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ONE

You cannot apply to become a Ghost.

They find you …

And find him they had, recruited him right out of the Navy SEALs so he could wind up here, in South America, on a search and rescue mission for a CIA operations officer abducted only hours ago by Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia, more concisely known as FARC.

During the past year, this revolutionary group had violated their cease-fire agreement with the government. They were back to drug smuggling, acts of terrorism, and kidnapping, which was why former Command Master Chief, now Captain, Andrew Ross was crouched beneath a thick canopy of palm fronds, about to order his Ghost team to attack –

When a gunshot cracked to the east. Remington MSR. Sniper rifle. Fired by one of the AFEUR guys.

The Agrupación de Fuerzas Especiales Antiterroristas Urbanas was the Colombian Army’s special forces group that had first responded to the abduction. They had twelve operators working with Ross’s four-man squad, and one of those boys had just blown their ambush.

‘Pepper, SITREP!’ Ross cried into the boom mike at his lips.

‘Hey, it wasn’t me,’ answered Master Sergeant Robert ‘Pepper’ Bonifacio.

‘He’s in your zone. You got eyes on him?’

‘Negative!’

The sniper rifle boomed once more, echoing across the valley and sending chills ripping up Ross’s spine.

‘Ghost Lead, this is Kozak. I got the drone on our sniper. He fired in reflex ’cause he’s dead. They cut his throat.’

Ross lifted his voice: ‘All right, Pepper? 30K? We’re moving in. Kozak, you hold back with the drone. Let’s go!’

As he sprang to his feet, Ross switched to the command net and spoke in Spanish to his counterpart, an AFEUR captain named Jiménez. ‘One of your snipers is dead. We need a squad in there to take out those troops on the west side.’

‘Roger, Captain. I’ll send them now.’

The FARC outpost where the CIA officer was being held lay on Colombia’s southwest coast, between the ramshackle villages of San Antonio, Las Juntas, and Aguaclara, all captured like insects within the web of Valle del Cauca’s mountainous jungle and the coca fields hidden within.

A storm system had just passed through, and the jungle’s hot breath rose and hissed from the damp earth as Ross sprinted toward the collection of tin-roofed shacks and lean-tos, partially obscured by enormous fronds. The stench of mold, rotting wood and gasoline grew thicker as he rounded the next knot of trees then hunkered down just twenty meters away from the clearing. Ahead lay five mud-covered jeeps, along with three flatbed trucks probably manufactured in the 1960s, an automotive graveyard if you didn’t know better.

Automatic weapons fire flashed and resounded from behind those trucks, drawing a string of short-circuiting wires in the late-afternoon gloom. Ross reached into his web gear, reared back and let fly a sensor grenade.

Once the grenade hit the ground behind the vehicles, the exact positions of the hostiles appeared in his Cross-Com’s heads-up display, targets marked by flashing red outlines of the figures, with data automatically sent to the other Ghosts, their own combination monocle-earpiece and microphones allowing them to mark the targets, hear his reports, and respond in kind. What’s more, the Cross-Coms weren’t the only technological trick up their sleeves. The team’s initial recon of the outpost had been conducted by Staff Sergeant John Dimitri Kozak, the youngest operator and self-professed technophile who loved commanding their Unmanned Aerial Vehicle (UAV). More sophisticated than its predecessor, the Cypher drone, this new UAV’s quad rotors rotated downward and turned into wheels so it could land and rumble along for an even quieter and stealthier approach on targets.

At the moment, though, Kozak had the drone in the air for overwatch, and his voice cut through the team net, burred with anxiety: ‘No movement from within the shacks. Something’s wrong. They’re not moving the package.’

Before Ross could comment on that, the AFEUR men, along with Pepper and 30K, returned fire on the rebels behind the vehicles, the barrage of rounds thumping and ricocheting off the jeeps, windows shattering and tires whooshing flat. The AFEUR troops were fielding TAR-21 Israeli bullpup rifles using standard 5.56mm NATO rounds. That distinctive thunder stood in sharp juxtaposition with the FARC rebels’ Chinese-made AK-47s that popped in reply.

Noting the hostiles IDed by the sensor grenade, Ross peered out from behind the trees, and the images of his teammates now shimmered in his HUD, green outlines superimposed over the surrounding jungle, along with blue outlines representing the Colombian SF squads.

Well, Major Scott Mitchell had been right. This sure as hell was an ‘interesting’ first mission for Ross, who’d just gone through the selection and qualification phases of becoming a Ghost, even after surviving the rigors of a career in the SEALs, beginning with preindoctrination and the infamous Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL training (BUD/S).

