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LETHAL CONDUCT 

 

They are the best of the best of the CIA’s Special Activities Division.  

An elite search and destroy unit that was trained to hunt down other assassins and capture or kill 

them by any means necessary. And they always get their target.  

After completing a grueling mission in North Africa, Cal Shepard and his team are immediately 

sent back into the field in what should be a simple snatch-and-grab operation when a notorious 

bomb-maker rears his head in Algeria. 

Only another high-value target is also in play, and the stakes have never been higher. 
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Chapter 1 

 

Cyprus 

 

1730 

 

The air temperature on the tarmac of the small airfield felt like it was already pushing 115 

degrees Fahrenheit. After grabbing his pack and MK-12 rifle out of the Blackhawk, Terrance 

“Cal” Shepard and his four-man CIA team headed to the tarnished hangar nestled along a 

barbed-wired fence a hundred yards to the south.  

With his face windburned from the past four days in the desert, he was ready for an ice-cold beer 

and a shower, in that order. This recent mission to Morocco had already taken two days longer 

than expected due to the weather, and he and his crew were ready for a much-needed break.  

The three other men and one woman walking alongside him bore deeply tan skin and the 

weathered gear of people used to living for months in the elements. 

Shepard was the team leader for the CIA’s Special Activities Division Search and Destroy (SD) 

units, whose sole job was to track down assassins, enemy snipers, and bomb-makers and kill or 

capture them. All of the operators were already longstanding members of clandestine operations 

and were selected for the SD unit for their exemplary service. They then underwent a four-month 

training program in combatives and hand-to-hand combat, knife-fighting, natural and improvised 

poisons, and advanced urban sniper training with their colleagues in the Israeli Mossad. The last 

facet of their training entailed completing a week-long survival and evasion course, beginning in 

the deserts of South Africa and ending in a manhunt in the deadly streets of Johannesburg. 

“Welcome back,” said a strikingly familiar voice from the shade on the right side of the hangar. 

Cal squinted, recognizing the outline of his unit’s CO, Ryan Foley, who was backlit by the 

intense sun rising above the scrub-covered hills in the distance.  

Prior to forming the SD unit, Colonel Ryan Foley had been a legendary figure in the Army 

Special Operations community, and his cadre in the CIA still referred to him as the colonel. 

Though he was a few inches shorter than Shepard, his piercing gaze and imposing presence 

always made him stand out in a crowd. 

Cal smiled. “This is quite a surprise…not sure if I should say nice surprise just yet.” The two 

men gave each other a hearty handshake as the other operators gathered around, dropping their 

gear and exchanging pleasantries.  

Cal saw Foley’s two agency bodyguards standing in the shade of the hangar on either side.  



“I had a meeting with the head of Mossad in Tel Aviv and was homebound when I diverted my 

plans here. It appears a unique opportunity has fallen into our hands.” He motioned for the group 

to follow him inside the hangar. Foley walked to a table near the right wall, where an open laptop 

was sitting.  

He pulled up a satellite image of Algeria, scrolling down to the eastern edge of the country.  

“Gentlemen and lady,” Foley said, “I have received solid intel that Pierre Hammani has reared 

his head in Algeria, east of the town of El Borma, twelve clicks from the Tunisian border.” 

“As in the guy who trained the current crop of IED-makers in Afghanistan and Africa?” said a 

large operator whose call sign was Hatchet. 

Foley nodded. “And we have a narrow window for apprehending him. As most of you 

remember, Hammani’s a French nationalist who was radicalized in his youth and joined ISIS 

when it emerged, later becoming their premiere demolitions expert. We capture him and we can 

then begin to piece together his network throughout the Middle East. Hammani usually travels 

with his own personnel, but local militia controls the surrounding areas and is most likely 

providing him with a haven. While we have made arrangements with our liaison in Tunisia for a 

helo insertion along the border, your presence in this region of Algeria will be considered hostile, 

so get the job done then get the hell out of there. As per your other missions, Lynn Vogel back at 

Langley will be your eyes and ears and provide you with real-time intel once you’re on the 

ground.” 

Foley looked around at the weary faces. “I know you’ve all just returned from a grueling stint, 

but we may not get this opportunity again, and you are the nearest strike team in the region.” 

Shepard licked his cracked lips. “With the horrors he’s inflicted upon our soldiers and civilians, 

taking Hammani off the board will save a lot of lives in every corner of the world.”  

Shepard glanced at the rest of his team. “Back into the dust we go. Everyone grab some chow 

then resupply with enough for a three-day op and meet back here in thirty minutes so we can go 

over infil and exfil plans.” 

His team nodded then dispersed while Foley took a step closer to Shepard. The man had a hint of 

regret in his eyes, and he knew it was from having to remain behind to manage operations, since 

he was in charge of both Shepard’s unit and Team Two in Afghanistan. 

“Good to see you, Colonel, if only briefly,” he said to the older man. “How are things back 

stateside?” 

“Too much time in meetings on the Hill or at the Pentagon lately. That’s been my battlefield 

these past few weeks. Budget allocations and trying to further expand our base of drones and 

then getting some new cadre trained up.” 

“You lost me at ‘the Hill.’ I’ve only been there to visit one time, and it made me appreciate being 

dropped in a barren desert.” 

Foley waved his hand out to the rocky landscape in the distance. “Yeah, at least in the desert you 

know what and where most of the threats are.”  



“And how’s Patterson? Still office-bound at Langley?” Shepard was referring to the other 

founding member of the SD unit, Neil Patterson, who had risen up to become the director of the 

CIA’s Clandestine Affairs department in recent years after his days in field ops ended following 

a traumatic back injury. It was Patterson who had recruited Shepard out of college sixteen years 

ago and was his first team leader in the field. 

Foley chuckled. “Ole Neil just never looked right wearing a suit, but he does keep an eye out for 

his own and is working with a civilian defense contractor on formulating some new threat-

detection software, so that could really change things for our teams for the better.”  

“How so?” 

“It’s supposed to gather and collate threat matrixes from our other intel agencies and centralize it 

all into a program that can predict assassinations and potential coups beforehand in a way far 

beyond what a single team of analysts can do.” 

Shepard looked up at the cobalt sky outside. “There’s still no substitute for having people like us 

on the ground though.” 

“True enough, but I think operators in the very near future will have to be just as versed in cyber-

skills as they are in demolitions and sniping.” 

Foley closed the laptop then motioned for his protégé to walk with him to the opening of the 

hangar. “After this op, you guys are all due for some serious R&R, which I’m sure your wife 

won’t object to.” 

Shepard rubbed the brown stubble on his chin. His aching knees and back agreed with having 

time off. Since being recruited out of college years ago, the CIA and his fellow operators were 

the only world he’d felt he fit into. Meeting his wife Cassie three years earlier at a meeting at the 

Pentagon, where she was a paralegal, had changed his mind about a lot of things, but trying to 

balance being a husband with being deployed over two hundred days a year made for a 

schizophrenic lifestyle.  

Time back home sounds damn good to me right now.  

He hoped this was the simple snatch-and-grab mission it sounded like, but he knew that the 

reality on the ground rarely meshed with the sterile, theoretical world on the laptop. 



 

 

 

Chapter 2 

 

It was a moonless night as the Blackhawk hugged the undulating contours of the desert 

landscape near the Tunisian border.  

Aside from their call signs, Shepard didn’t know the names of the pilot or flight crew and figured 

they were agency contractors from the region, most likely former Israeli military.  

