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​Foreword

 


The room was dark, the air sharp with the astringent
odor of iodine and warm electrical insulation. All that kept it
within bounds was the chilled air, which carried the metallic tang
of excessive aircon. The only lighting glowed from the monitors
that lined the walls. In front of each screen, a controller stared
at the moving images. Each controller held a joystick, and as they
manipulated the controls, the video image changed. A small town
appeared in the screen at the center of the room. A group of men,
some in uniform, had their eyes glued to the moving video. The town
grew larger, and a minaret appeared, and another.

"Is that the target?" a two-star general asked the
man holding the joystick.

"It's the target area, General Adams. We're
recording the images, and our analysts will study them for specific
target identification. If Caliph Ibrahim Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi is in
there, we'll either assign a Reaper to go in with a full load of
Hellfire missiles, or an F/A 18 strike."

"Should have done that in the first place," another
man grumbled, a civilian, sleek, trim and glossy. Brent Cross,
White House liaison. There was no doubt he had more clout than most
men in that room. At least, he was certain of that fact, even if
they weren't. "Fucking Caliph, he's a jumped up camel jockey."

"We discussed that, Sir, but the conclusion was we
needed to look at the video feed first. We don't want to send in a
fighter bomber to dump something like a nine-kilo MAC on the roof
of the village school."

"MAC?"

"Metal augmented charge, Sir. It utilizes oxygen
from the air to explode with an intense, high-temperature
explosion. It's awesome, Sir. You wouldn't want to hit the wrong
target."

The civilian muttered, "There isn't any wrong
target, not in that region." The rest of them politely ignored
him.

"Coming up on the target building now."

"Which building?"

"In the center of the screen, Mr. Cross, the
three-story building with a central courtyard. I'll try to...wait,
there's something wrong."

He wrestled with the controls, but it was obvious to
every man in the room he was fighting a losing battle. The image
was shaking violently, as if being tossed around in a storm. Yet
there was no storm. A red message flashed up on screen.

'Control malfunction! Control malfunction! Warning,
this unmanned aerial vehicle is about to go out of range.'

"Impossible!" the controller shouted into the
shocked silence, "We're uplinking and downlinking from a satellite.
It can't be out of range."

"What about a storm in the ionosphere?" General
Adams suggested, his voice calm, "That would explain it,
surely?"

"Negative, General, severe storms could cause us a
problem, but nothing like this. Besides, our computers show normal
conditions up in space. I don't understand it. We're..."

The screen went blank. They stood staring at it,
waiting for some miracle to happen, for the video feed to return.
There was no miracle. It didn't return.

"Can't they deal with this at our base in Baghdad?"
Cross asked, his voice incredulous, "They're on the spot. There
must be redundancies built into that Predator."

"There's nothing they can do," Adams told him, "All
they do is launch and recover. Once the bird's in the air, we
handle everything from here."

"Handle it? Is that what you call this fucking
fiasco? Has this ever happened before?" Cross shouted at the
shocked group. Intelligence and military men looked at each other,
and he expected them to say no; any other answer was unthinkable,
but their expressions gave him the answer he dreaded. He stared at
them, with all the power of his proximity to the President, "Tell
me, how many?"

A pause. It was the controller who answered, "Sir,
we know of two for certain. This makes three. There could be
others, but they were considered normal losses, due to weather and
malfunction."

"So you've lost three to unexplained causes. As well
as what you describe as 'normal losses.'"

"Yessir."

"Fuck," he muttered under his breath as he reached
for his cellphone.

"There's no signal in here," General Adams reminded
him.

He stared at the uniformed officer and nodded at the
blank screen. "I can see that, General. No signal worth a damn. Is
there a secure landline?" The man nodded, "Get me the
President."


​Chapter One

 


Northern Iraq, ten days later

 


He could smell them. Almost taste them. The desert
was empty for kilometers around, just the shimmer of the heat haze
in the distance, rippling over the high dunes. Remote, untouchable,
yet a tangible presence; they were out there, somewhere. The enemy
they must avoid at all costs. They were more than just an enemy,
more of a byword for bestial brutality, an army of rapists,
abusers, murderers, and torturers. Men, even women and boys, who
gloried in the blood of their victims, the blood of those
unfortunates who couldn't escape the tidal wave of horror that has
swept across the deserts of the ancient empires. Persia, Assyria,
several others, names now consigned to history.

