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    For us to sleep safe in our beds at night it takes strong men and women willing to commit extreme violence to keep us safe.
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Dedication
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We sleep safe in our beds because rough men stand ready in the night to visit violence on those who would do us harm. (George Orwell),

We dedicate this book to those who keep us safe at night.

If you enjoy the story here, then stick around and see what I've got to offer at the end of the book. It's a pretty awesome offer.
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First Strike

(A Scorpion One adventure)


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Prologue

Zakho, Iraq, 2015

––––––––
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“HELLO, MR STEFAN.” The voice called him from behind. It was Mohammed, a guard. Stefan was fairly new but was quickly getting used to the seemingly informal way these guards behaved. He liked it as it fitted with his egalitarian way of seeing things. The guard who went by the name of Mohammed greeted him as he approached the house. “Will you join us for some tea?” he slowly rose to greet the young man he had a lot of respect for. Mohammed’s arthritis was playing up this morning, not that he would ever admit it. He was much too proud of that. Besides, as the breadwinner in the family, he had to earn a living somehow. Being a guard for a foreign aid worker was much better than working the fields around his village in the mountains.

“Thank you, Mohammed, but no,” Stefan replied in Kurdish. He was one of those few foreigners who spoke the local language. The others in the team were trying to learn it, but their progress was slow. “Looks like we’ve got some visitors here!” he pointed to the two brand new Toyotas sat just by the guard hut. “When did they get in?”

“Got in late last night,” Mohammed replied. “from somewhere out east, I think. They’re crossing the border later today.” 

“I thought the border was closed at the moment?” Stefan was curious. They’d been told that the Turkish border was closed while the fighting was going on. Had they opened it?

“Far as I know it still is,” Mohammed replied, “but apparently the word never got out East. They’d have been better going down to Baghdad and flying out!”

“Ah, Baghdad!” Stefan took on a slightly sarcastic, though not offensive tone. “Most beautiful city in the world, isn’t that right?”

Mohammed gave a good belly laugh. “Yes, and don’t you westerners forget it? Come and join me for some tea,” he gestured towards the guard hut.
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THE DARK RED LIQUID was warm and welcome. “This isn’t local tea, is it?” He asked. It didn’t have the sharp bitterness of the locally available Turkish tea. Mohammed just smiled.

“No,” he replied. “My brother was over in Iran a few weeks ago. He brought back some great Iranian tea. Please, take some more.” He poured the Swede another glass.

“Okay” Stefan knew not to refuse hospitality when offered, especially when the man offering it keeps you safe. “But only one more. I have a meeting this morning.”

“But not everyone is here yet.” he paused for a moment. “You’re still not there. They’re waiting for you.” Mohammed had a huge grin on his face. He had a lot of respect for westerners, but they had a lot to learn about Kurdish culture, and he loved to take the chance to teach them, even though it sometimes caused friction. But he also knew Stefan would enjoy the joke.

Mohammed knew it frustrated the foreigners, but he loved it when he could tease them and he just couldn’t help himself. To him, people are far more important than time and appointments.

“Then I’d better get in there.” Stefan enjoyed the little ’mind games’ with his guards. It was a chance to learn Eastern ways, and he really enjoyed that. 

As soon as the tea was drunk. Mohammed made his way back inside the guard hut as Stefan went into the house. He had little to do. So he did what he always did every morning. He started stripping his AK47 down and cleaning it.

As soon as he’d finished, he started re-assembling the rifle. Mohammed knew he hadn’t needed to clean the weapon. It can take an incredible amount of punishment, but it was a force of habit. 

It was just as he finished he noticed some other vehicles pull up at the house. Something wasn’t right, so he headed out to investigate.

“Salaam alaikum” he didn’t finish the greeting before a burst of automatic fire cut him almost in half. Thrown back against the guard hut as the rest of the rounds from the magazine smashed into walls and windows of the hut, He was fading fast and screaming.

They heard the gunfire inside the house, as did two of the local staff with them in the office. Both the locals had an AK47 with a full magazine. They went to grab them, ready for any fight. “Mr. Stefan, get them out of here! One local staffer pointed to the other foreign staff in the room. There were five, including Stefan. The two ‘locals’ weren’t really local but ‘Peshmerga’, Kurdish soldiers appointed to protect foreign staff. They’d travelled with the people travelling from the east the night before. They knew what was coming and knew they stood no real chance, but they just needed to buy enough time for the foreigners to escape.