The monotonous sandy terrain below reminded him of the Skeleton Coast along Namibia where 

he and his team had been involved in anti-piracy efforts the previous summer. To his right, he 

watched a group of wild camels meandering across a valley, the only obvious lifeforms in this 

otherwise inhospitable region.  

It was a far cry from the lush mountains and trout streams of his youth outside of Billings, 

Montana, where he spent his teenage years helping out as an elk-hunting guide with his uncle’s 

outfitter service before leaving for Arizona State University on a wrestling scholarship. Living in 

the arid Southwest for four years had given him his first taste of the desert, and it had woven its 

way into his soul, though he now longed for the deciduous forests and cooler climate of his home 

in Virginia.  

Sitting to Shepard’s right was Waxer. At twenty-nine, he was the youngest member of the team 

and had grown up in Santa Cruz before joining the army and becoming a ranger. His cobalt blue 

eyes were a stark contrast to his blond hair and tan skin. Waxer was an anomaly in the group, 

coming from a wealthy family where he could have spent his days as a surfer but instead chose 

to enlist and serve his country.  

Beside the opposite door was Hatchet, who nearly took up two seats with his burly frame. He 

had been snatched up by Foley from the Army’s Special Forces selection in his early twenties 

and worked logistics for the Special Activities Division before becoming an operator, eventually 

joining Shepard’s team three years ago. Hatchet had grown up on a dairy farm in southern Ohio, 

which seemed to explain his indifference to extremes of heat or cold. He was the bull in the 

group and always a fight-magnet in bars and ports around the world during the team’s down-

time.  

Kestrel sat across from Shepard, reading a passage of handwritten spiritual sayings from his 

pocket-sized journal, as he often did before a mission. He was a second-generation Egyptian-

American, and his tan complexion and facial features allowed him to blend in on assignments in 

the Middle East and Africa. Quiet and studious, Kestrel was recruited from the air force’s elite 

para-rescue teams five years earlier and was a former desert survival instructor with the Air 

Force SERE School. Like the rest of the team, he was fluent in Arabic, but he was also versed in 

Farsi and Russian.  



Lastly, there was Viper, who was busy staring at the ocean of dunes in the moonlight. She and 

Shepard were the only two on the team who hadn’t served in the military, being recruited straight 

out of college. Viper’s background growing up in a Syrian family outside of Atlanta coupled 

with her linguistic skills in several Middle Eastern languages put her on the radar of the CIA in 

her junior year in economics at Brown University. She could have easily walked into an analyst 

position at Langley but her physical scores in shooting and combatives at the Farm were on par 

with Shepard and other upper-echelon recruits who were being groomed for field ops. Being 

highly competitive, she relished the challenges of fieldwork, which would still enable her to 

utilize her language skills.  

Down to their core, they were warriors—modern-day Spartans born for the fight, and as much at 

home hunting insurgents on a windswept mesa as they were in the bowels of a bullet-riddled 

city. They were driven by a dedication to each other and a love of their country as great as their 

desire to complete the mission at hand. Their undertakings were never discussed in war rooms or 

Congressional meetings, and few would ever know of their operations in the shadows except 

their fellow warriors in clandestine ops.  

The helo circled to the north then set down on one of the few flat rock benches in the stark 

landscape.  

Through Shepard’s night-vision goggles, the green-hued terrain was little more than a sea of 

endless sandy berms to the west occasionally interspersed with boulder fields or a lone butte. 

Hopping out of the helicopter, he crouch-trotted to the nearest escarpment and waited for the rest 

of his team to assemble then watched the helo depart.  

Cal was grateful for the lack of wildlife, which hadn’t been the case at the last drop site in 

Morocco. The presence of such monkeys or deer indicated that there was a waterhole nearby, 

which meant the potential for goat herders, who often served as the eyes for militant groups.  

He glanced down at his watch, knowing they had four hours of darkness to cover twelve miles of 

semi-open terrain. What would normally be an easy stretch to cover in other environments would 

be hampered by their sixty-pound backpacks, cumbersome vests and weapons coupled with the 

searing heat and sugar-sand.  

He heard the familiar voice of their team’s senior analyst, Lynn Vogel, in his earpiece. “Raptor, 

do you copy?” 

“Go ahead, Bird-Dog,” said Shepard. 

“Other than a few herders and an encampment of nomads six kilometers to the northeast, the 

route heading to the next rock escarpment near your target is clear.” 

“Copy that.” Shepard partially stood and carefully made his way down the rocky slope that led to 

the valley floor below.  

Knowing Vogel was their technological overwatch was a comfort. Even though she was 

thousands of miles away in the heart of Langley’s ops center, she was a critical part of their team 

and had saved their lives countless times, from the desert to the tropics and in numerous urban 

firefights. She had a unique role amongst CIA analysts, serving as a targeter for Shepard’s 

search-and-destroy unit. Her sole job was to learn everything about a particular subject’s life: 

finances, religion, past and present radical affiliations, family ties, daily habits, food preferences, 



travel patterns, and sexual and drug habits. In essence, Vogel’s job was to discover the social, 

personal and political DNA of the person who was nefarious enough to have gained the attention 

of the Special Activities Division so operators like Shepard could efficiently eliminate them with 

the least amount of risk. 

“Sure we can’t convince Bird-Dog to have Foley sign off on a Predator strike on Hammani’s ass 

instead?” said Waxer, the bleach-blond operator behind Shepard. 

“I’d rather be burying Hammani and his thugs under a pile of rubble, but unraveling his business 

connections will go a long way towards curbing the misery in other parts of the world,” said 

Shepard.  

He knew that removing Hammani from the chessboard would only temporarily slow the 

machinations of terrorism, and by next week another demented player would fill the void. The 

war on terror sometimes had sweeping victories where a major leader was captured or 

eliminated, but in Shepard’s experience, most of their work was meant to keep them one step 

ahead of another 9/11. 

“So, do we draw straws on who gets to carry Hammani’s ass to the LZ, or can I just volunteer 

Hatchet right now?” said Viper, the raven-haired woman at the rear who was one of a handful of 

female operators within the Special Activities Division.  

“Fuck that,” said Hatchet, the burly warrior in front of her. The man was large enough to prevent 

Shepard from even seeing Viper at the end of the line. “I’m nobody’s pack mule, especially 

yours, GI Jane.”  

“She just loves pushin’ your buttons, man, which isn’t hard to do, you fucking gorilla,” said 

Waxer. 

Hatchet smirked. “Your face is gonna get pushed in, pretty boy, if you keep opening that big hole 

in the middle.” 

Shepard chuckled, enjoying the banter, which he knew was the way his team coped with being 

under constant pressure. “You guys always walk right into Viper’s traps. She sets you two up 

then watches it all unfold as you both turn on each other.” 

“That’s why women interrogators are so feared,” said Hatchet. “They’ve been master 

manipulators their whole lives and know how to fucking toy with you like you’re a little puppet.” 

“Sounds like you’re talkin’ about your wife,” quipped Viper.  

“Which one?” said Waxer. “The guy’s been married like seven times.” 

“Just three times, dickhead. And it’s always the same issue each time—they always get pissed 

when I don’t call for two months, then when I’m home for a long weekend they see it as a flaw 

that I just want to spend all my time with them in one room.” 

“Such unforgiving women,” said Viper in a snarky tone. 

“Don’t worry, my friend,” said Waxer. “In a few years, there will be AI wives that you can 

program to meet your needs.” 



Viper snickered. “But the AI husbands won’t require any programming at all because there’d be 

nothing to base their cortexes upon.” 