Instead there was a new name. ISIS. Sweeping across
the Middle East, maniacs intent on creating an Islamic Caliphate at
all costs, a barbarous dictatorship to hold men and women in
religious slavery. Its people subjected to harsh and merciless
penalties for the smallest infraction of the medieval codes
invented at the whim of the Mullahs and Imams. They all knew if
they fell into the hands of these Islamic savages, their end would
be a long and terrible cry of agony.

Master Chief Will Bryce kept his eyes focused on the
narrow track they were following across Northern Iraq, heading for
the Syrian border. He stayed focused as the man in the rear of the
vehicle spoke.

“There's a town over there. It could be worth a
look. Besides, the wind’s picking up, the satellite forecast
indicates a sandstorm on the way. It would be a good place to
shelter.”

In the rear view mirror, he watched their passenger
working at his laptop. An Iridium satellite phone connected him via
a high-speed modem to the Internet, so he was able to connect to
any number of sources to monitor those external factors that
affected their mission. Bryce wondered if he'd recalled there were
other factors given to them at the briefing. Like not driving into
unknown towns. He glanced across to the right, where the track
forked to a huddle of stone buildings five or more kilometers
distant.

“They said to stay out of the towns, unless we could
be sure they're clear of hostiles.”

For a few moments, the man in back was silent as he
tapped on his keyboard. He was still typing when he spoke without
looking up.

"There’s nothing to suggest any kind of problem
around here. Our intel reports are all negative for hostile
activity in this region.” After a few moments he looked up and
glanced again at the town, “It sure looks quiet to me. No sign of
ISIS. I don't see a problem."

“They don’t advertise,” Bryce said, “What did you
think, they’d have flags hanging from the roofs and men racing
around in pickup trucks with heavy machine guns on the back?”

While he waited for the reply, he looked around
again in the direction of the distant town, more of a village. The
sun was still bright, and he had to squint to make out the shapes
of the buildings behind the confusion of heat haze. He wound down
the window and sniffed the dry, desert air, swallowing grains of
sand blown inside the vehicle by the rising wind. It did look like
a storm was gathering. Outside of the Land Rover, apart from the
long tail of sand thrown up in their wake, nothing moved. Which
didn't mean there was nothing out there.

“Sometimes they do,” the man with the laptop
answered, “We’ve all seen the newsreels.”

“Yeah, some of us have seen them for real. We also
have the scars to prove it.”

The man in the passenger seat let out a long sigh.
“Master Chief, you’re not the only one who’s been up against ISIS.
I took Alpha into Syria a few months back. We’re none of us
rookies.”

“I didn’t mean it like that, Lt. I know you’ve seen
action. We both have. But Mr. Cohagen is a civilian, and I doubt
he’s in a position to form an accurate assessment of the
opposition.”

Bryce heard the man in back cough. “Mr. Bryce, my
laptop has a direct link to Langley. It means I can access every
piece of data they have stored in their computers inside of a few
seconds. Including current intel on this region."

“It’s the information they don’t have stored in
their computers that worries me, Mr. Cohagen.”

​​ “He does have a point, Master
Chief,” he sounded irritated. Lieutenant Kurt Jenner's regular job
was heading up Seal Team Alpha. Like Will Bryce, from Bravo, CIA
had seconded him for this operation, and the two SEALs had a single
task, to ensure the safety of the man in back. Marv Cohagen, who
worked for Langley as a Signals Intelligence Analyst. He was tasked
with the job of locating U.S. drones that had gone missing in the
endless desert sands.

He was also a nerd, a total nerd. If it wasn't on
his laptop, it didn't exist. The world belonged to him, in binary
digits. Sadly, outside of his world, he was almost defenseless. The
original seven stone weakling. He wore thick plastic spectacles,
without which he was almost blind. If a couple of preschoolers ever
decided to seek out a candidate for a mugging, Cohagen would fit
the bill. When they met, he informed them proudly he'd just
completed his PhD thesis, and was only waiting for the award.