Ross recalled the welcome letter from Mitchell, the explanation of how the D Company, First Battalion, Fifth Special Forces Group had been deactivated, with the Ghosts reassigned to the newly formed Group for Specialized Tactics (GST) and Mitchell promoted to serve as its commanding officer. There’d been some mention of a Joint Strike Force that would one day comprise all branches of the service, with test operations beginning at the unit level, mostly notably within the GST. In fact, Ross was one of the first non-Army operators to become a Ghost, and it was with some trepidation that he took on the role of a Ghost Lead to command three members from the US Army’s Special Forces. In the field it was all business, but during downtime, well, he feared their interservice rivalry would reach new heights. So far everyone had been cool, utterly professional, but he was waiting for the bomb to drop and for the team to give him a nickname that he would hate more than terrorists, reality TV, and Cupcake, his ex-wife’s ferocious white Chihuahua.

‘I’m moving up,’ he announced. ‘Cover me now!’ With that, he sprang from the mushy ground, weaving a serpentine path along the perimeter, elbowing past vines and ducking beneath low-hanging branches with raindrops threatening to fall from them like hot wax dripping from a candle. He was drenched in sweat now, his mouth salty, his eyes burning. He ignored his pulse ringing in his ears and was all about the course ahead, cutting, weaving again, sidestepping, and bounding over two fallen logs whose bark was flaking off like sunburn. His boots made sucking noises in the mud, and for a moment his vision blurred and returned as he blinked away more sweat and crossed beneath a stand of wax palms.

He broke from there to a small clearing and the nearest shack, where three of the FARC rebels had assumed defensive positions beside a wall that resembled a quilt of cannibalized sheet metal with fading soda company logos.

One of the rebels glanced back.

Ross lifted his HK416 assault rifle, the same one he carried as a member of the United States Naval Special Warfare Development Group, also known as DEVGRU. Like the AFEUR team’s rifles, his thirty-round magazine was loaded with 5.56mm NATO rounds, and he was about to express deliver some flaming hot lead to these rebels –

When Kozak’s voice buzzed through his earpiece: ‘Ghost Lead! Get down! Got three behind you!’

Ross hit the deck. Craned his neck.

And his HUD lit up like the Vegas strip.
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TWO

Kozak was perched about halfway up the mountain overlooking the FARC outpost, and he had a clean line of sight on the shacks and trucks.

With the drone crawler’s remote clutched in his hands, he gaped at the LED screen showing the drone’s point of view: Ross had just hit the deck and activated his optical camouflage. The team’s fatigues, boots, gloves, scarves – everything – were made of a meta-material specially engineered to reflect the current environment. The drawback was that you had to remain perfectly still; movement produced a visible distortion as the system’s microprocessor attempted to catch up. Moreover, the report of your weapon would send reverberations through your body that often deactivated the system.

‘Ghost Lead, I have you covered,’ Kozak said, taking the drone into a nosedive, then flying in and out of trees until he reached an opening in the brush. He brought the drone down, the quad rotors rolling into tire position, and thump, she was on the ground, speeding up behind the three FARC rebels who were jogging toward Ross.

Kozak switched on the drone’s speaker and spoke into the remote’s built-in microphone: ‘Oo ti blya, golova, kak obezyaniya jopah.’

If the FARC rebel who spun around had grown up in Little Odessa, Brooklyn, and been the son of Russian immigrants, then he would’ve understood Kozak’s words: Your face looks like a monkey’s ass.

But the rebel did not share Kozak’s background. And getting his attention was all Kozak needed. The bearded rebel took aim at the little ‘toy’ rolling toward him –

And that’s when Kozak thumbed the touchscreen and launched the drone right into the man’s face, knocking him to the ground, a triplet of gunfire erupting from his AK, his two comrades crying out and turning back to see what had happened.

‘Get ’em now, boss!’ Kozak cried.

It was, in Kozak’s young mind, a perfect marriage of technology and tenacity, with the drone diverting the rebels and clearing the way for Ross to attack. Indeed, Ross fired three rounds – perfect head shots that dropped the targets nearly in unison, as though they were androids controlled by a single power supply that had suddenly been cut.

‘Get that drone back in the air,’ Ross ordered, bolting off toward the shacks.