“Ouch…you’ve been submerged with this testosterone-laced crew for too long, Viper.” Shepard 

let out a grin, relieved that they were nearly done traversing the jagged rocks. He paused at the 

bottom of the slope, planting his feet on the hot sand, which seemed like it was already melting 

through the soles of his tan boots.  

He glanced up at the others, seeing Kestrel, the last man in the group, slinking down from his 

overwatch position at the LZ.  

Shepard removed the GPS unit tied to his vest pocket then glanced at the distant landmark ahead 

before heading out into the open terrain.  

Let’s get this trek over with and get back to Cyprus…then home. 



 

 

 

Chapter 3 

 

The air temperature had cooled off to a mere 88 degrees Fahrenheit, and Shepard figured he had 

gone through at least three liters of water during the past four hours of movement to the rocky 

ridge. Nearly a third of the weight in their backpacks consisted of water to cope with the 

sweltering heat. Even though their physiology had adapted to living in arid regions over the past 

three months, their energy reserves were reaching depletion from their previous mission. He 

removed a cherry-flavored electrolyte tablet from his vest and popped it in his mouth. 

As he leaned against a large boulder, he lifted his NVGs and rubbed his gloves along his face, 

massaging the creases around his eyes and cheeks.  

Shepard felt like he had spent much of the past decade living a nocturnal existence, with constant 

missions executed under cover of darkness and through the perception of night vision. 

Sometimes, even his dreams were in green from the hue of the NVGs, and he wondered if there 

were going to be neurological or ophthalmological side effects from so much time spent viewing 

the world through a techno-prism. He recalled his early days with Patterson when they 

performed seventy-six nocturnal house raids in Afghanistan during a sixty-day period, causing 

the alleys, homes and faces from that time to become a gelatinous blur in his psyche.  

He watched a scorpion crawling over the rocks near Waxer’s shoulder, nudging him to move.  

“Fuckin’ hate those things,” said the younger man. “Why is it that everything in the desert 

pierces, stabs or impales?” He looked over at Shepard. “Can you see if Foley can arrange our 

next assignment in the tropics—say, Thailand or Laos?” 

“Yeah, let me put in a travel request with Langley when we get back,” Shepard said. “I’ll also 

ask for a bungalow on the beach.” 

Shepard glanced at his watch then stood up, adjusting the shoulder straps on his pack until it was 

positioned a little lower on his back. “Four more clicks to go, then we wrap up the package and 

get the hell back to Cyprus before noon tomorrow.” 

He felt like the last few words were stuck in his throat as he hoped the next leg of this mission 

would go without a hitch.  



 

 

 

Chapter 4 

 

Ninety minutes later, Shepard approached the last basalt escarpment above the valley, the five 

stone buildings visible a quarter-mile below. Lying flat on the rocks with a loaded vest always 

made Shepard feel like a bloated seal on a beach, and he shifted his weight to the right to get a 

better look through his MK12’s scope.  

The rest of his team was fanned out amongst the boulders on either side, each of them studying 

the entrances to the structures and the chokepoints around the chest-high stone courtyard walls. 

The buildings were typical of the region, created with local stone and mud mortar similar to the 

villages dotting North Africa.  

In the center of the crude courtyard beyond the wall were three large palm trees, and Shepard 

surmised there was a spring at the base of the cliff on the other side of the compound that had 

given rise to the small settlement.  

The u-shaped valley provided a remote location, with only one road coming in through a narrow 

canyon a half-mile distant that was barely one vehicle wide. He was sure the faint light signature 

over the cliffs to the northwest was from the town of El Borma, the farthest militant outpost in 

eastern Algeria.  

“Hammani is in the last building to the north,” said Vogel’s voice in their earpieces. “Visual was 

confirmed an hour ago when he was last spotted outside. The other two men inside are most 

likely bodyguards. The remaining five people are spread between the other two buildings, with 

four guards on the outside perimeter walls and one at the main gate into the compound.”  

“Copy that,” said Shepard.  

He watched one of the men walk to a large shed adjacent to the rear stone wall. The burly figure 

slid his shouldered AK further onto his back then hunched forward, unlatching the door while 

barking at the other guards to remove the steel cylinders inside. The men lugged the heavy 

metallic objects towards the rear gate, opening it then loading the cylinders into the back of an 

ambulance parked beside a tan Land Rover.  

“Looks like they’re preparing to haul off a few dozen containers of some kind of liquid or gas,” 

Shepard said. 

“That’s not Hammani’s typical MO,” said Vogel. “He’s usually the kind of guy who…” Vogel’s 

voice hastily cut off. “Hang on. I’ve got a vehicle approaching from the canyon to the northeast, 

three clicks out.” 

Shepard swung his rifle out to the narrow dirt road that led into this remote valley. He saw the 

headlights of a truck coming into view, appearing like the jade eyes of a serpent as it wove along 

the sinuous road.  



“I’ve got it,” said Hatchet, who was further down the ridge. “Looks like two guys inside and four 

more in the bed of the truck, all heavily armed.” 

“Eighteen tangos total, not counting Hammani,” said Viper as they all watched the vehicle wind 

its way down the last stretch of road. “Should make for an interesting party.” 

“And you said the nearest quick reaction force is twenty miles away near El Borma, is that 

right?” said Shepard. 

“Correct. There’s a contingent of around thirty militants there,” said Vogel.  

“So who are the guests?” said Shepard, repositioning his rifle on the ledge and scanning the 

truck, which had just come to a halt before the main gate of the courtyard.  

“Hammani is exiting the building,” said Kestrel, who was to Shepard’s right. “By the grin on his 

face, I’d say he’s giving a warm welcome to whoever is about to knock on his door.” 

Shepard centered his scope on the stout man with a beard emerging from the passenger’s seat of 

the Toyota. “Shit, is that who I think it is? Bird-Dog, can you confirm? Is that Aysel Mahmoud?”   

There was a pregnant pause, and he could hear Vogel typing on the keypad at her console, 

enhancing the Predator’s visual feed.  

“Hang on, Raptor.” 

Shepard heard her speaking to a man on another channel referred to as Stingray, the call sign for 

Foley, who was in the background, most likely still at the airstrip in Cyprus. The two discussed 

the sudden appearance of one of the leading chemical weapons experts in Africa. It was one of 

the few times he’d heard Vogel’s normal monotone expression become laced with tempered 

excitement. 

“Raptor, we have confirmation on Mahmoud. Patching you through now to Stingray for further 

orders.” 

Hammani and Mahmoud must be building chemical weapons devices together. But that’s a 

helluva payload. What are they planning? I hope Foley doesn’t change his mind and just decide 

a Hellfire missile is the best option now.  

“Raptor, as you can guess, having both of these targets in our possession would yield a treasure-

trove of intel, plus their presence in one spot could indicate a larger attack is in the works. I need 

your assessment on how it looks for extracting them alive with the sudden increase in hostiles at 

your location and with that quick reaction force only fifteen minutes away.” 

“Understood. Hold on.” 

Shepard looked down the line towards Waxer, covering his mic and whispering, “How long 

would it take you and Hatchet to blow that canyon entrance?” 

He saw the two men scanning the terrain to their left. “Say, fifteen minutes to hoof it down there 

then ten more to get the explosives rigged.” 

“What are you thinking, boss?” said Viper.  



“Sealing off this valley then turning that little ranch down there into a shooting gallery,” said 

Shepard. “We get both Mahmoud and Hammani then haul ass back this way to the exfil site.” 