"It'll be Dr. Marv Cohagen after they approve my
thesis. My God, I feel so excited."

"Big fucking deal," Jenner had growled.

He looked hurt. "Yeah, well, it is to me."

Bryce almost felt sorry for the spook. He was out of
his depth, the first time in the field, and all he wanted was a pat
on the back instead of concentrating on his job. It was critical
they didn't mess up. The Agency had their asses kicked after the
recent loss of at least two drones to unknown causes. Drones they
were using to monitor the ISIS insurgency. There was a faint
possibility enemy action may have brought them down, although the
consensus at Langley was it was more likely to be a local problem.
Whatever the reason, they needed to get back their eyes in the sky.
With no way to monitor the enemy, they were blind. ISIS could, and
did run riot.

Suggestions for the drone losses ranged from
magnetic rock formations, to powerful and illegal radio
transmitters operating in the area. The only way to be sure was to
put someone on the ground to conduct a survey of the region. An
additional puzzle was the absence of any emergency transmissions.
The missing drones had beacons that they were listening for, so far
without success.

It could mean the unmanned aircraft had crashed,
been shot down, or brought down by other means. There was something
else. The drones hadn't just lost contact with their controllers.
They'd disappeared, vanished, vaporized, as if they'd never
existed, or fallen into a black hole in the desert; there were no
black holes in the desert. Even the emergency destruct mechanisms
didn't respond. Which meant they could have fallen into enemy
hands, although that was impossible, so the experts said. The
problem was, the experts just didn't know.

Their job was to uncover the truth. At least, that
was Cohagen's job as an analyst, using his laptop, satellite link,
and the sensors hidden in the safari-style roof rack of the Land
Rover SUV. Bryce and Lieutenant Jenner only had to keep him alive
long enough to report back his findings. The task was vital, no
question. The President himself had marked the operation as 'Most
Urgent.' It was also fraught with danger in such a volatile area,
hence the Agency's insistence on effective bodyguards, men who
could shoot straight and wouldn't be afraid to pull the trigger.
Yet they'd kept the operation slim, using the cover of an oilfield
survey team. With any luck, it would hold if people started asking
awkward questions.

The Agency put in a request to Vice-Admiral Drew
Jacks, head of SEAL operations at Coronado base in San Diego, for
two men to babysit their expert. Drew Jacks was the man who ran the
entire Seal operation at Coronado. The blonde, crew-cutted Admiral
was in his forties, short and bow-legged, yet broad shouldered and
fit after regular workouts with his men.

Jacks was a no-nonsense leader. He was also known to
be quick to refuse requests from his nominal superiors that made
little tactical or strategic sense. After careful consideration, he
decided this one was important enough to put his men into hostile
territory, behind enemy lines. He'd given the go ahead and selected
Lieutenant Jenner and Master Chief Bryce for the job, two men from
different Teams and part of his current program to encourage
inter-unit cooperation.

Will Bryce had extensive experience of undercover
operations, part of his job as second-in-command, SEAL Team Bravo.
Immensely strong and always dependable, the African American had a
huge body clad with slabs of hard muscle, the result of constant
physical training to keep him at the very peak of physical fitness
and skill. A man of massive strength and authority, he exuded an
inner confidence and power that was enough to serve as a warning to
those who would tangle with him.

Because of his long years of experience, it was not
unreasonable to assume the other two men would defer to his
extensive knowledge. No so Lieutenant Kurt Jenner, Commander of
SEAL Team Alpha. Jenner had his own ideas of how the operation
should proceed. With the Lieutenant in command, making every
decision.

Jenner looked very Germanic, perhaps a nod to his
distant ancestors who left their Bavarian homeland in the early
nineteenth century. Blonde hair in a Marine-length crew cut,
ice-blue eyes, and a sour, domineering expression some people found
arrogant. Even to the point of outright hostility. His men
sometimes referred to him as Himmler, although never to his face.
Nevertheless, he was successful as a SEAL commander, tough and
always tightly focused on his objective. He was ruthlessly
ambitious, and his operations returned a high rate of success; as
well as a high rate of casualties. Bryce's Team Bravo had a record
of looking after their personnel. It was possible Admiral Jacks
intended for Jenner to learn some of the lessons; although Will
Bryce privately considered it unlikely, like the row over their
choice of vehicle.