The door disintegrated as Stefan and the other four foreigners made it out to the kitchen, and they stared into the face of a heavily armed long-bearded fanatic with an AK47 at the ready to fire as he moved into the room. The only thing Stefan remembered was how odd the guy looked, as he had red hair and blue eyes. Not the normal black hair and brown eyes.

“On your knees, infidels.” The redhead screamed as he advanced. Stefan, stunned, unable to move. They helped him with a kick just behind the kneecap, sending him sprawling to the floor. “I said on your knees.” This time Stefan realised the man spoke in English. But he was calling him an unbeliever! It made little sense!

Everyone dropped to their knees amidst screams of terror and pain. Scared half to death, they did everything they were told. Their new masters forced hands behind their backs as plasticuffs came out and hands secured, eyes duct-taped shut and bags pulled over their heads. The strings pulled so tight that they almost choked. More gunfire told them the local staff might have put up a fight, but it didn’t go well. Next came the manhandling into the back of something they could only assume was a waiting vehicle.

“What are you doing?” Stefan tried to speak, only to be on the receiving end of an AK 47 butt to the face, dislodging a couple of teeth.

“Silence pig!” Their captor screamed as he bundled the poor hapless Swede into the vehicle. He was in pain from both the kick to the back of the knee and the rifle butt to his mouth. He spat blood out as he was being manhandled.. But it only got as far as the hessian sack. 

Within seconds of them being bundled in they heard a banging on the roof of the vehicle and a squeal of tyres as the vehicle took off down the road, but with the eyes duct-taped shut and the bags that felt like Hessian sacks over their heads, they did not know which way they were going, they only knew that wherever it was, it was the stuff of nightmares.
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Chapter 1 

Three days later,



[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Erbil, Ayn Al Asad Airbase. British Army Compound.

“COME ON, YOU THREE lazy buggers, get in here and park your arses in those damned chairs!” The officer entering the tent turned half-jokingly said, trying to give the other three men in the unit a hard time. None of them took even the slightest bit of notice, much to the frustration of the Airforce officer standing at the front. “It appears the head shed wants a word with us for something” 

“Good morning gentlemen.” The Airforce officer tried to at least be civil with these men. He hated their lack of respect for anything even resembling authority. They looked like they’d just spent a month in the desert, and that was before they deployed. What he didn’t see was that all their kit was spotless and made up to look like it’d spent years in the rough terrain. “My name is Wing Commander Burke, the senior intelligence officer here” “

“Well, whoopty do,” one man leaned closer to the others and whispered, but not so quietly that Burke didn’t hear him. “That's an Oxymoron, isn’t it? An officer with intelligence!” even their officer chuckled along with the rest of the room.

Burke tried to ignore the comment. He’d heard that the SAS disregard for authority was almost as legendary as their fighting ability. Now wasn’t the time to find that out. There was a job to be done, and as much as he hated it, these were the best men for the job.

***
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THERE WASN’T MUCH IN the way of furniture in the tent, just the seven chairs and a desk at the front with a map hung from the far wall of the tent. Not that it was all that big. Just big enough for the people who needed to be there.

While all this was going on, another man entered the tent. He did so quietly and placed the seat he brought with him at the back of the tent. He thought he was unnoticed, but all four of the newcomers had noticed him come in, even if no one else had.

“What’s the issue?” the officer, a captain, at least that was the rank he wore on an epaulette on the front zip of his combat smock.

“What issue?” The question threw the Wing Commander. He felt he was already losing control of the briefing.

“You haven’t called us here for the good of our health, and it’s months to Christmas, so there’s got to be some issue you need sorting?” the captain retorted, “What is it?”

“Maybe I can help with that,” the newcomer spoke up from the back. He advanced towards the front of the room. “I’m Steve Chambers. I normally work at the Embassy over in Ankara, but I’ve just flown in from there and there’s a bit of a stink going on in London. It looks like the people in Whitehall have their knickers in a bit of a twist.” He said as laughter erupted around the room. Even the command centre people were laughing at that. “I’m not joking!” He had a smile on his face. “It’s regarding the kidnapping in Zakho.” He looked directly at the four men. “We know where the hostages got taken to, and we need you to go get them out!”