“That’s still two clicks away from here, and it’ll be light by then,” said Kestrel. “That quick 

reaction force might have another way around the canyon. There have to be old jeep trails in and 

out of this region.” 

“With two high-value targets like these guys, it’s worth the risk. And with Mahmoud's 

connection to terrorist financers, we’d be bringing down more than just these two guys.”  

He watched Hammani walk out of the courtyard and embrace Mahmoud, then both of them 

returned to the compound.  

Shepard looked at his watch, knowing they’d only have one more hour of darkness on their side, 

then he clicked his ear-mic back on. Despite the oppressive heat, he felt a chill run down his 

spine as he contemplated their coming undertaking. 

“Stingray, we can accommodate and will have both targets shortly.” 



 

 

 

Chapter 5 

 

Shepard gave Waxer and Hatchet a five-minute lead to the canyon mouth before he and Viper 

descended the ridge and made their way towards the compound. Kestrel remained behind, the 

scope of his suppressed HK416 rifle fixed on the first sentry near the main gate whom he’d be 

dropping first once everyone on his team was in position.  

Shepard crouch-trotted from boulder to boulder along the valley floor, opposite the dirt road, 

making his way along a flat field that looked like it had once been used as a large corral for 

goats. Ducking under a decrepit fence post, he squatted near an empty water trough with bullet 

holes in the side.  

Viper came up behind him, leaning her back against his as she kept her suppressed AR fixed on 

the terrain they’d just traversed.  

“Three minutes and we’re good to go,” said Hatchet into their ear-mics, indicating the munitions 

were almost in place. 

“Good, then get into position on the west side of the compound and take out the sentries once I 

give the go-ahead,” said Shepard. 

He crept forward, studying the three men near the Toyota. Two of them were smoking and 

laughing while the others were busy scrolling on their iPhones. Each of them had Romanian-

made WASR AK-47s slung off their shoulders.  

Shepard glanced back at the rubble-strewn route that he and Viper had just taken down from the 

ridge, then he radioed back to Kestrel. “Try not to punch a hole in the truck. Looks like there’s a 

faint trail to the south that was probably used by the herders at one time. We can head up that 

way towards the exfil site.” 

“Copy that,” said Kestrel.  

He motioned to Viper towards the rear of the compound where a sentry had been making a 

sweep earlier. She turned, crouching against the water trough and focusing her scope on the 

corner of the stone wall while Shepard fixed his sights on the sentry near the front corner.  

Now, it was a waiting game, where the clock seemed to tick at a fraction of its pace as all the 

pieces of their tactical puzzle lined up.  

The faint breeze had shifted, wafting a stench over them that stung Shepard’s nostrils. “The hell 

is that?” 

He slowly moved his rifle in an arc towards the rear of the corral, scanning the terrain through 

the scope. His eyes settled on a small open-air structure with a tin roof that had a knee-high 

mound under it.  



At first glance, he thought it was a pile of debris.  

Until he saw that it wasn’t. 

Shepard felt a surge of acid rising in his throat as he stared in disbelief at the contorted faces with 

their mouths hanging open, their glassy eyes staring skyward. Their splayed limbs and twisted 

torsos made it look like they had been hastily flung on the ground.  

“God, what has Hammani been doing out here?” He relayed his observations to the rest of the 

team, his throat tightening with each word. “Looks to be about twenty of them. They’re pretty 

bloated, but there don’t appear to be any signs of animals or birds picking them apart, which 

could indicate the presence of chemical or biological agents.” 

He heard Vogel’s voice again. “Hammani and Mahmoud just moved to the second structure in 

the middle. Their guards have taken up positions outside the front door.” 

“I have the two guards in my sights,” said Kestrel. “I’ll drop ’em right after the sentry.” 

That’ll just leave the five guys by the truck and the two sentries on the other side of the 

compound walls whom Waxer and Hatchet will eliminate.  

After the sighting of the mass grave and the new arrivals, Shepard knew that the plan in his head 

had the potential to veer from the reality of the fight, as it did whenever chaos was present in the 

equation, but well-honed skills, sound judgement and hard-won experience could mitigate the 

random elements.  

Let’s just hope there aren’t any more variables tonight. 



 

 

 

Chapter 6 

 

“Sixty seconds to detonation,” said Hatchet. “We have just moved into position along the west 

side of the wall to take out the two sentries on this side.” 

“Copy that. Proceed with target elimination upon detonation.” Shepard felt a familiar surge of 

adrenaline beginning to course through his veins as he rested the barrel of his rifle on the water 

trough, centering the red dot in his scope on the nearest sentry’s head while Viper did the same 

with the guard at the opposite corner of the compound.  

Shepard kept his finger off the trigger, waiting for the jarring motion of the explosion to die 

down before he sniped the figure. He didn’t have to wait more than a few seconds as the canyon 

mouth erupted in a mini fireball of rock debris and orange flame.  

With orchestrated shots, Shepard and Viper dropped their targets then sprung up, racing to the 

rear of the compound wall. Shepard flung open the wrought-iron gate, and both of them flowed 

inside the courtyard.  

Shepard fired three rounds, striking an armed guard in the face who was rushing out of the 

nearest building. He shot another controlled burst into the second gunman then took cover to the 

right alongside a pallet of wooden crates as Viper secreted herself against the corner of the last 

building, awaiting the coming cacophony of gunfire they knew would issue from the two 

buildings in front of them.  

The wooden shutters flew open as machinegun fire barked out from within, strafing the stucco 

walls near Shepard. He knelt down, returning fire, then motioned for Viper to move around the 

rear of the building while he provided the distraction.  

He expended one magazine, knowing he was doing little more than punching rounds into two-

foot thick earthen walls while Viper got into position. A second later, he saw her crouched low, 

skulking along the wall of the second building, then she stopped, flinging a grenade through the 

open window.  

Shepard heard shouting followed by a brief blast. He rushed forward, closing the distance to the 

building and kicking in the front door. He swept inside while Viper followed behind him. In the 

green hue of his NVGs, he saw an older man staggering out of the back bedroom, raising an AK. 

Shepard squeezed off three rounds, two of them striking the man’s jaw while the other tore 

through his forehead.  

He heard Viper’s rifle coughing out rounds followed by silence, then he felt her hand patting him 

on the shoulder to indicate the immediate room was clear.  



Shepard shuffled forward, moving around the four mangled bodies then stepping over the man in 

the doorway. He saw a mattress in the corner of the twenty-by-twenty room and flipped it back 

while Viper covered him. 

Beneath the bed was a small, jagged hole in the dirt. He directed his rifle-mounted flashlight 

down, seeing two distinct sets of shoe prints in the dusty substrate below. 

“Raptor, this is Kestrel. I’ve got a shaft of light emanating from a woodpile behind the building 

you’re in.” 

“Copy that. We’ve got a couple of squirters in the ground here by the looks of it.” Shepard 

lowered the mattress back over the hole then flung a table on top of it along with several chairs, 

sealing off the entrance.  

He spun around, trotting towards the doorway, then carefully swept the surrounding walkways 

before exiting. Shepard moved to the far corner, hearing something scurrying to the left. Easing 

the barrel of his rifle out, he saw the bearded man from the truck trying to squeeze his rotund 

frame through the miniscule entrance of the escape tunnel in the center of the woodpile while 

trying to maintain a grip on the .45 pistol in his right hand.  

Shepard motioned for Viper to head to the other side of the stacked firewood as he moved closer 

to the struggling man. He needed him to exit, otherwise they would be playing a game of chase 

in the tunnels, and he had no desire to drop below into that deathtrap.  