​​ Their cover was an exploration team
working for an oil company, IraqiTec. There were scores of such
outfits scouring the deserts, and they wouldn't look out of place.
Many used British-built Land Rover Defenders, the tough, go
anywhere SUV. Jenner wanted a Jeep Grand Cherokee.

"They're bigger, more comfortable, and they're the
equal of the Land Rover anytime." His face was set in a stubborn
scowl, "We'd be crazy to use anything else."

"Lt, most of the exploration outfits use the
Defender," he'd carefully explained, "We're supposed to look like
we belong in this place, and the Cherokee wouldn't hack it. A great
SUV, sure, but we'd stand out like a Muslim in a Synagogue."

Jenner gave him a nasty look. "As long as I get to
make the decisions, we'll drive American."

"Er, Lieutenant," Marv Cohagen intervened, "I've
been checking out the surveillance images online. He's right,
there're plenty of Defenders working for the oil outfits, but I
haven't seen a single Grand Cherokee."

Jenner had given him a sour glance. "If it means
that much to you, use what you want. A fucking Volkswagen Beetle if
you like."

"Er, a VW Beetle wouldn't really be..."

The Lieutenant had already walked away. The muttered
'fuck you' trailed in his wake. The Agency arranged to deliver the
Land Rover Defender the following day. They'd sprayed the bodywork
bright yellow, the corporate colors of IraqiTec, with the name of
the company emblazoned on the roof, the doors, and the hood. They
gave each man a bush jacket and the kind of casual civilian clothes
worn by most oil company surveyors. CIA also supplied them with the
more specialized equipment they'd need.

Some of it was standard, like instruments for
geological surveys and their weapons. Scratched and worn M-16s
which each of the SEALs carried, with spare clips containing the
5.56mm rounds. Not so new as to attract attention. The Colt .45
automatic M1911 pistols, again, were not new. Nothing
sophisticated, nothing to attract untoward attention. Most survey
crews carried guns; the desert was a dangerous place.

Some of the equipment was not so standard. That
included the Agency laptop used by Cohagen, which incorporated
sophisticated encryption. Once they'd activated the encryption
software, the data was useless to anyone other than the person for
whom the data was intended. The Iridium phone was standard, but the
modem that connected it to Langley via satellite was definitely
non-standard. The communication device was an Agency development
designed to allow fast and ultra-secure connections to their
satellites. Also non-standard was the unseen Predator drone
overhead, constantly monitoring their every movement. Although they
had no means to control the Predator. If anything went wrong, that
kind of technology would be a gift to the enemy.

"He has a point," Jenner said, after a few moments
staring through binoculars at the distant town, "It all looks
quiet, and if there's a storm coming in, we'd find some cover in
there."

"Lt, I don't like it. Driving into the town without
any kind of surveillance, it sounds pretty chancy."

"That's what we do in the SEALs, Chief. We take
chances. Besides, you heard what Cohagen said. It all looks quiet.
Drive into town."

"Lt..."

"That's an order, Master Chief."

"Yessir."

They're here, somewhere. I don't know how close, but
they're not far away. This is a mistake.

As he drove, he touched the butt of his Colt tucked
in the holster under his bush jacket. He glanced at the windshield.
Two clips held his M-16, and he'd made certain it was ready for use
before they left at 08.00 that morning. It was now 16.10, and
they'd been driving through the heat and grit all day, with only
short stops for food and water and to restore their circulation. He
was as ready for a cold, refreshing drink in a local cafe as the
next man. Maybe even a cooked meal, if they had anything on the
menu that looked remotely edible.

Still, I’d sooner drive past and stay away
from the town.

He swung onto a new track that arrowed straight into
town, his eyes forced to squint against the sun's glare. The sense
of unease gripped his guts even harder. He had to admit he could
have been wrong, but on balance, it was a risk too far. Maybe it
really was an innocent village; boys herding goats, women weaving
rugs, their men away working in the oilfields or fighting for the
latest warlord to have arrived in the region, recruiting men to
fight for his holy cause.