‘Roger that.’ Kozak flew the drone straight up above the canopy and once more began sweeping the entire perimeter. ‘The Colombians have their squad attacking in the west,’ he reported. ‘I got eyes on about ten guys around the shacks, marking them now. Still no sign of the package.’

The drone’s computer picked out and highlighted each of the targets and updated their positions every one-hundredth of a second. Kozak wasn’t sure what he liked more: providing overwatch and intel with the drone (which in his youthful twenty-six-year-old mind gave him major baller status) or actually being in the shit and firing the guns (which was equally awesome). He figured he’d catch hell from Ross later for that stunt with the drone, but he’d argue that he had just been improvising, not trying to show off, not trying to perform some feat of heroism. They had the technology – why not put it to good use with a little old school demolition derby?

A rustle of leaves from behind, followed by the sudden rhythm of footfalls, had him turning, tucking the remote into his web gear, activating his camouflage, and holding still –

Just as two dark-faced rebels wearing boonie hats approached from the east, one grunting in Spanish, ‘I heard him up here, somewhere.’ The other used his free arm to hold back some fronds while he and his comrade drew closer.

Kozak adjusted his grip on the rifle, a Remington ACR with suppressor, well suited for jungle ops like this one.

He held his breath. Time slowed. Sounds congealed into one another like pieces of clay to form one constant: the beating of his heart. The men drew closer. He could ambush them now, but in the second he killed one, the other could get off a shot.

Don’t move, he ordered himself.

‘Being a great warrior isn’t just being a good killer. It’s knowing when to pull the trigger, and when to shake a hand. It’s doing what it takes to win.’

Kozak’s father, Leonid, who’d remained behind in Russia, had said that after learning his son wanted to join the Army. And while Kozak hadn’t realized it then, he understood now that being a successful Special Forces operator required just that: knowing when. And the only people who’d ever witness his decisions, good and bad, would be his teammates. They were, in truth, the audience he needed to please. You didn’t become a Ghost to get famous – that was for sure. ‘Credit is failure,’ Major Mitchell had told them time and again. You became a Ghost because you wanted to serve, you wanted to make sure that all those kids who’d suffered through 9/11, those kids who’d lost their families, would never, ever have to go through something like that again. Someone had to do the job, someone who would not lead an ordinary life. Kozak had always known he would be a soldier. He had the Russian fighting spirit in his blood and the love for America in his heart and soul. He was a Russian-American. He was proud.

‘There he is! Right there!’ cried one of the rebels.

Whether he’d been shaking unconsciously or his optical camouflage system had malfunctioned, Kozak wasn’t sure. That he would die in the next heartbeat was absolutely certain –

Unless he sprang up, took his chances, and fired.
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THREE

Pepper had a feeling the two rebels who’d broken off from their buddies on the east side of the outpost were aware of Kozak’s position. He also noted that the drone was now on autopilot, conducting a series of slow passes along the perimeter out to the river, wheeling around like a lost buzzard without a meal, which all meant that Kozak’s attention had been diverted.

Pepper’s teammates didn’t call him ‘Old Reliable’ because he was a self-indulgent slacker; no, when he had a hunch, he paid attention to it because years of combat experience had taught him to ‘read the signs’ and ‘watch the skies’ in order to better sense danger. These were a hunter’s instincts, forged over decades in the field.

His Remington M24A2 sniper rifle was now trained on the mountain behind him, and his Cross-Com’s HUD picked out the two men, with Kozak huddled across the clearing, presumably under his camouflage.

Pepper adjusted his aim, the reticule now floating over one rebel’s head.

The moment was before him, the moment he liked most about the job. 30K had once asked him to explain it:

‘You know, that moment just before you take the shot. When it’s all lined up and perfect. When you know everybody did their part just right, and you own that battlefield. Then you pull the trigger, and it all goes to hell anyway.’

They’d never laughed so hard because they’d both been there, done that, understood the blood, sweat and tears the way only other brothers in arms could. And 30K appreciated Pepper’s fatalistic sense of humor the way others did not.

And here it was, once again, that perfect moment.

He took in a deep breath.

Yep, it looked like the skinny Russian kid from Brooklyn was a goner if old Pepper didn’t loan him some lead.

Why Kozak was crouching there and letting them get so close in the first place was beyond Pepper. Was he just taunting them or hoping not to give up his location? Damned brave or damned stupid. Hard to tell which. Maybe some new-school tactic that the kid had invented, a tactic that Pepper’s old-school head just couldn’t wrap around.