If only we could frag these bastards.  

Mahmoud pried himself free from his subterranean constraints then climbed down the stack of 

logs, losing his footing and stumbling to the ground. Shepard rushed forward, sending a vicious 

kick into the man’s head. Mahmoud groaned, slumping against a row of water barrels.  

Shepard picked up the .45 pistol, tucking it into his belt then aiming his rifle at the lanky figure 

emerging from the tunnel to his left.  

Viper darted up behind Hammani, pressing the barrel of her AR into his neck, yelling at him in 

Arabic to climb out.  

“Perimeter secure,” relayed Kestrel from his overwatch position.  

“Courtyard and the other buildings near the entrance are secure,” came Hatchet’s follow-up. 

Shepard flipped up his NVGs as the first rays of dawn crept over the cliff walls to his left. He 

scanned the walkways and windows of the other building while Viper zip-tied the two men’s 

wrists.  

“Clear at our location,” said Shepard, letting out a sigh, feeling a tinge of relief that they were 

almost nearing the mission’s end.  

Now, we just grab any intel from inside and get these two assholes to the LZ.  

He kept his rifle at a low-ready, scanning his surroundings, then he felt his heart skip a beat when 

his eyes settled on the dirt near another tunnel entrance barely visible behind the water barrels 

where Mahmoud was lying.  



“Shit, this can’t be good,” he said, thrusting his chin at the child-sized footprints around the hole.  



 

 

Chapter 7 

 

“Where does that go? Who’s down there?” he snapped at Hammani. 

The man frowned, muttering the Arabic word for feral animals then indicating the name of a 

nomadic tribe that inhabited eastern Algeria.  

Shepard looked back over the edge of the wall towards the horrific mass grave. “So, you 

abducted a bunch of kids for your fucking experiments?” 

Hammani shook his head. “Not kidnapped…sold to us. They were cast-offs. Undesirables. Of no 

use to anyone.” 

“Christ,” whispered Viper, slamming the butt of her weapon into the man’s temple, causing him 

to crash into the woodpile. “You’re the feral ones that should be put down, you bastard.” 

Shepard rolled Mahmoud’s unconscious figure away from the hole, squatting down. He spoke 

softly in Arabic, wondering if the children below spoke the language or if they were one of the 

many isolated tribes who had their own language.  

Even if they understand me, why would they ever trust me after what they’ve witnessed here?  

After a few minutes of silence, he removed his backpack and rifle then slid his legs into the 

entrance, pulling out his Glock, which he kept pressed against his side while deploying the 

flashlight under the barrel.  

“You sure about this, boss?” said Viper, who was standing guard over Hammani. “There could 

be some nervous prisoner down there with a wood shank.” 

“No, I’m not sure, and thanks for the image.” He was worried about the same thing, hoping that 

some terrified kids weren’t going to bludgeon him with rocks. But there was no more time to 

coax them out. The Blackhawk would be at the LZ within the hour, and if there were prisoners 

below, it would delay their evasive maneuvers on foot.  

He sucked in a deep breath, sliding down into the hole until his boots hit the compacted dirt. The 

smell of urine and sweat pierced his nostrils, making him nauseous.  

Shepard kept his Glock raised, the flashlight penetrating the narrow passage until it opened into a 

circular chamber fifteen feet in diameter. He blinked hard, wondering if the illuminated eyes 

ahead were the rock walls themselves staring back at him in silence. He lowered the light enough 

to make out the gaunt faces of six children and two women who were huddled in a quivering 

mass surrounded by discarded food wrappers and crushed water bottles.  

Their faces were bruised, and most of them had countless lacerations beneath their tattered 

garments. 

His stomach coiled in knots and his eyes began to burn as much from the odor as from the 

tragedy he was bearing witness to.  



My God, who could do something like this?  

He had seen human-trafficking victims at the open-air markets of dealers in Somalia and the 

horrific slaving industry amongst the diamond-mining firms in West Africa, but nothing as 

pitiful and despicable as the fate that had been thrust upon these poor souls. 

Hell isn’t something just found in the afterlife.  

He lowered his pistol further, removing an energy bar from his vest. He slowly extended his 

hand towards the nearest child. The shaggy-haired boy reluctantly reached for it then tore open 

the gold wrapper, shoving it into his mouth as the other kids clamored for a bite.  

Shepard removed two more bars and handed them out to the eager crowd.  

He let his eyes settle on the young women at the rear. The older of the two averted her eyes, 

pulling the threadbare fabric on her head further over her swollen cheeks.  

Shepard spoke in Arabic, hoping she would understand.  

With each word, her expression softened slightly, then she glanced up at him briefly.  

“We were brought here a week ago,” she whispered, pointing to the west. “There were twenty of 

us then. The others were taken. They…they were put into a room and poisoned with gas.” 

“Those men can’t hurt you anymore. My friends and I are here to take them away for good and 

make them pay for their crimes.” He looked at the children, who were busy licking the bare 

wrappers and staring longingly at him for more food. He looked back at the two women. “If you 

come with me, we can take all of you away from this awful place. I promise.” 

He held his hand out to the closest woman, knowing that if she came the others would probably 

follow. “We don’t have much time though.” 

The two women shot knowing glances at each other then informed the children they were 

leaving and to follow the soldier out of the tunnel.  

Shepard nodded, retracing his steps towards the sunlight, feeling like he was crawling out of a 

mile-deep pit originating in hell itself. 

 

*** 

When Viper saw the children and women emerge, her face nearly drained of color. Her cheeks 

grew taut. She shoved Hammani into the corner, yelling at him to turn around and face the wall, 

then she slammed his head against the bricks. “I should gut you both for what you’ve done.”  

“We need them to be able to talk,” said Shepard. 

“You didn’t say anything about them being able to eat solid food again.”  

Waxer and Hatchet emerged from the other side of the building, their eyes ringed with dust and 

sweat from where their NVGs had been.  

“Get them all to the truck. We need to be at the exfil site in thirty minutes,” said Shepard. 



Suddenly, the two-mile distance to the LZ seemed like it was a continent away.  

He pulled Mahmoud to the side, the man still groggy from getting kicked. Shepard waited until 

the children and women were out of sight, then he drove the barrel of his rifle into the man’s 

ribs. “What’s in the metal canisters in the shed out back? What were you doing to all these 

people?” 

The man waved his hands, cowering then mumbling a prayer in Arabic. Shepard slammed him 

against the wall, lowering his rifle then removing his five-inch tactical blade, pressing the tip 

against Mahmoud’s right eye. “Talk or the rest of your days will be spent in the dark.” 

The man shook his head, muttering the same prayer again. Shepard pulled his hand back, striking 

at the eye only to pause right before the man shrieked and collapsed to the ground.  

He could see the man’s white trousers were stained yellow as Mahmoud trembled out what was 

in the canisters.  

Shepard’s eyes widened as he took in the words and what had been done to the unfortunate 

victims in the burial pit out back. “You animal.”  

He bent down, grabbing the man’s bound wrists and hoisting him up, then he shoved him into 

the corner.  

“My God, that’s all for making Sarin gas. With the amount of canisters they have in the back of 

that ambulance, there’s enough of the neurotoxin to wipe out an entire city,” whispered Viper.  

“Raw ingredients. It’s not active,” said Shepard.  

“That’s something to be thankful for, I guess.” 

“Sufficient heat will destroy it without endangering any of us, so we’ll blast it after we leave.” 