He grinned to himself. When did stealing oil
dollars and killing innocents become a holy cause?

"It looks clear," Lieutenant Jenner shouted over the
roar of the Defender's turbocharged diesel engine. He'd taken
another sweep of the town through his binoculars, "Christ, I could
do with a break from this monotony. Even to see a few people. Do
you realize we've been traveling for more than eight hours, and we
haven't seen a single soul?"

"I realize."

That's what worries me. People are not showing
themselves. Yet they're not far away.

He slowed the vehicle a kilometer before the town. A
couple of hundred meters before they reached the first of the stone
houses, he jammed his foot back on the gas. It would throw any
machine gunners or missile shooters off their aim. But no gunfire
came their way; no robed and turbaned figures stepped out to point
shoulder-launched missiles at their SUV. Nothing.

He heard Jenner speak to Cohagen in back. "Just to
recap, Marv, what were your instructions in case of capture?"

The man gave a nervous bark of laughter. "What, you
mean like some poison pill or something? Nah, nothing like that.
Just don't get captured, that's all they said. That's what you guys
are for, to keep me safe." A frown of alarm crossed his face, "Hey,
what were your orders? I mean, they didn't tell you to kill me if
we were in danger of capture?"

"No, they did not."

Something in Jenner's voice worried him. "Master
Chief, is that true? You weren't ordered to kill me if we ran into
trouble."

"No."

"Shit. If they did order you to kill me, would you
tell me?"

"No."

"Oh, fuck," he wailed, "Jesus! I never thought it
would be like this. I'm not a field man. They said it would just be
like a vacation, an adventure holiday, a break from the routine at
Langley. You're gonna kill me."

"Shut up, Cohagen," Jenner snapped, "We're not in
any trouble, and we're not going to kill you, so just relax.
Concentrate on your job, and we'll concentrate on ours. Besides,
there's nothing to worry about. The town is clear."

"Lt," Bryce said, pointing to a minaret on top of a
mosque, which dominated the town, "Take a look."

Hanging from the side of the minaret, they could see
a white flagpole. Someone unseen was winching out a flag. The flag
hung limp at first. Then a gust of wind caught the cloth so they
could see it at its full extent. It was black, with a round white
circle in the lower half and contrasting Islamic script.

"ISIS," Cohagen breathed, his voice hoarse with
terror, "Oh, no."

Jenner was staring at the black flag in disbelief.
Bryce had already jammed on the brakes and was slewing the heavy
SUV around to face the opposite direction and head out. He clipped
the wall of a house as he made the turn, the tires squealed, then
he was accelerating out of town back the way they'd come. Until the
vehicle parked across the narrow roadway forced him to halt the
Land Rover. An open pickup truck with a heavy machine gun bolted to
the bed. The clincher was the barrel of the gun, pointed straight
at them.

"Back up, back up," Jenner shouted, "What the fuck
are you doing, Chief? If you stop, we're screwed."

Bryce continued to slow. "That machine gun is a
Soviet built DsHK, Lt, with a range of two kilometers. It fires a
12.7mm round, like our .50 caliber, and each bullet weighs a couple
of ounces. The gunner can get off fifty rounds before you can
blink. Do you know what fifty heavy machine gun rounds would do to
this vehicle? How far do you think we could get before he tears us
into tiny pieces of tin, mixed with blood and bone? I'll tell you
this much, it won't be two klicks. There's no way we can outrun
that thing."

Jenner shook his head in disbelief. "I don't believe
it. I could have sworn this place was clear of the enemy."

"Yeah, sneaky bastards, aren't they?"

A man was walking toward them, alone. He stopped
next to the driver's window. Will opened it. The man wore black
pants, black shirt, black boots, and a black ski mask. As he neared
the SUV, he pulled off the mask. He was young, about mid-twenties,
with long, dark, curly hair and a neatly trimmed beard. A
good-looking man, or he would have been, if his mouth hadn't been
disfigured. It looked like a bullet had chewed away part of his
lip, taking away the teeth on the right side of his jaw.

