was stacked with bloody corpses. He identified two small children and a man, all three brutally and freshly slain.

Graves’s voice suddenly rang out. “Drop it, asshole!”

A fighter crouched like a trapped feral animal in the far corner with one arm around a young woman in a white nightgown-like affair, holding her up in front of him as a shield. A knife at her throat kept her frozen in terror, her eyes wide and terrible with fear as seen through NVGs.

SEALs expertly side-stepped out of each other’s field of fire, their eyes focused on the rapidly developing drama in the corner. It didn’t last long. Islamic terrorists lived by a code of martyrdom that stated in stark terms that if you went down, you took everybody you could with you.

Wicked steel flickered as the cornered terrorist’s blade slashed across his hostage’s jugular, almost decapitating her. Black blood fountained. He let her body slump to the floor; a dead hostage was of no value.

The SEALs immediately opened up a cone of fire. Bullets striking flesh and bone resonated louder in the confines of the room than the muted staccato of silenced weapons. The killer died on his way to the floor where he lay unmoving next to his sacrificed victim. The metallic odor and taste of more fresh blood filled the room.

Caulder took out a laminated photograph hanging on a cord around his neck and bent over to compare it to the dead fighter’s face.

“It’s not Muttaqi,” he reported.

Graves stood over the bed where the man and two children had been slain. One was a little girl of about three, the other a boy a year or two older. Their throats were slit. The dead woman in the corner must have been their mother. This was apparently the family that lived here.

“Guys, check this out,” Graves said in somber voice.

Blood pooled in the sag of the grass mattress and slowly absorbed into and through it. Dripping blood tapped eerily on the floor beneath the bed. Graves thought again of Sarah as he pulled the bloody blanket over the father and his two little dead children. The others watched him in a moment of silence.

They had witnessed scenes like this before. Based on the four dead Jihadi inside and outside the house, al-Muttaqi and some of his men had likely been here. Once discovered, they went into a frenzy of revenge, apparently assuming the family members had informed on them. Murdering them served as a warning to others of what happened to snitches.

And al-Muttaqi had escaped again.

Rip’s entire frame vibrated with rage over the killing of the family, his face flushed and both fists clutching his weapon. “Fucking damned savages.”

He turned, slung his rifle, and stalked to the corner where he snatched the blade from the dead fighter’s hand. He straddled the body and bent over, his back to the room. Graves wasn’t sure what he was doing.

“Rip?”

Caulder was the first to realize what was happening. “Rip!”

Ortiz caught on. “Oh, man. Hey, don’t do that shit—”

Caulder stepped toward his friend and team leader, hand outstretched. Too late. The awful wet, ripping sound of a scalp departing its skull filled the room.


Chapter Five

Kunar Province, Afghanistan

Taggart stood with his head lowered, glaring at the dead Taliban next to the dead woman, the terrorist’s fresh scalp dangling from one hand, knife in the other.

Caulder recovered first. He laid a hand on Taggart’s shoulder. “Jesus! Get it together, man.”

Suddenly, a false wall crashed down. It had been so well-concealed that the SEALs overlooked it in their sweep of the bedroom. A fighter broke from behind the crumbling wall and made a mad dash across the room and dived headfirst out the second floor window, vanishing into the darkness.

“Got a squirter!” Ortiz exclaimed.

“That’s gotta be Muttaqi.” Taggart tossed the bloody scalp aside, exchanging it for his radio. “Two-Two, this is Delta One. We’ve got a squirter. Could be our HVT.”

The backup team chief came up on the air immediately. “Delta One, this is Two-Two. Stand by …”

A long minute ensued while the team waited.

“Delta One. Reaper has eyes on. Squirter moving northwest. Reaper One-One has sparkles. He’ll take care of it.”

Taggart headed for the hallway. “Let’s go.”

Lights were coming on in houses all over the village. There hadn’t been a blackout after all, merely frugal homeowners conserving energy late at night. The team had poked a sleeping hornets’ nest—and al-Muttaqi remained at large and on the run.

Buckley with his machine gun rejoined the team as it cleared the target area and pushed down-village in the direction the squirter had fled. The SEALs moved rapidly but cautiously in the “low-ready” position, rifles stuck to their shoulders, index fingers close to triggers but not on them, thumbs brushing weapon safeties, ready to bring weapons to life. Muscles tensed as the operators scanned from side to side and slipped along cement-block walls that surrounded many of the houses.

Suddenly, someone out ahead among the houses shouted something in Pashtu over a megaphone. That produced enemy contact in a sudden eruption of close-by gunfire. The SEALs went to “shoot, move, and communicate” as they methodically fanned out to cover the battlefield. Red AK tracer rounds streaked through the night, seeking flesh.

An RPG exploded nearby, seeming to split open the universe. It exposed the SEALs for an instant in white light as they advanced using available cover. Their lasers created an eerie light show visible only through NVGs as they probed and danced in a pincushion of white that hunted targets, and found them.

Enemy Taliban fighters seemed to have occupied the village and were now attacking in full force. They were everywhere, like a hill of disturbed ants.