He shot a pensive glance at his watch again. “Right now, we need to gather up the intel in the 

building then load up the vehicles with the RPGs and whatever AKs are lying around.” 

 

*** 

With the two high-value targets and the freed captives packed into the four-door truck that 

Waxer was driving, Shepard and Viper followed them in the Land Rover, crunching across the 

gravel-strewn field then up the incline, punishing the shocks of both vehicles as they traversed 

the rutted jeep trail that led back to the ridgeline where Kestrel was waiting.  

Shepard stopped the Land Rover, waving for Waxer to continue to the LZ while he and Viper 

held back any militant forces that were inbound from El Borma. He wasn’t sure if any of the 

bodyguards inside had gotten off a distress call, but he was certain that the explosion at the 

canyon mouth would have been enough to send up a smoke signal to anyone scanning the 

horizon back in town. 

As if reading his thoughts, Bird-Dog’s voice crackled into his earpiece. “We lost comms but are 

online again…and you’ve got a shitload of tangos inbound to your six, coming up the south side 

of the ridge near the demolished canyon entrance.” 



“I figured the locals would get the message there were some new kids in the neighborhood.” 

Shepard set his MK-12 on the hood of the vehicle then hastily removed an RPG from the rear 

while Viper did the same. He watched the Toyota disappear down the slope on the other side, 

then he knelt down next to the front bumper of the Land Rover and took aim at the ambulance 

near the back of the courtyard.  

Depressing the trigger, he watched the missile soar across the compound to its target. The 

billowing cloud of gas combined with the chemicals issued forth a green-and-black cloud that 

rose above the steep canyon walls.   

The sound of the explosion was quickly blotted out by the noise of incoming rounds striking the 

ridgeline to his right, and Shepard and Viper took cover behind the opposite side of the Land 

Rover.  

“So much for the quick reaction force not being a fucking issue,” she shouted above the 

cacophony of machinegun fire from the canyon rim a half-mile to the south.  

“Get inside and let’s get the hell out of here.” He raced to the driver’s door, yanking it open as 

she did the same with the rear door. Climbing in, he leaned low while turning over the starter. 

The engine made a series of popping sounds then hissed out a gray rivulet of smoke from the 

hood before sputtering to a stop.  

“Shit, this just turned into a footrace to the LZ,” he shouted, retracing his route back out of the 

crippled Land Rover.  

Viper peered around the front tire at the dozen insurgents streaming down a rocky slope behind 

the compound and heading towards their location. “Waxer and the others will be at the helo by 

now. With evasive maneuvers, it’s going to take us at least thirty minutes to get there.” 

Shepard tapped his ear-mic. “Nest, this is Raptor, is everyone on board?” 

“Affirmative, Raptor,” said the Blackhawk pilot. 

“We’re about to have a welcoming committee join us, so be prepared for a hot extract. Heading 

to secondary LZ.”  

“Copy that. See you soon.” 

Shepard scurried to the rear bumper, removing a grenade from his vest and placing it in the sand 

near the tire. Then he lay flat, sighting his scope onto the lead insurgent in the valley below, who 

was starting to make his way up the slope towards them.  

“Head to that first cluster of boulders then cover me.” 

Viper was off sprinting before pulled the trigger, dropping the tall figure with a headshot that 

sprayed the tawny rocks with red mist and bone fragments. The other insurgents bolted to either 

side like oil on a hot skillet, taking cover beside the jagged boulders.  

Shepard knew he couldn’t snipe them all, but taking out a few of the top dogs in the pack might 

weaken their resolve enough for him and Viper to gain the precious minutes they needed to make 

it safely to the helicopter.  



He fixed his scope on a larger man with a wispy goatee who kept darting his head out from his 

hiding spot while carelessly firing off a burst of rounds from his AK. Shepard paced himself, 

steadying his breathing and waiting for the micro-second when the man emerged again. A 

second later it came. His bullet struck the man’s neck, punching a hole through his carotid. He 

fell forward, the arterial spray coating the rocks.  

Shepard heard Viper’s voice in his earpiece confirming that she was in position. He sprung up 

into a crouched position, making sure the grenade was sufficiently covered with sand, then he 

darted along the low dunes, following in Viper’s footsteps.  

His legs were burning as he closed the distance, the sugary sand conspiring to engulf his boots 

with each step. Shepard had just made it to the oblong boulder when the first round from Viper’s 

rifle rang out. He knew another insurgent would be feeding the carrion-eaters this morning.  

He hunkered down beside her, seeing a handful of the other men assembled around the far side 

of the Land Rover. Shepard once more fixed the scope of his MK-12 on the edge of the rear tire 

then slightly lowered the muzzle, sending a single round into the sand. The blast of shrapnel 

combined with the metal in the fuselage ignited the gas tank, sending a billowing cloud of glass 

and tortured steel hurtling through the air.  

“I’d say that evens the odds some,” he said. He swiveled around, surveying the rolling 

topography to their rear, which consisted of several smaller canyons bordered by clusters of 

junipers and bus-sized boulders. Near the bottom of the nearest canyon stood the roofless ruins 

of a small stone shepherd’s hut. 

“Let’s head along the north side of that arroyo then drop down along the front end. That’ll give 

us another chokepoint and put us a few minutes out from the helo.” 

“What the fuck’s an arroyo? Out here they’re called wadis. Don’t you ever read the literature the 

agency sends us before heading to an AO, boss-man?” She smirked, jumping to her feet and 

following behind him as they sprinted down the sandy incline.  

“You can read? You continue to surprise me.” He glanced over his shoulder at the flaming Land 

Rover, seeing several men clamoring over the ridgeline.  

Viper grinned. “Actually, I remember reading on our training certs last month that I scored 

higher than you on the jiu-jitsu brown belt test…or maybe you’ve blocked that out.” 

She was referring to a Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu seminar they attended with one of the agency 

combatives instructors who was teaching in Israel. She was one of the most competitive people 

he’d ever met and was probably the most skilled hand-to-hand operator in the Special Activities 

Division.  

They paused briefly by the edge of the arroyo. “Bribing the instructor to get another stripe on 

your belt didn’t go unnoticed.”  

She lightly punched him in the arm. “Next time, I won’t go easy on you on the mats.” 

“As long as you don’t go easy on those fellas.” He thrust his chin up at the remaining six men 

who were weaving across the landscape, darting from tree to rock formation. She knelt down, 

wedging her rifle in a fissure between a fractured slab of uplifted limestone that jutted from the 

earth like a malformed vertebra.  



Shepard looked down the slope that led to another valley below. “We’ve got three-quarters of a 

mile to sprint to the LZ over that rise to the north, then we’re home free.” 

“I got nothing,” she said, moving her rifle to the right as she scanned the hostiles who had holed 

up around different landscape features. “They most likely know that we are going to have to 

cross some open terrain ahead to get out of here and are waiting.” 

Shepard took several long gulps of water from the hydration tube on his pack then removed his 

cumbersome rucksack, pulling out the evasion bag at the top. It was a small fanny pack that 

contained a liter of water, two compressed energy bars, a trauma kit and six Glock 17 mags. 

Shedding the seventy pounds of weight from the larger pack would enable them to make the 

grueling sprint to the helo while still providing them with enough critical gear to stay in the fight. 

“That’s why you’re heading down below, and I’ll stay here to take out anyone who ventures this 

way,” he said. “Strip your gear to evasion essentials then get moving.” 

“I’m already in position here. You go.” 