"My name is Hassan al-Rashid, and I am in command of
this town." He spoke with a quiet confidence, "You will exit the
vehicle without your weapons and put your hands in the air." His
English was understandable, although mangled by his ruined mouth.
Will checked out the rear view mirror. A crowd of armed, black-clad
fighters had come up from behind. They were silent, but the threat
screamed aloud. He turned back to the man standing next to him.

"Look, friend, this must be a mistake. We're here to
survey the area for oil deposits."

"For your infidel masters in Baghdad, I assume. I
won't tell you again. Get out of the vehicle with your hands up.
Otherwise, I will order my machine gunner to open fire."

"We'll do as you say," Jenner said quickly, "There's
no need for any shooting."

"I'll be the judge of that."

The injury to his mouth made it difficult for him to
speak. His sibilants came out all wrong, and the word 'that' came
out as 'sat.' None of them laughed as they climbed out.

"Why are you doing this to us?" Will asked, standing
on the hard packed sand with his hands held high.

The man stared back at him and gave him a lopsided
smile. "Because it pleases me."

"What happens next?" Jenner said. To his credit, he
sounded more arrogant than scared.

"Next? I will decide whether you live or die. My men
will take you to your place of incarceration."

"Now hold on there," Jenner protested.

He wasted his breath. A dozen black clothed and
masked men fell on them, and subjected them to a thorough search.
Then they marched them along the street, down a fetid alleyway, and
pushed them through a doorway into a darkened room. The door
slammed shut, bolts rattled, and they were left in almost total
darkness.

"Oh, God, I don't want to die," Cohagen whined, "Why
didn't you protect me?"

Neither SEAL answered. There was no answer. Shit
happened. Will explored the room, but the walls were solid stone,
as was the roof. The only way in or out was through the door, which
looked able to withstand an anti-tank shell. He sat on the stone
floor and relaxed. At the same time, he was thinking furiously. The
flag proved this was an ISIS town, and the chances were the Islamic
butchers would execute them.

On the plus side, their drone was circling overhead.
Langley would know what had happened to them. There was no doubt
they'd send in a squad to get them out. They had to. Otherwise,
they could face an appointment with the executioner. A man with a
long, sharp sword, their deaths to be recorded on video to upload
to the Internet to teach the world a lesson; you enter an ISIS
controlled area at your peril.

All they could do was wait. Marv Cohagen paced
around the dark cell, at times crying and wailing they were going
to kill him. Jenner was like a statue, erect, unmoving, as if he
was on parade. No doubt thinking out their next move. Except there
was no next move, it was all up to their captors.

The minutes went by slowly, and they became aware of
the stench of sweat, urine, and something worse. They'd been in the
cell for little more than an hour when the rattle of the locks made
all three men stare at the door. Light streamed in as it opened,
and a man entered, an ISIS fighter, complete with black ski
mask.

"Hal tatakallam al-lughah al-arabīyah?" The voice
was harsh, guttural, and contemptuous.

Cohagen answered. "Na'am, qalilan." They glanced at
him in surprise. "I told him I speak a little Arabic."

"Hoo-fucking-ray," Jenner muttered.

The ISIS man gave him an angry glance, then stood to
one side of the open door. Outside, they could see two more ISIS
fighters. Both had assault rifles pointed at the bellies of the
prisoners.

"Ta'ala ma'ee!" he hissed.

"He wants us to go with him. Is this it, are they
going to kill us?"

"No," Will said quickly, "They'll want to know what
we can offer them. What kind of bargaining power do we have, how
much are we worth in ransom, or as a prisoner exchange."

The CIA man shot him a grateful look and left the
cell. Jenner and Bryce followed him outside into the bright
afternoon sunshine. The guards led them into a two-story stone
house adjoining the cell, through the lobby flanked by more armed
men, and into a large room furnished as an office.

​​ Hassan al-Rashid was sitting behind
a desk in the center of the room, with yet more guards around him.
On the desk, they could see Cohagen's laptop, together with the
secure modem and the Iridium satphone.

"Oh, shit," the nerd muttered, "This is not
good."

"Why? You hit the encryption key, surely?" Jenner
said quietly.

As the CIA man said, "I forgot," Al-Rashid barked,
"Be silent! I will take off the head of the next man who
speaks."