For just a second, the enormity of the task struck Pepper. Maybe he was just getting old (thirty-nine was certainly north of spring chicken territory), or maybe he was just appreciating his life a whole lot more …

As a kid, he’d never been sure what he wanted to do. He did know he did not want to own a gas station like his pop had, and he certainly did not want to be a construction foreman like his stepfather, Connor. By the time he was eighteen, Pepper figured he’d do a stint in the Army, since no one at home was volunteering to help pay for college and an education was the only way to escape.

The rest was history, his life in perfect order now: the feel of the trigger beneath his gloved hand, the bullet drop calculated, the body as silent and still as any predator.

Thor’s hammer struck the mountainside as the rifle went off and a .300 Winchester Magnum belted bottlenecked rifle cartridge removed the boonie hat from the FARC rebel, along with most of his head. At the same time, Kozak was up, cutting loose a salvo into the chest of the second rebel, who staggered drunkenly back until he crumpled in the underbrush.

‘Dang, Pepper, nice shot,’ said Kozak.

Pepper was about to open his mouth, when a barrage of small arms fire ripped into the trees around him, sending him to the deck hollering, ‘Little help!’
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FOUR

There was no man that Sergeant First Class Jimmy ‘30K’ Ellison respected more than Pepper. He was ferociously loyal to his friend and teammate and had sworn a personal oath to always have his back.

So the second that Pepper sounded the alarm, 30K broke off from his position near the shacks and hauled ass toward the combatants behind the trucks, the ones laying down heavy fire on Pepper’s position.

Now you couldn’t blame his youth (he was just twenty-eight) on what he was about to do. And you couldn’t blame it on him being some crazy farm boy who hailed from Alma, Arkansas, although the latter was true. This wasn’t something rash or reckless, over the top or insane, no.

It was just him being him. Not a reckless kid whose father had abandoned him. Not a warmongering maniac with a Stoner 63 light machine gun clutched in his grip, although, once again, the latter was true.

‘Ain’t no such thing as style points, kid,’ he’d once told Kozak. ‘You do what you gotta do to get it done. The rest is just details.’

30K’s Cross-Com pinpointed the locations of the four rebels strung out near the trucks, cutting loose with their rifles then dropping to cover like carnival targets.

Man, these were off the shelf, generic brand cowards, the kind that 30K neither feared nor respected. Worthy adversaries needed to prove their mettle, and these clowns couldn’t even earn his pity. He raced up behind them and hollered, ‘Hey, pendejos!’

He gritted his teeth, leveled his rifle on them as they turned, then the rat-tat-tat of his Stoner delivered their last rites more powerfully than any trailer park preacher 30K had ever seen or heard.

‘Learn how to fight like men,’ he spat, then spoke into his Cross-Com. ‘You’re clear, Pepper.’

‘Thanks, bro.’

‘Guys, this is Ghost Lead. Rally on the biggest shack out back, near the river. Got four targets holding there, with a fifth inside, not moving. Could be the package.’

‘Ghost Lead, 30K here. I can see the shack from my position. I’m going in.’

‘Roger that.’

One day 30K would learn some humility. Probably wouldn’t be today. Or tomorrow.

Pepper said he hated going to bars with him because there’d always be a fight, but when there was, 30K was the guy you wanted around. Hey, it wasn’t his fault. If someone called him a hick or a redneck, he’d turn up the Southern accent, flex his hands into fists, and set them straight the hard way. He wasn’t an evil guy, just evil-minded for the sake of saving lives. He hadn’t spent a lifetime blowing up mailboxes and frogs, only most of his childhood. He knew the names of every principal from every school he’d been kicked out of because he kept the list in his wallet. These were the men who’d doubted him, who’d thought he didn’t have what it took. They were just like his father. They didn’t want him around. Was he psychologically scarred? Was he mentally and emotionally handicapped? Hell, no. He was just pissed off. But when he’d joined the Army, he’d learned order and discipline and had earned the respect of the men in his company. His colleagues and superior officers would often ask why he carried that chip on his shoulder, why he was so angry at the world. And he’d say, ‘Hey, it ain’t me! It’s the world!’ Damned fate had dealt him a shitty hand as a kid. He’d never win the Mr Personality Award. But look where he was now.

Was he too cocky? Too confident? Well, if he were writing the Special Forces training manuals, he’d start every chapter with the reminder that you must believe in yourself and your team. You had to visualize the victory and make it real before it happened. And if that was being too cocky, then he was guilty as charged. If you were going in for brain surgery, which doctor would you pick: the one who said she was pretty sure she could help you. Or the one who said, ‘I’m going to fix you.’