“Move your ass, now,” he snapped, grabbing her backpack and yanking her from the shooting 

perch then sliding himself into place with his rifle. “Besides, you’re not as fast at the hundred-

yard dash as me.” He didn’t have to turn around to know she was probably scowling at him for 

the jab.  

“Alright, but don’t wait around to shake hands with those boys.” 

He heard her turning to run, the sound of her footsteps in the loose gravel quickly fading. 

Shepard caught movement to his left, two hundred yards distant. He squeezed off one round at 

the darting figure in a green shirt, the bullet finding its mark in the man’s left ribs. He stumbled 

then fell, crawling behind a berm.  

Shepard edged his rifle barrel to the left then fired off another round at the edge of a boulder 

where another man was last seen. He needed to keep them pinned down for a few more minutes 

to give Viper the lead she needed. He knew once she had traversed the distance, she would 

provide overwatch for his escape.  

Shepard counted down the minutes in his head until the Blackhawk arrived. It seemed like an 

eternity away. There would only be a narrow window to make it to the LZ, and this terrain was 

too open and unforgiving to withstand enemy firepower.  

He heard his ear-mic crackle, and Vogel’s pensive voice stabbed through his brain, her words 

causing his dry throat to become further parched.  

“Raptor, be advised, there is another team of hostiles inbound from the west.” 



 

 

 

Chapter 8 

 

“Shit! That’s why these guys have been waiting. What’s the ETA?” 

“Fifteen minutes at most. I count twelve hostiles in a ten-ton truck with a .50 cal on deck.” 

Easy snatch-and-grab mission, my ass. This is about to turn into a small war. 

“Nest, what’s your status?” he said, his pulse quickening.  

He spied another man’s flowing garments flicking out from behind a rock slab as the wind 

kicked up. Shepard fired, seeing blood and a chunk of flesh burst out from what must have been 

the fighter’s arm.  

“On site now,” said the pilot.  

“If I’m not there in ten minutes then dust off. Get everyone out of here. Is that clear?” 

There was a brief pause before the pilot replied. “Clear.” 

“Raptor, this is Viper. In position near the LZ.” 

Shepard felt his heart racing further. He slid his rifle back then spun around and hopped up, 

trotting down the sandy slope that led to the expansive valley floor. The nearest cover was a 

rockpile sixty yards away, and it was barely tall enough to squat against. A half-mile beyond that 

was the faint outline of a dilapidated stone goat herder’s hut whose roofless structure was 

partially filled with sand from countless storms over the years.  

He picked up his pace, bounding down the slope then hearing the familiar jolt of a rifle cracking 

in the air, only this time, the sound wasn’t a dull thud from an insurgent going down; the rounds 

were zipping past him and impacting the rocks to his right as he ran.  

He heard Viper’s AR barking as she tried to quell the attackers. Shepard raced in a slight zig-zag 

pattern towards the old stone hut, lunging through the opening in the side wall and diving down 

next to Viper.  

Shepard sat up, glancing at the area to the rear at the last ridgeline before the LZ. It was roughly 

a three-hundred-yard dash across open ground. Then they would risk being briefly exposed on 

the crest before the valley below.  

He swiveled around, sliding his rifle up through the cracks in the wall, searching for targets in 

the direction he’d just come.  

 “We can’t stay here and hope to snipe these last three guys. We need to go now or we’ll both 

end up in some warlord’s house of horrors in El Borma.” 

“You have a way of painting a very motivating image,” said Viper. 



Bird-Dog’s voice broke into their ear-mics. “The truck is approximately eight clicks out and will 

be within range of the LZ within five minutes at its current rate of travel in that terrain.”  

“I’m coming up the other side of the ridge right now,” said Waxer. I can cover your retreat.” 

“Copy that,” said Shepard. He pulled back, patting Viper on the shoulder. “Let’s go.” 

She stood up, shaking her head in frustration at not being able to acquire a target in the boulders.  

As they exited the rear of the derelict hut, the area was strafed with a barrage of rounds that 

sliced through the crumbling walls and gaps. Viper shrieked, catching a round in the left 

quadriceps. She collapsed against the half-wall, sliding to the ground as the sand began turning 

crimson.  

“Shit…Viper’s down!” he yelled into his ear-mic as he grabbed her collar and yanked her back 

behind the corner of the building.  

He leaned over her, tugging out the trauma kit in her vest. He pulled out an Israeli bandage, 

tearing open the package and pressing it onto the wound then securing it around her leg.  

Even with Viper’s dark complexion, he could see her skin was becoming ashen. She clutched her 

rifle, biting her lip to keep from screaming.  

“Get out while you can,” she sputtered. “I’ll hold them off here.” 

“Like hell. I’d never leave you.” 

He jabbed her in the left arm with a shot of morphine from the trauma kit then leaned her back 

against the stone wall while he grabbed his rifle and searched for a moving target.  

“Boss, I’m in place and already dropped one bad guy. I don’t think we’re going to see the others 

expose themselves until they have reason to. Their waiting for you both to move.” 

“Raptor, I have three minutes before we lose our window,” said the pilot.  

“Three minutes is right, then you have your orders.” Shepard grabbed Viper’s arm, helping her 

stand. “This is going to be the worst trail run of your life, but I promise you that we’ll make it to 

the finish line, OK?” 

She nodded, licking her cracked lips while she leaned on him, dropping her AR and pulling out 

her Glock.   

“Hang on.” He held her close to his hip, and she hobbled alongside him as they made another 

attempt to escape the hut.  

“Waxer…you ready?” 

“Go!” 

Shepard and Viper staggered out the rear, making their way up the slope. The talcum-like sand 

threatened their progress with each step.  



“Keep moving. We’re almost there,” said Shepard. He could almost reach out for the flat band of 

tawny slabs that comprised the ridge. It seemed so close now. His heart picked up its already 

racing pace when he heard the beautiful noise of rotor wash emanating from the other side.   

He heard Waxer’s weapon coughing out rounds forty yards to his left as the operator lay hidden 

within a gap in the ridgeline. “One more tango down.” 

Shepard caught the ghastly sound of an AK on full auto behind him as the last insurgent 

unleashed his weapon in a desperate attempt to stop them. He felt a burst of rock shrapnel blow 

apart to his right alongside an angular slab of sandstone, then he felt searing pain in his right 

shoulder as a 7.62 round ripped through his deltoid. He staggered, the agony tearing through 

him, his psyche becoming as raw as the terrain. He tried to maintain his grip on Viper as he 

forced himself to keep moving, feeling like he was going to vomit from the cocktail of 

adrenaline and pain racing through his body.  

Don’t stop…run, dammit!  

Shepard was operating on pure animal instinct now, his eyes narrowing. He fought to focus on 

Waxer’s location as he trudged the remaining fifty feet then heard the man’s suppressed rifle spit 

out several rounds.  

“Tango is down.” Waxer stood up and rushed forward, steadying Viper on her other side. The 

trio hobbled over the earthen backbone, then they made their way down the other side of the 

ridge. Both men bounded through the sand while keeping Viper’s legs suspended as they raced to 

the helicopter, with Bird-Dog counting down from their thirty-second window.  

The Blackhawk’s rotors spewed crystalline daggers at their faces as they closed the distance then 

helped Viper on board. Shepard unslung his rifle, handing it up to Hatchet, then climbed up into 

the cabin with his good arm.  

Shepard collapsed onto the rear bench seat next to one of the small boys. Kestrel slid the side 

door shut as the helicopter lifted off. The militants’ truck in the distance seemed like an eerie 

mirage as it emerged from the arroyo, its gunner swiveling the .50 cal machinegun towards them.  