***
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THAT FIGURED! JUST the way the orders came told them something was up. One minute training a bunch of Iraqis and the next a call from the ‘Head shed’ in Hereford. “Get your kit together and get your arses down to the briefing tent!” The summons from Ops on the ground came right after.

“Yeah, we heard about that” the man, with a corporal’s stripes showing on his epaulette. The name tag on his combat jacket said ‘Metcalfe’, but everyone called him by the nickname ‘Joey’ rather than his full name of Joseph. The Wing Commander had instructed all personnel to wear their badges of rank within the confines of the British compound and pay the officers their respect due to their rank. “Swedish weren’t they? Some NGO working here?”

“Correct Corporal.” The civilian replied. He paused for the slightest of moments. Just enough time to draw breath. “We had a rather irate discussion with the Swedish diplomats in both London and Ankara. Apparently, they’re not all they seem, and the Swedes are extremely worried.”

“You already said that!” a sergeant with the name badge MacDonald on his jacket said.

“Besides, is anyone whom they seem?” Joey asked with a big smile on his face. He loved winding people up with stuff like this.

“Alright Joey, enough of the bloody Freud, or whoever. Let the man continue,” the Captain, who had the name ‘Jackson’ and known simply as either ‘boss’ or ‘Jacko,’ cut across.

“Yeah well, I’d be bloody worried too if I had a bloody great hairy arsed ISIS fighter swinging a machete over my head,” you couldn’t miss Mac’s Scottish brogue. “Scare the crap out of anyone!” even Steve chuckled at that. “But go on, I’m curious why they were there?”

“Don’t worry Sergeant, if they come for you I’ll make sure they come with Claymores.” Steve couldn’t help at least getting a little of his own humour in. 

“Aye, that’s right laddie, gimme some respect, and a good claymore will do just fine!”

“So why are the Swedes shitting bricks, then?” Jacko asked.

“That they’re not telling,” Steve replied, “but what they said was who these people were, and why they don’t want ISIS finding out or executing them.”

“Oh.” The strong Northern accent that’s often mistaken for a Manchester one came out as Joey spoke, betraying the tension they were all feeling, “Pray, do tell. "

“Look at the photos” Steve clicked something in his hand, a small projector came to life. The projector shone a face onto the wall of the tent in front of them. “Recognise this guy?”

“No,” another voice, this time a Geordie spoke up, “Should we?” One of the group, with the name of ‘Smith’ over his left breast pocket, had been silent throughout the meeting. He spoke now for the first time, “What’s so special about him” , the Geordie accent making him harder than the rest to understand.

“Maybe not,” Steve replied, “but he looks a lot like his father. The prime minister of Sweden.” He clicked the button again, and the picture changed to that of a woman. “This one you might.” he waited for a reaction.

“Wait a minute,” Jacko began, “isn’t that?”

“Yes,” Steve replied, “but no need for the name. She’d be an ‘A’ lister. Imagine what the publicity would be like if she got held to ransom, or executed?” 

“More like sold into slavery,” Joey cut in. “Isn’t that what they do with women?”

“I think you get the picture of why we need to do something about it, then.” Steve cut the discussion off. “And that’s where you folks come in!”

“At bloody last.” Jacko’s relief was clear. “Finally getting stuck into these morons.” He looked around the room. All four of Scorpion one had a smile on their faces! They’d been cooped up in the compound for two months, training the odd few units that came through, but just itching to get out there and get stuck in. “First, do we know where they are?”
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“YES, WE DO.” THE WING Commander replied. “Sergeant.” He pointed to one of the personnel on the other chairs. All four of them turned around to see a young woman in an RAF sergeants uniform stand and take the floor. She walked forward with the grace of a woman who knew she was gorgeous, yet very professional. Reaching the front of the room she turned around and made eye contact with Scorpion One. Her blue eyes pierced their bravado, telling them this was only ever going to be a professional relationship. 

“Before I hand over,” the Wing Commander said, almost as a parting remark. “At this stage, it’s only a recce mission. You’re to go in, assess the situation and report back on the feasibility of a rescue, got that!”

The Sergeant took over as soon as the Wing Commander had finished his little talk. She cut straight to the chase with the question Jacko had asked. “As soon as we heard about the kidnapping, I went back over satellite images of the area.” She began, “to see if I could pick up any strange vehicle movements.” She picked up what looked like a fat pen and pointed it at the projector. It was the projector’s remote control. The projector immediately came to life and showed an aerial photo of the Zakho area. Then the photo started moving. “The images are a minute apart, but I’ve speeded them up some,” she added, “see the two big Land Cruisers leaving the NGOs base?”