Caulder plopped to his belly behind a woodpile while he methodically picked out targets through his NVGs and eliminated them one by one.

Bear Graves took a look around the corner of a concrete wall and spotted a hajji darting across the street ahead, firing as he ran. Graves’s laser red-dotted him. He squeezed and the guy went down and skidded on his face in the narrow dirt street. It was like shooting a jackrabbit in Texas.

From farther up the road came the gunning roar of a truck engine and the grinding squall of worn-out brake pads as the truck skidded to a halt. A machine gunner in the bed of the small Toyota truck opened up with the heavy-throated, rhythmic coughing of a DShK antiaircraft gun belting out two-inch-long slugs. A burst chewed across Graves’s concrete wall, stinging his face with shattered sand and gravel. He dropped to his belly to make a smaller target of himself while he returned fire.

Nearby, Buckley joined in with his heavy machine gun, but the truck had stopped among trees and partly behind the end of a compound wall, making for a bad angle to target it. The big gun kept chugging out death and destruction, its muzzle shooting fire like from a flame thrower.

That sonofabitch has to go—or we’re all chopped steak.

Graves linked with Caulder and Buddha Ortiz to take out the gun. They skirted down Bear’s wall and the house it enclosed in order to flank the enemy weapon. Caulder took point.

“Tell Buck to hold his fire,” he said.

Ortiz relayed the message via helmet radio. Buck’s MG fell silent. Caulder and his little band spotted the partially concealed truck in trees on the other side of a narrow village street. The Toyota pickup, called a technical, bounced and squatted on its shocks as the big AA gun continued firing up-street past Graves and his group toward Taggart and Buck. The overheated machine gun barrel glowed red in the dark.

Caulder nudged Bear. Before Bear could stop him, the impatient member of the team bolted across the street to rush the enemy machine gun from its blind side. By the time the enemy soldiers spotted him, they were too late to swivel their gun to face the threat. Caulder was upon them, his H&K spitting death. He took both gunners out of commission. One of the guys sprawled alive but dying alongside the Toyota. The other was already dead and draped over the side of the pickup, blood dripping. Caulder stopped to catch his breath, gasping as he burned off adrenaline. The wounded guy stopped thrashing about and gave up the ghost.

Graves, followed by Ortiz and then Taggart, ran up to him. “Really, Caulder?” Bear said.

Caulder managed a weak grin.

“Gonna blow it,” Buddha warned, indicating the AA gun and producing a thermobaric grenade.

Graves and Caulder trotted on down the AO while Taggart remained behind with Buddha. The din of battle was rapidly dwindling throughout the village. The fight, what there was of it, was a typical Taliban operation in which the Taliban dusted up things for a few minutes and then got the hell out of Dodge.

A voice from the circling AC-130 Gunship crackled over the command radio: “Foxtrot Delta One, Reaper One-One. We have two squirters 150 meters out. Maneuvering toward the northwest gate.”

“Reaper One-One, we copy that,” Graves acknowledged. “Request containment.”

An infrared spotlight, invisible except through NVGs, beamed down from high out of the black sky. A cone of greenish light tracked a pair of enemy fighters skulking through the village intent on making their escape. Ahead of them rose the rustic village gate, and through that and beyond lay refuge in the mountains.

“Thermobaric out!” Taggart’s voice intruded into the net moments before Ortiz’s grenade detonated in a savage blast of fire that consumed the Toyota, the DShK, and the two bodies.

Reverberations from the blast still echoed through the village when Caulder and Graves glimpsed two fleeing IR-illuminated figures darting across the street ahead on their way to the arch and escape. At the same instant, Reaper’s 40mm Bofor cannon opened up with a high much-magnified crackle of doom. There was nothing invisible about the stream of heavy-caliber tracers that all but disintegrated the village archway and sent the fleeing fugitives scurrying into hiding. Graves lost sight of them among some parked or abandoned cars on the roadside.

“Squirters are static at this time,” the unemotional voice from the sky informed the SEALs.

With hostile fire having all but ceased, Taggart and the rest of the team joined Graves and Caulder and fanned out to advance on the gate and the two men who had gone to ground somewhere in the vicinity. Chances were that one of them might be al-Muttaqi.

Through his NVGs, Caulder detected a fighter crouched in a residential alcove off to the right flank drawing a bead on Graves, the nearest SEAL to him. Caulder pivoted and fired just in time to drop the hajji.

Graves nodded his thanks.

The pair proceeded, scanning the area ahead. Graves spotted movement behind a parked car.

“Got ’em,” he radioed.

“He armed?” Caulder responded.

“Yeah. He has something in his hand.”

Bear planted his IR spot on a piece of the enemy visible behind the car. He pulled. Take chances and he wasn’t going home to Mama and Sarah. The silenced rifle spat a Thump! into flesh. The fighter screamed in pain and fell.

A second fighter wearing traditional shepherd pants and a long shirt appeared and rushed to the aid of his comrade, who lay squirming in the dirt clutching his thigh and howling in agony. He might have been dead before he made two steps in the open had not his entrance been preceded by a cascade of English from the wounded fighter.