Enough said.

30K chose a path that wound eastward along the mottled, oily waters of the river. He remained about ten meters from the tiny continents of lily pads clustering along the shoreline as he closed in on the shack that Ross had identified. The structure was about ten meters wide, forty long, built like an old barn or shed with wide gaps between the wall beams, certainly not a living structure but perhaps a heavy equipment storage house or repair shop or something. The tin roof was alive with crawling vines, and they reminded 30K of an earlier observation he’d made – that there had to be more than a thousand shades of green in this jungle. There were greens the color of baseball fields, greens the color of flak jackets and Christmas trees and berets. He saw a bird so green that its feathers seemed made of crystal backlit by LEDs. Sure, he’d been in South America on several other ops, but never in this part of Colombia. Too bad he didn’t have more time to hike up the river, find some local girls and have a beer.

A familiar whirring at his left shoulder sent his gaze skyward: the drone. Kozak had his back now and even reminded him of that. ‘Come on, big brother, move it!’ With that, the drone raced forward. 30K cursed and stormed after it. He’d been calling Kozak his ‘little brother’ for a while now because he knew the string bean didn’t like it. Hey, if it made the guy with the funny accent work a little harder to prove himself and step out of his big brother’s shadow, then rock on, that was fine with 30K. He’d appointed himself the team’s morale officer, pushing everyone to new heights because he enjoyed the hell out of annoying them, and the better they were, the better he was – meaning they all had a better chance of staying alive.

With the tables turned now and 30K sprinting madly to prove himself, he had red-zoned his heart by the time he reached the edge of the forest to spy on the four guards posted near the back of the shack. They had crouched down, rifles raised, their eyes intently panning along the clearing and probing farther out, into the deep maw of tangled branches.

‘Marked four,’ said Ross.

30K’s Cross-Com shimmered with the targets. He lifted his rifle. Took a breath. He had a bead on the first one and practised panning right to the second. No scope on his Stoner. Just experience and instincts. ‘Got two, just right of the door,’ he told Ross.

‘Gotcha. On three.’

30K would remark later that, yes, it had been his fault. He’d been a little too eager.

Ross never made it to three. By the time the word ‘two’ left his lips, 30K had already opened fire.

‘Damn it, I said three!’ cried Ross not a second after 30K had taken out his two guards.

30K saw them now, the other two FARC rebels, the ones Ross was supposed to drop. Both charged inside the shack, where that unmoving third target had remained.

‘Uh, sorry, boss, not much of a math guy.’

‘Great,’ said Ross. ‘Now it gets fun. Pepper? Kozak? You cover the exits. 30K? Get over here. You’re taking point.’

Oh, well, he was in trouble now. He rushed up to the shack’s wall, then shadow-hugged the wood, slipping his way to the corner, wary of more contacts. Every footstep was measured, his gaze flicking between the ground and the wall, making sure he didn’t do something stupid like trip and give up his location. He turned and met up with Ross near the main door, which was actually a pair of doors, cracked open a few inches.

Ross raised an index finger with one hand, cupped his hand to his ear with the other. He nodded over something, then reported over the team net. ‘AFEUR guys report the rest of the rebels have fled back into the jungle. Hold fire.’

After that, Ross nodded and rolled left beside the door, rifle at the ready. He gave 30K the hand signal: Go!

But 30K frowned as he drifted closer to the doors, stealing a look inside.

What he saw made him recoil. ‘Whoa …’

Ross had tugged free a flash bang grenade, and 30K turned back, put his hand over the boss’s, and shook his head.

‘What?’

‘Take a look.’
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FIVE

‘Aw, hell,’ grunted Ross.

At least fifty plastic gasoline containers lined the shack’s rear wall. To the right were bushel baskets brimming with almond-shaped coca leaves, stacked as high as refrigerators. Six or seven wheelbarrows filled with what might have been salt or limestone were parked across from the stacks, and at least twenty or more oil drums formed two rows down the center of the shack, as though they were stacked on the deck of a cargo ship. Still more containers with labels that read SULFURIC ACID and SODIUM PERMANGANATE sat on wooden shelves buckling under their weight. Beneath them were piles of brand-new microwaves still in their boxes.

‘Well, they ain’t making burritos,’ said 30K.