“Where did they end up?” Jacko cut right to the chase. He knew they would have already checked and double-checked the targets.

“Good question,” she replied. “At first they went towards a place called Faysh Khabur, but cut south and crossed into ISIS territory that night. They spent the next day on the other side of the lake, then headed for a place northwest of Mosul. A place called Sheykhan,”

“Still there?” Steve asked the question., He already knew the answer, but wanted to get things moving. The clock was ticking, and he knew it.

“No, sir.” The sergeant replied without breaking her stride. “They stayed just over 24 hours and moved again. This time to this place.” She clicked the button again. A map of the area north of Mosul came up. “It’s one of Saddam’s old secret police facilities at a place called Tel Afar. Perfect for holding prisoners.”

The place looked bleak and imposing. Even the map couldn’t hide the fact that the fortress dominated the surrounding area. There was one way in, and one way out, easily defended, as there was only one approach.

“Don’t tell me,” Jacko cut in, “Storm the place and get the hostages out. Right?”

“I already told you!” The Wing commander’s frustration was showing. “We want you to go and recce the location for a larger force that will come in a day later. We need to know what’s there and what isn’t.” He waited for that to sink in, then went on, “You’re a recce mission, nothing more at this stage!” He allowed that to sink in, but something told him they weren’t listening. “You'll be going as soon as it’s dusk, but we will send the primary force in 24 hours. It’ll be a company strength task force comprising a company of Gurkhas and Paras, but you’ll lead them in.”

“That’s taking a bit of a chance, isn’t it?” Mac spoke up for the first time in a while. “I mean, they’ve been moving every 24 hours. What if they move?”

“We don’t think they will, but even if they do,” Burke replied, “under no circumstances are you to cross into Syria. If they go that way, then it’s the Russians' problem!”

“So we just sit and watch while these bastards take someone’s head off?” Joey didn’t hide the distaste for the orders they were being given. They made him feel sick. Looking around the room. The only one who seemed happy with the order was the Wing Commander, and he wasn’t even going on the mission! “And the women get sold to some fat slob somewhere on a boat who can’t get girls any other way, and you expect us to do nothing?”

“You sit tight and observe until the primary force gets there. Is that understood?” Burke emphasised the point by waiting a few seconds before continuing. “If that means the enemy leaves then you establish the direction they went in and try to confirm them crossing the border. Under no circumstances engage unless you’re detected!” 

“Yer could do all that with bloody reapers! What do you need us for?” The Geordie of the group spoke up again. “And what happens if they move ‘em before the cavalry gets there?” he went on.

“Then you observe, radio back and let the Russians deal with it,” the wing commander spoke up again. Jacko could see that the man from the embassy didn’t like what had just been saying. That was strange, as it was usually the ‘civvies’ who didn’t have the stomach for fighting. “We can’t risk our assets in situations like that.” Burke went on. That did not go down well at all. It left Jacko wondering if Chambers was MI6?

“Ya just told us, No Russki involvement!” Joey replied. “Which is it sir, yes or no?”

“What the hell?” Jacko couldn’t help himself, they were being sent on a ‘recce’ mission for an assault that everyone in the tent knew would not be ready in time, but Scorpion One was going to be put in harm’s way to watch while ISIS get away with executing five hostages. “You mean we sit on our arses while these idiots” he pointed to the map, particularly the area controlled by ISIS “get away with murdering innocents and selling the rest off into slavery, all so that London can say, sorry but we tried!” He threw the pencil he’d been holding down. “That is so not going to happen! London said they want a rescue, and we are going to give them one!” Jacko looked around the tent. He could see everyone there agreeing with him, but apart from Scorpion One and Steve Chambers, the rest were too afraid for their jobs to stand up to this idiot officer.

“You have your orders, Captain,” Burke replied, trying to pull rank. It never goes down well with Special Forces, and it certainly didn’t with Scorpion One. 

“These orders,” Jacko held them up, “are about worth wiping my arse with, but nothing more! Now listen up, sonny,” he spat the words out, the disrespect dripping from every syllable. “We go in and it’s a rescue from the moment we hit the ground. London wants it, so London gets it.” Jacko stood and walked to the front of the tent, almost pushing the Wing Commander out of the way he carried on. “Now there’s supposed to be a Quick Reaction Force on its way, but how much can we count on that backup? When will they be there?” He looked directly at the Wing commander.