“Wait! Wait! I’m an American.”

What the fuck!

The terrified young fighter on the ground thrust his empty hands into the air while his buddy froze in place. The wounded man couldn’t seem to get out his bona fides fast enough. He sounded desperate.

“I’m from Michigan, man. Fucking Michigan. What about you guys? I know I should like the Pistons, but I’m a Lakers fan. I love Kobe. A lot of people don’t, but I do. Haters gonna hate, right?”

The man appeared to be in his late teens, early twenties. He continued his urgent patter as Caulder and Graves rolled up their prisoners and patted them down for weapons. Graves shoved the uninjured man to his knees in the dirt next to his wounded comrade and forced both to clamp their hands behind their heads. Blood soaked the wounded one’s trousers. Tears rolled down his cheeks as Caulder checked their faces against his photograph of al-Muttaqi.

“Not him. Not this one either.”

He gestured at the uninjured fighter who so far had not uttered a word. “What about him?” he asked the chatty wounded one, indicating his frightened comrade. “He a Pistons fan?”

“Him? He’s just a raghead driver. Don’t speak English.”

“Where’s Muttaqi?” Graves asked him in a threatening manner.

“I don’t know, man. They don’t tell me anything. He was supposed to be here. Maybe he heard you guys coming.”

“You the one that killed those kids?”

“No, man, not me. It was Abdul. Something personal. You know how these hajjis are. Hey, my leg’s hurt bad. Where’s a medic?”

He wept full-bore in a combination of pain and fear.

“So why’d you run?” Caulder asked him.

“I was scared. Your guy, he went all Geronimo in there.”

So this was the one who busted through the fake wall and jumped out the window?

“You saw what he did. Man, I just want to go home. Please? Please?”

Pure terror. Like he thought he might be scalped next.

His eyes shifted and widened as the rest of the SEAL team caught up. “No! Wait!” he shrieked.

The double tap of a silenced H&K416 splattered Graves’s face with blood as two holes spotted the crying young fighter’s forehead. His head jerked back violently while his body crumpled forward to the street. Taggart’s rifle shifted to the other fighter, the laser beam spotting his forehead. The man glared back at Taggart, unflinching, his face twisted with hatred.

Caulder sprang between the two of them. “What the fuck?” he demanded.

Taggart calmly pushed his NVGs up onto his helmet, revealing his face in the crackling firelight from the village gate.

“He was a threat.”

The surviving prisoner continued to glare at the deadly American as though consigning every feature of the lean face to memory.

“He surrendered, Rip,” Caulder objected. “He’s an American.”

“No. He’s not.”

Buddha Ortiz intervened in the standoff by moving between them. “Let’s take this one in.”

“Won’t make a damned bit of difference,” Taggart growled. “He’ll be out in two weeks.”

Caulder held his ground. Something is wrong with Rip. Really wrong.

“This is so fucked,” Taggart said, turning away and stepping nonchalantly over the fresh corpse.

Caulder wasn’t ready to let it go. “Bear, you saw that. You—”

“Rip’s right,” Bear retorted. “He was a threat.”

That was the way it was, the way it would be reflected in After Action Reports. You never left a brother behind, and you took care of each other. You were the team. It was the team against the uncivilized world.

That settled, Fishbait Khan came up and broke out his digital camera to capture the scene for intel purposes. SOP—standard operating procedure. The prisoner wasn’t al-Muttaqi, but he would have to do. After Fishbait took all the pictures he needed, he pulled a black bag over the prisoner’s head to blind him and zip-tied his wrists behind his back. He lifted the captive to his feet and joined the team around Taggart as they headed, still alert, through the village arch and to a pickup by Blackhawks up in the pass.

Alex Caulder remained behind alone with the dead fighter for a few moments, standing over the body, staring down at it.


Chapter Six

SEAL Command, Virginia Beach

Three heads broke the gentle morning lap of the Atlantic against the beaches of Dam Neck Naval Base about five miles south of the downtown resort of Virginia Beach, Virginia. Virginia Beach was home to the navy’s Fleet Combat Training Center and SEAL Team Six—1,700 acres of marshes, coastal beaches, and sand dunes, with 3.2 miles of some of the most stunning beachfront on the east coast. The heads in the brine, each encased in black rubber and wearing swim goggles, seemed to stare out at the land, like the first would-be amphibians struggling to emerge from the primordial muck.

Something about the ocean, the “cradle of life,” attracted a certain breed of man. Back during the era of JFK, the Bay of Pigs and the Cuban Missile Crisis, crusty old Roy Boehm, the first commander of newly commissioned SEAL Team Two, and therefore the First SEAL, used to ask the rhetorical question, “Why did God have to put the land so near the water?”

The swimmers in the Atlantic sank out of sight as smoothly as dolphins, leaving no trace on the surface, not even bubbles from their re-breather air tanks. Moments later, they reappeared in shallow surf and removed fins and goggles before stalking ashore in glistening black wet suits, laughing and poking at one another as brothers will who have been together a long time and survived both wars and each other.
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