Will watched and waited. Inside, he was groaning. It
was enough of a disaster that ISIS had captured them, and it would
be a hard fight to get out. That they would get out, he was
supremely confident. Either they'd escape or someone would come in
to get them out. But if ISIS found what was on the laptop, it would
be a disaster, a death warrant.

The ISIS commander stared at them for a moment. "You
are spies, all of you."

"Now wait a minute," Jenner interrupted, "We're not
spies, no way. We work for IraqiTec, out of Baghdad. We're an
accredited survey team, that's all. We don't spy for anyone."

The Arab stared at him for a moment, then barked out
an order. Four men ran forward, pinioned Jenner, and started
dragging him out of the building. Four more men grabbed Will, and
two others held Cohagen. They had no choice but to be dragged out
into the bright sunshine where Jenner was on his knees. Another man
came out with a video camera on a tripod.

It all happened so fast. It was like a living
nightmare. Al-Rashid began ranting to the camera in Arabic, and one
of his men handed him a long, curved, Arabic sword. While the
fighters held Jenner's arms outstretched, al-Rashid's speech came
to a crescendo. He raised the sword, shouted some kind of
supplication to Allah, and brought the blade down. It sliced into
the SEAL Lieutenant's neck and cut halfway. Jenner screamed in
shock and agony, but the men held him firm as the Commander hacked
at his neck.

It took seven strokes before the Jenner's head
rolled onto the ground, to lie in the puddle of blood already
pooled there. Blood continued to spurt out of his neck, but as his
heart stopped beating, it slowed and eventually stopped. The Arab
shouted a final sentence at the camera, and then barked an order to
his men. They began dragging the body away, and he turned to
address Will and Cohagen.

"I warned him," he murmured. His voice was calm,
only marred by the strange lack of sibilants, "I said I would
remove the head of the next man who spoke. Remember that lesson
well, Americans. I am a man of my word."

He shouted an order to his men, and then turned back
to them. "We're leaving this place shortly, and you will come with
us. There is still much to discuss."

"Where're we going?" Cohagen stuttered.

The ISIS man glared at him. "To a place out of reach
of your Special Forces, high in the mountains, out of sight of your
drones. A place where even your bomber aircraft cannot reach us, so
you can forget about any chance of rescue."

"Will you kill us, is that your plan? The way you
murdered Kurt Jenner?" Bryce asked, his voice flat.

I have to know what he's planning. If he intends to
behead us, there's no way I'd go without putting up a fight. I can
show them a trick or two.

"It depends on him," he replied, looking at Cohagen,
"While you were in the cell, I had one of my IT experts examine the
laptop. It seems this man is something of an expert in drone
telemetry."

The nerd shook his head, took off his glasses, and
wiped the lenses. "Uh, no, that's not quite correct. I, er..."

"He's a surveyor," Bryce said quickly, "Nothing
whatever to do with drones."

Al-Rashid nodded to a man standing behind the SEAL.
He felt a crushing blow to his head, and the next moment he lay on
the sand, looking up at the sun.

"Tell me about drone telemetry, Mr. Marv Cohagen.
Yes, I checked your passport and ID, so I know your name. We have
two drones in our fortress, and we'd be interested to know how it
all works."

Will shook his head to clear it.

Thank Christ they didn't send a real drone expert on
this operation. It'd be almost like handing them passcodes to the
Pentagon computers.

"I, er, it's not my field. I've never worked in the
area of drone telemetry," he whined. But there was a false note to
his voice. Will stared at the man, wondering what was going on.

Al-Rashid nodded. "Perhaps you have not worked in
the field of drones. However, on your laptop there is a PhD thesis.
Your PhD thesis, it has your name on it. The document relates to
remote reprogramming of drone guidance telemetry. Tell me about
it."

Bryce stared at the man in disbelief. "You stupid
fucker, why didn't you..."

The rifle butt smashed down on his head again, and
this time he passed out. When he came to, he was in the back of a
truck. It was climbing steeply. He could tell by the sharp angle of
the hard metal floor on which he lay. His wrists and legs were
bound, and they'd placed a hood over his head. The vehicle smelled
rank, like rancid fish.

He heard the noise of someone moving around, and he
called out, "Marv?"