“It’ll be in Cyprus in six hours.” Burke replied.

“Cyprus! Six sodding hours. The whole shit show will be over before they get there!” Jacko was angry.

“You have your orders, captain, or shall we find another?”

“No. You have those dumbarsed orders, sir” Mac couldn’t help the contempt coming through. “And shove ‘em right where the sun don’t shine!” Like the rest of the regiment, he didn’t really like officers. They thought that because they held a commission, they should get respect, but a good SAS officer like everyone else has to earn it, and it’s not given easily. Mac went on, “Those things you have are good for wiping arses, but that’s all.. As far as our orders it’s simple, we go in, recce the situation, carry out the rescue and come home.”

The rest of the briefing established infiltration by a Lynx helicopter, escorted by two Apaches. The main force would arrive by Chinook. They would also use a Chinook for extraction. The briefing went on for another hour, not that anyone of Scorpion One was listening to the rest of the briefing that much. They were too angry with their supposed to be their orders, those they changed. They knew someone higher up wouldn’t like it, but didn’t really give a shit. The Swedes were the ones stuck in the back of a Landcruiser with a hairy arsed ISIS fighter reciting the Quran, thinking he was doing them a favour preparing them for executions.
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Chapter 2


Early morning, five hours before sunrise, thirty miles north of Mosul.


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


THREE SHADOWY SILHOUETTES flitted across the desert. Like hyenas chasing down prey. Barely four feet in the air, touching close to a hundred and fifty miles an hour, engines screaming at the speed. Yet from upwind of them, in the direction where their target lay, not a sound heard. The three Helicopters had the names of two Longbows, the British version of the deadly Apache running escort for the troop carrier, a Lynx.

They kept that height to avoid any radar that might brave trying to try tracking them. Not that it would be an issue if any radar operator was brave enough. They would get a rude awakening from the Maverick anti-radar missiles two of them were carrying. The rest of what they carried was enough rockets to take out a tank column and seven thousand rounds for the 30mm Gatling cannon. The Longbows were just the ‘escorts’.

Inside the Lynx sat the ‘cargo’, four heavily armed soldiers from the elite ‘22 Regiment. The famed SAS. These four, known even in the ‘Regiment’ simply as Scorpion One. an elite among the elite. Each was methodically checking their equipment. Nothing needed to be said. Each knew the job they were there to do, and each knew what the others expected of them.

The two ‘escorts’ were the two leading edges of the inverted V formation. The third, the Lynx troop carrier, bringing up the rear of the formation.

Inside the Lynx, the only light seen was the dull glow of the Pilot’s instrument panel. Both pilots were busy, though the relaxed way they were doing things belied the stress of the situation.

“Five minutes to the landing zone,” the co-pilot or ‘Aircrewman’ as the Army Air Corps calls them turned and spoke into his mike. A nod came from the unit commander. None of them was wearing any badge of rank, but from the briefing, he knew the commander was a captain. All the rest were non-commissioned officers.

“Okay,” ‘Jacko’ turned and spoke to the others, “five hours to daybreak, twenty miles to cover, no time to mess around. Everyone knows the plan?” He looked at each one, only moving to the next when they acknowledged.

“Aye” Mac couldn’t hide his Glaswegian accent at the best of times, in situations like this it came out stronger, he was the unit medic, “all ready” he patted his kit, a basic field combat medics kit, and a few ‘extras’ he liked to have. He could do most surgeries with it. Bullet extraction was no problem. He just hoped that would be the worst he had to deal with.

“Ready boss,” the next spoke up. Smithy could ‘shoot the pimples of a gnat’s arse at a thousand yards’. He was their sniper. The Geordie accent coming through strongly. No one ever used the word ‘sir’ in the SAS. It was nearly always ‘boss’

Joey was the last one. He was also the ‘ammo tech’ as the title was, but he was the explosives expert. If they needed a diversion or needed a booby trap dismantling, then Joey got the job. He was also the best at the close quarter stuff. “Ready boss.”

The three helicopters were flying in combat mode. All lights, including navigation lights, were off. Even the control panel lights were out, as the light from them would blind any pilot using night vision goggles. Both of the pilots were using them.