Ross knew all about the infamous cocaine labs of Colombia and how these guys needed about 1,000 kilos of coca leaves to yield just a kilo of paste or 2.2 pounds. That’s why they needed so many bushels of leaves, and the process for making cocaine was painstaking, the materials highly flammable. Drawing gunfire, let alone tossing in a grenade, might send them all into low earth orbit.

‘Kozak, get the drone over here, crawler mode.’

Even as the UAV came over the rooftop, quadrotors humming, a rustling along a rise to their south had Ross scanning the tree line, where his Cross-Com showed the blue silhouettes of the AFEUR troops, establishing a perimeter. Nothing would leave the shack, nothing that remained alive anyway.

‘Ghost Lead, Pepper. We’re secure out here. Clear to do your thing.’

The drone landed not a meter from Ross and rolled toward the doors. 30K opened one door wide enough for the crawler to roll through.

‘Show it to me, Kozak.’

A window opened in Ross’s HUD, and the camera view and data bars from the drone crackled to life. Superimposed over the video was a wireframe representation of the shack, with dimensions displayed and the drone’s coordinates scrolling below as it advanced.

‘Good,’ said Ross. ‘Put me on the speaker.’

‘In three, two, one, and you’re live,’ announced Kozak.

Ross cleared his throat and spoke in Spanish. ‘Listen up, boys. Your comrades have gone home for dinner. We have this area secured. You can’t run. So you know the drill. Put down your weapons and come out slowly with your hands behind your heads. You do that, and you won’t get hurt. You play games, and I’ll kill you.’

The crawler rolled farther into the shack, past the stacks of oil drums to an open area beyond, where in the light of a single flashlight sitting on the floor appeared a figure sitting in a chair, hands bound behind the back, a cowl of some sort pulled over the head. The image was too grainy to make any further distinctions. At either side of the prisoner were the guards, one with a pistol to the man’s head.

‘Ghost Lead, Kozak. What do you think?’

‘Get in a little closer.’

Kozak complied, advancing another meter with the drone.

‘Hold on a second,’ said Ross, getting a better look at the prisoner.

‘Don’t come any closer,’ shouted one of the rebels, a clean-shaven man with thick eyebrows and several missing teeth. ‘You know what we’ll do!’

‘Kozak, get the drone out of there.’

‘Say again?’

‘You heard me. Back off.’ Ross faced 30K and shook his head. ‘That’s not our guy. Too small. This is a bullshit diversion to stall us. Our package is already on the move …’

‘Either way, they got a prisoner. Intel said our CIA guy wasn’t the only one in the car.’

As the drone rolled out of the shack and past them, Ross knew they were out of time.

‘Ghost Lead, Pepper. I dropped another sensor just outside the shack. Signal’s clean. I can take out the guy with the pistol – right through the wall.’

Ross smiled inwardly. This was why he’d become a Ghost – to work with aggressive, creative operators from all branches of the service who could teach him their tactics, techniques and procedures, the good old TTPs of any good operation. Like him, Pepper was an old salt who’d mopped up bloody operations in Sangin, hunted bomb makers in Waziristan, and danced around the conflicting orders between higher and intelligence offices like the CIA. His experience had taught him to always be thinking ahead and keep the mission tempo high by not succumbing to the deep bitterness and cynicism that could easily rule your life.

‘Pepper, this is Ghost Lead. You’re the man.’

‘Roger that.’

Ross looked at 30K but continued speaking to Pepper. ‘Now can you count to three?’

Pepper gave a snort. ‘No problem, boss.’

‘Okay, then. Here we go.’
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SIX

Pepper steeled himself and was just a breath away from firing. The target’s head was perfectly centered beneath his crosshairs, and the M24A2 felt magnificent in his hands.

Unlike his trigger-happy colleague, 30K, Pepper floated on waves of calm and silence – until Ross counted down …

And then it was game on.

He pulled the trigger. The round left his rifle at 990 meters per second and with an awe-inspiring report that woke something primitive inside, as though the spirits of his ancestors – those warring tribes in Europe who had worn leather plates for armor and who had fought with spears and halberds – were lifting their battle cries within the echoing shot.

Before Pepper could take in his next breath, the rebel holding the pistol fell back and away.

‘Target down,’ he reported.

Ross sighted the second man as Pepper’s target thumped to the dirt floor. Two rounds leaped from Ross’s HK and drummed the rebel into the back wall as Ross rushed forward with 30K in tow. They charged across the shack, reached the prisoner, and Ross immediately pulled the cowl from the man’s face.

Nope, not their guy.

‘Who are you?’ Ross asked in Spanish.