“Hang tight, everyone,” said the pilot. He arced the Blackhawk hard to the right, descending into 

a deep gorge barely wide enough for the bird then following the contours of the jagged terrain 

for four miles before pulling up and flying northeast towards the Tunisian border.  

Shepard let out a raspy exhale, his eyes settling on Viper, who was semi-conscious, as Waxer set 

her up with an IV. Kestrel grabbed a med kit, tearing open a large packet of QuikClot and 

applying it to Shepard’s shoulder, which had become caked with debris, then he held up a 

syringe of morphine, giving his boss a quizzical look.  

“Sure, why not?” Shepard said as he glanced around the cabin at his teammates, the two 

captives, and the new crew of refugees.  

He sighed after feeling the release of opioids in his system from the injection, then he removed a 

duffle bag full of MREs and water bottles from under the seat. Shepard unzipped it, putting it on 

the lap of the child beside him as he spoke to the group in Arabic.  

“I want that to be empty when we land, alright?”  



He leaned his head back, closing his eyes, knowing he wouldn’t see a disapproving expression.  



 

 

 

Chapter 9 

 

Shortly before noon, the helo descended towards the tarmac in Cyprus. The pain in his arm was 

beginning to return in full force as the shot of morphine wore off. But right now, his thoughts 

were on Viper’s wellbeing. The rifle wound she’d received was gruesome, and he figured it must 

have been from a 5.56 round tearing through her left quadriceps. Fortunately, it didn’t strike the 

femur, but muscle damage on that scale was going to take months to heal, followed by intense 

physical therapy and rehab.  

Knowing her, she’ll try to go mountain biking next week. 

His own shoulder wound was going to put him out of commission as well, and he still wasn’t 

sure whether the bullet had nicked any bone before exiting. Whatever was involved, he knew 

he’d be in good hands with his wife Cassie, who would use it as an excuse to make him stay put 

at home even more than usual.  

That’d be just fine with me.  

As the helo set down, Shepard saw Foley waiting beside a jeep with several agency freelancers 

that he recognized from other missions. They were there to escort Hammani and Mahmoud to a 

CIA rendition site, probably aboard a frigate in the Mediterranean.  

The two terrorists were huddled against the opposite door next to Hatchet, who had placed black 

hoods on the men. 

Shepard looked at the ambulances waiting near the edge of the airfield, knowing the women and 

children would be taken to the nearest medical clinic and treated for their wounds, malnutrition 

and dehydration. He knew their physical ailments could be treated, but he was also gravely 

aware that they would always carry the scars of the horrors they had witnessed and endured at 

the hands of the monsters at the compound.  

He rested his hand upon the shoulder of a young boy with matted black hair and a sooty face 

beside him, reassuring him and the other children in Arabic that they would be taken good care 

of and soon be eating as much as they wanted. His words made the children swivel their heads 

out the side windows to the crew of medics and nurses that were waiting near the hangar.  

Shepard was never so grateful to feel the skids of the bird touch down. Hatchet slid the side door 

open, and the rush of cool, moist air from the Mediterranean enveloped everyone inside.  

He spoke again to the women and children, indicating they should remain inside until the rotors 

stopped and the medical crew came for them. The two women gave him and the rest of the team 

grateful nods, their eyes welling up as they hugged the children nearest them.  



Shepard stepped down, the sun beating upon his windblown face again. He watched Foley 

approaching, wondering if they had really been in this same location with him less than twenty-

four hours before.  

Or was it a week ago? 

The physical and mental schism between the civilized world here and the utter barbarism of 

where he had just been made his head reel. But it was also what kept him motivated to keep 

fighting, so the latter would never overtake the former.  

He leaned against the fuselage as the others disembarked, trying to control the waves of pain 

roiling throughout his shoulder.  

“Just like you, staying behind to win all the glory,” said Foley, who rested his meaty hand on 

Shepard’s neck while looking at Viper. “Both of you.”  

“Yeah, sure,” said Cal. 

Viper mustered a labored grin from her supine position in the helo cabin. “If Shepard says he’s 

not in this for the glory then he’s a lyin’ son of a bitch.” 

Shepard shook his head, creaking out a faint grin. “She’s just hoping for some R&R time to 

catch up on all those soap operas she’s missed out on.” 

She waved her hand at the other operators. “I don’t have to watch TV to see a bunch of pigeon-

toed fools with bad haircuts.” 

“She’s got you pegged,” chuckled Kestrel, elbowing Hatchet in the ribs. 

The medics arrived, wheeling a gurney from the ambulance and rolling it up to the helicopter. 

Her teammates helped Viper out, the steely operator wincing with each movement.  

Once she was settled in, she sat back on her elbows, watching with the rest of the team as the 

children and two women were escorted to the other ambulances that had just arrived.  

“What’ll happen to them now?” said Waxer.  

“There’s a physician at the local hospital that I spoke with on the phone. He works with Doctors 

Without Borders and said he’ll use his contacts there to get the ball rolling with outside 

assistance. They’ll have a chance at a better life at least.” 

Foley waved to his four men in plainclothes standing by his jeep, motioning for them to remove 

Hammani and Mahmoud from the helicopter.  

He glanced towards Shepard then out over the other weary faces. “You’ve just saved a lot of 

lives in the span of a few hours, the ripple effect of which will be felt in the coming months and 

years. You should be damn proud.” He patted Viper on her arm as she slumped back on the 

gurney. “After you’re all patched up, get some rest. You all sure as hell earned it—and then 

some.” 

“Aye, aye, sir,” said Waxer as the others nodded in response.  

Viper waved her hand in front of her nose. “But someone please direct Hatchet to the nearest car 

wash so he can get hosed down before every fly in Cyprus swarms this region.” 



The other operators chuckled. Hatchet bit his lip, holding back a grin. He gripped the end of the 

gurney, carefully moving her along the tarmac as the others trailed behind. “Careful, missy, or 

I’ll convince the ambulance driver not to be so vigilant with the potholes on the way to the 

hospital.” 

“Then they’d have to call in a plastic surgeon to fix the crater I’d put in your face…though that 

might be an improvement.” 

“Geez, does this mean you two are no longer friends?” said Shepard.  

Viper tapped her fist on Hatchet’s beefy arm. “Nah, he was never my friend anyhow.” 

Even Foley muffled his chuckle as the men helped the medics load her into the ambulance. He 

stepped up beside Shepard, who was about to enter.  

“Cal, I’ll drop by the safe house tomorrow to check on all of you, and we can debrief more then. 

In the meantime, just take care of that wound and don’t push things. That’s an order.” 

Shepard climbed into the back of the ambulance with his good arm, sitting in the jump-seat 

across from the other medic near Viper.  

The blur of events from the past several missions floated across the weary landscape of his brain. 

He sucked in a deep breath, grateful his team was safe and that the women and children had 

made it out of that hellhole.  

As the ambulance wound its way along the tarmac and onto the two-lane highway, he tried to 

focus on his wife’s face and her warm smile.  

He would see her in a few days and be back home. 

At least his other home apart from his tight-knit family of brothers- and sisters-in-arms.   

 

 

THE END 

 



 

 

Thank you for reading this short story! Stay tuned for further adventures with Cal Shepard. In the 

meantime, if you are interested in reading more of JT’s writings then check out the Mitch Kearns 

Combat Tracker Series. 

If you would like to receive email updates on future releases or be a member of the reading team, 

please sign-up at JTSawyer.com or on Facebook at JTSawyerBooks.  
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