At eight miles out, the two longbows (The British name for the Apache) peeled away heading north. They kept the lone Lynx in range of the sidewinders, ‘just in case, ‘ but stealth was vital. While they couldn’t dampen the noise of their engines, they could use that noise to trick anyone who noticed it. They stayed three miles northeast of the Lynx.

The Lynx pilot had found the depression she knew from the maps was there. They were hugging dirt at a hundred and thirty miles an hour, heading straight west. The Landing Zone was seven miles due west.

“All looking good,” the aircrewman assured the pilot, “they’re sleeping like babies.” he nodded slightly outside the aircraft to a village they could see in the distance to their left. It wasn’t their target.

“Let’s hope it stays that way.” She was concentrating on the instruments, flying by them. Flicking a button on the console she gave notice, “stand by for de-bus.”
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Chapter 3 
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Location- Kurdish forward operating base 20 miles Northeast of Mosul.
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A GENTLE BREEZE BLEW into the tent as the front flap ruffled, allowing the man to enter. He wasn’t much to look at, but something about him made those he came across treat him with respect. A respect earned the hard way, in the field, doing the will of those in Whitehall.

He was just a messenger, carrying a plain manilla envelope. He knew what was in it, but carrying out the orders for the task contained that wasn’t his to do. That was for another. He was here just to see the man at the desk in this tent, and pass on the envelope. The man at this desk would see that the right people got the job done. 

The ‘desk’ was just a trestle table with a laptop and a folding chair. To the right, propped up against the middle strut of the tent’s frame, was a large corkboard with a map of the area pinned to it.

The man sat typing into the laptop as Steve entered. They knew each other, and there was respect, but there was also protocol and Kurdish customs to follow.

“Mr Steve, welcome” the typist, a Kurdish officer with the Peshmerga or Iraqi Kurdish militia. They were also fighting ISIS alongside the Iraqis and the West. He got up from his desk and strode forward purposefully to shake hands with the newcomer. Kurds are not big on emotions, but a good, firm handshake always goes down well with them. As soon as the handshake took place, Steve was herded towards a Persian style rug on the earth at the other end of the tent. They sat as another soldier served tea, the mandatory drink of any Middle Eastern negotiation. 

Engaging in small talk they fulfilled the Kurdish customs of asking about each other’s families while the tea was being served. As soon as the soldier serving the tea left. Hameed, the Kurdish commander, knew the Englishman would want to get straight to the point, but wouldn’t want to offend by raising the issue. He took the initiative and cut straight to the point.

“So,” Hameed began, “what brings you here?”

Steve Chambers paused momentarily. He knew what he had to say was vital even, but also ‘diplomatically delicate’.

“I’ll get right to it Hameed,” he began, “you deserve that much, “ he replaced the glass the tea had been in onto the tray, the soldier re-appeared to take the glasses away, as soon as he disappeared Steve started.

“You heard about the kidnapping in Zakho last week?” He saw the embarrassed look on Hameed’s face. It said it all. The Kurds were seriously embarrassed about ISIS snatching a group of foreigners from their turf, but Steve waited for a reply.

“Yes,” Hameed replied sheepishly, “a huge embarrassment for my people. We think they took them towards Mosul, but other than that, we don’t really know where.” Hameed thought he knew what was coming next and was dreading it. The diplomats had been screaming at them since the day the Kidnapping happened. No one wanted the confrontation it would bring. A bloodbath where the hostages and a good many Kurdish soldiers, men and women with families, would die in a hail of bullets, and all so the politicians could feel good at not giving in to terrorists!

“Actually, Hameed” Steve wore a slight smile. “I’ve come to tell you not to worry. We’ve found the compound. “ Rising from the rug, he walked over to the map. Hameed followed.

“Where?” 

“North, north of Mosul,” Steve began, pointing to a point on the map. “About fifteen kilometres northwest of the city boundary, near this village,” he tapped the map, “a place called Tel Afar.”

“That’s what, thirty kilometres from here?” Hameed drew closer. They were both only about twelve inches from the map and staring intensely at the area Steve showed. “I suppose you’ll need ground support, then.” It was more a statement than a question.

Steve waited a few seconds, letting the tension build. Both of them knew the Kurds were just itching for this fight, but both knew one wrong move could cost dearly.

“Not really,” Steve began, “at least that’s what I’ve been told to tell you. We’ve already got a recce unit on the ground. They should be there, at the compound that is within the next two
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