The middle-aged man with the thick mustache and the paunch hanging over his belt looked sweaty and terrified, his thinning hair flying in all directions. ‘Don’t kill me, please!’

‘Answer the question!’

‘I’m Raul Morales. I drive a taxi in Bogotá.’

Ross softened his tone. ‘Well, Raul, we’re the good guys.’ He pulled from his pocket his Ghost Recon skull patch and reverse-print American flag. ‘See?’

‘Sir, this one’s still alive,’ said 30K, hovering over the soldier Ross had just shot. 30K grabbed the man by the jaw. ‘Where did they take him?’

The rebel’s eyes were tearing, his fatigues darkening with blood. He sounded as though he were breathing through a straw, and his head began jerking involuntarily as his lungs began to collapse.

Ross moved in beside 30K and stared hard at the man. ‘Listen to me. You’re going to die. If you believe in God, then maybe he’ll forgive you – if you help us. Now, where did they take him?’

The man opened his mouth. ‘Timbiqui.’

‘What?’ 30K asked.

Ross and 30K exchanged a frown.

‘Timbiqui is a town about eighty kilometers south,’ said the cabdriver. ‘I ought to know. I was born there.’

‘He could be lying,’ said 30K.

‘I don’t think so,’ said Raul. ‘Los Rastrojos do a lot of shipping out of there. They use the rivers. If they wanted to keep him on the move, it’s a very good place to take him.’

Los Rastrojos. Ross had heard that name before. They were a neo-paramilitary organization, basically a private army commanded by a warlord. During the FARC’s cease-fire with the government, Los Rastrojos had moved in and struck up a deal. Some called them a ‘narcogang,’ others a fully-fledged cartel. They were now allied with the FARC to produce and export cocaine and heroin to the international markets. Initially, the group and the FARC had fought against each other; however, like many criminal organizations, their mutual enemy was the government. Like Colombia’s own military, they fielded the Galil assault rifle, originally made in Israel but produced under a license by Indumil, a Colombian weapons manufacturer headquartered in Bogotá. The standard assault rifle’s 5.56mm cartridge would make it hard to distinguish between them and friendly forces – not exactly welcome news.

‘The man you were driving … was he ever here?’ Ross demanded.

‘Yes, he was with me. Then we were separated maybe an hour ago. I heard the trucks leaving.’

‘Hold here a minute,’ said Ross, then he sprinted out of the hut, calling Captain Jiménez along the way. The SF officer met him near the front doors.

Jiménez narrowed his gaze and backhanded sweat from his bald pate. ‘He’s still on the move, isn’t he?’

‘Timbiqui. Can we get some air assets to cut them off?’

‘Pretty remote. No LZ in the mangroves, and I’m sure they’re nowhere near the local airport.’

‘Fast rope some guys in there?’

‘We’d need exact GPS coordinates first.’

Ross cursed.

‘Look, Captain, even if there was an LZ, it’d take them a couple of hours – if the weather holds, which it won’t. There’s another storm moving in.’

‘What else we got? Coast Guard?’

‘The Marine commando teams, along with some of your DEA advisors, are always running patrols through there. I could call them in, but I think we’d scare off our boys. They could panic and kill your man.’

‘So then we just drive.’

‘Yes.’

Ross considered that. The Ghosts and the AFEUR team had left their Humvees and the old M35 cargo truck a few hundred meters south of the main trail leading into the valley. Kozak could put the drone up ahead, depending upon how much battery life he had in the main and spare cells.

Then again, the rebels would have at least a couple of hours’ head start. They had probably reached Timbiqui about now, if Raul’s estimates were correct, and they could already be moving yet again, perhaps smuggling their package down to a boat.

Time to call higher for a little backup – but no, they would not break off the pursuit.

‘Do you agree?’ Jiménez asked.

Ross nodded. ‘Let’s get back to the trucks and saddle up.’
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SEVEN

The Group for Specialized Tactics had a streamlined organizational structure to ensure that communication was swift and clear. As Ross and every other Special Forces operator well knew, intel could go stale in a day, an hour, a minute, so it was vital for the group’s command structure to stay lean.

To that end, Major Scott Mitchell was Ross’s sole commander, and Mitchell reported directly to US Special Operations Command/Joint Special Operations Command. Colonel David Evans was the primary liaison between JSOC and Mitchell, ensuring that budgets and bureaucracy did not interfere with the operational arm. To a former command master chief SEAL like Ross who’d spent the better part of his career navigating through a gauntlet of bureaucracies to get his job done, this was, in no uncertain terms, a dream come true.

While Pepper drove and the caravan of four Humvees and the M35 headed south along a heavily rutted dirt road for the town with the semi-pronounceable name, Ross had a tablet computer with satellite link balanced on his lap. He’d established a secure link to GST headquarters at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, and a window had opened to the major’s desk. Mitchell had a touch of gray at his temples and a few wrinkles and scars on his face; otherwise you’d swear he was still a twenty-five-year-old operator, as hard-core and gung ho as his first day with the Ghosts. Ross had seen pictures of Mitchell when the man was younger, and the major resembled the type of guy you’d see on a baseball card, youthful and intense. A few of the Ghost trainees had shared stories of the major’s exploits, rumors mostly, but there was an early mission in the Philippines where Mitchell had been stabbed with a unique, multibladed sword constructed in the shape of a Chinese character, and Mitchell had a scar of that same character on his chest. Someday Ross would ask him about that.

‘Hello, Guardian,’ Ross said, using Mitchell’s call sign for the mission, even though this was a video call. Better to be too formal than too casual with superior officers.

‘Good to see you, Delta Dragon,’ Mitchell said with a knowing grin. ‘Our Key Hole satellite from the NRO is still out of range. They’ll need at least another fifteen minutes. Some pretty dense canopy down there, though, so I’m not sure what kind of images we’ll get.’

‘I know, sir, but it’s worth a shot. Just need to get that bird in position before the storm moves through. After that, all bets are off.’

Mitchell nodded. ‘Now I understand it got a little loud down there.’

Ross winced. ‘One of our AFEUR teammates was compromised and inadvertently fired a round.’

‘You put that very carefully.’

Ross shrugged. ‘I’m the new guy – and this wasn’t the first impression I wanted to make.’

Mitchell steepled his fingers and sighed. ‘So the shot went off, and it all went to hell from there.’

‘Not exactly.’

‘Ross, the Ghosts are about maximum impact with zero footprint.’

‘Absolutely, sir.’

‘You told me this was exactly what you wanted, that you needed to be a Ghost more than anything right now. I believed you. I still believe you – and I’m counting on you to get this done. So are the Secretary of Defense and the National Command Authority.’

Ross’s breathing grew shallow. ‘I understand, sir. I won’t let you down.’

‘Good.’

‘Sir, we get anything more on Delgado?’

Mitchell made a face, that same one he’d made during the first briefing in the isolation chamber back at Fort Bragg. ‘Langley won’t confirm a damned thing. Unfortunately there’s no love lost between us.’

Ross repressed his grin.

It was no secret that one of Mitchell’s operations in southern Afghanistan had got him caught between his orders and a clandestine operation being carried out by the CIA. He’d almost gone up on murder charges until the spooks’ little conspiracy backfired in their faces. And here they were now, trying to bail out the same agency that had almost hung Mitchell.

Trying not to sound as though he were prying, Ross said, ‘Sir, Langley could’ve sent in their own S and R team for this. So I’m still asking the same questions I had before we left: What was Delgado’s mission? Why is he so important? I mean, come on, they owe us that much, don’t they?’

‘He’s a spy working in Colombia. What more do you need?’

‘With all due respect, sir, it’s never that simple.’

A gleam lit Mitchell’s eyes, as though he were proud of Ross for prying. ‘All right. It’s not much, but Delgado’s been in South America for the past ten years. He’s one of the Agency’s most valuable agents in Colombia. This, of course, I got off the record. Colonel Evans says there might be something more because the secretary made a point of requesting us to get this job done.’

‘Fair enough, sir.’

‘I’ll be in touch when the NRO has our bird ready.’

‘Roger that, sir. Thank you, sir.’

Ross nearly lost his grip on the tablet as they hit a pothole and he thumbed off the link.

Pepper looked at him and cocked a brow, hazel eyes flashing beneath his salt-and-pepper crew cut. ‘Mitchell’s a good guy, a straight shooter.’

‘He would’ve been a great Navy SEAL.’

‘Somehow I don’t think that bothers him.’

They exchanged a grin, then Pepper said, ‘That was some good work back there.’

‘Good work?’ Ross snorted. ‘It never goes as planned, does it?’

‘Why should it? That’d be boring.’

Ross had to agree with that. ‘Well, thanks for the backup.’

‘That’s why I get the big bucks. So hey, you served with Matt Tanner?’

Ross glanced at Pepper and frowned
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