"Yeah, it's me. You okay, Will?"

Bryce almost smiled.

Taken prisoner by ISIS, couple of dents in my skull,
bound and hooded, and in process of transfer to what they described
as an impregnable fortress. I could be better.

"Sure. Are we alone?"

"I think so."

"Okay. What about you?"

"Uh, I think I'm okay. They put a hood on my
head."

"Me, too. So what was that stuff about drone
telemetry, what is it, some kind of an intelligence scam?"

"It's no scam. I just completed four years working
part-time."

"Tell me it wasn't in drone telemetry?"

"Uh, yeah."

"So why did they send someone with that kind of
knowledge into a high-risk area? It doesn't make sense."

A small chuckle. "They wouldn't have known about it.
I studied in my spare time, most of it at home. I've always been a
bit of a nerd, you see."

You don't say.

"Understood. So you left your completed thesis on
the laptop."

"Well, yeah, I had it stored there."

"Tell me they can't make any use of it, Marv."

A pause. "Well, not really. Not unless they had
experts and stuff. And they'd need the keys to access the other
stuff I had on there. You know, the encrypted files, they'd need
those to, uh, design control applications, software, and hardware.
It's not a piece of cake to access that kind of stuff."

"Unless someone forgot to encrypt the data and left
everything for them to read."

"I guess. Oh, shit, what have I done?"

His voice quavered with despair. They both knew he'd
fucked up big time. The truck rolled on, bumping over an uneven
track. The air grew colder, and it even tasted thinner. They were
climbing.

What was it that psycho said, high in the
mountains? I can't recall any kind of place that
would be out of reach of the Navy SEALs, and I’ve
been to some tough ones. Is it even possible?

The noise of the truck engine increased, as if they
were in a tunnel of some sort. The truck slowed and after several
minutes halted. Men bundled them out of the back and dragged them
roughly to the ground. Someone barked an order, and they removed
their hoods and the ties on their ankles so they could walk, but
their hands were still fastened. Will blinked to help restore his
vision. They were in a cave, and it was cold, bitingly cold. Night
had fallen.

Al-Rashid appeared in front of him. "Take a look
over there." He pointed to what looked like a window. Outside, he
could see the night sky lit by stars.

Will stumbled over to the opening. They were high up
on a mountain range. Far in the distance, maybe fifty kilometers or
more, he could see the lights of a small town.

The ISIS leader looked in the same direction. "For
your information, we are in the Sinjar Mountains, in Northern Iraq.
Outside the cave opening there is a sheer drop of a thousand
meters." He gave them a twisted evil grin, "In case you're thinking
about escaping through there. We are in an ancient fortress. It was
built into the solid rock of the mountain by the Yazidis; local
people, Devil worshippers. Fortunately, they are not long for this
earth. When we encounter a Yazidi, we kill them. Soon, there will
be none of that foul race left."

"They're not Muslims?"

"No!" His answer was emphatic, although it came out
more as Doh, "They say they follow both the Christian book and the
Koran. How can that be? It is blasphemy."

Will ignored him and walked forward to stare through
the cave opening. He found he was looking out over a precipice, and
it looked as if the ground was a long way down, a thousand meters
straight down. If it were true, he was beginning to see how
difficult it would be to assault this place.

The guy could be right. Maybe it is impregnable, but
Navy SEALs don't understand the meaning of the word
impregnable.

He was still working out how an assault could
infiltrate the place when al-Rashid called for him to come away
from the edge and join him.

"Come, I will show you to your quarters."

Cohagen looked at him uncertainly, but any
discussion was pointless. Each of them had four armed guards to
prevent them trying to escape. Will nodded for him to follow. If
they were to escape, where would they go? A suicidal leap out of
the opening, a long drop to splatter on the rocks below.

Something will come up. It always does. It’s just a
question of keeping my eyes open. On the other hand, the big jump
could be the only way out. The only honorable way out.

They walked through a small opening, and a guard
slammed a heavy, oak door closed behind them. Secured from the
outside, someone flicked on an electric light. In the distance,
Will heard the hum of a generator. They were in a huge cavern,
brightly illuminated with overhead floodlights. In front of them,
resting on wooden trestles, were two unmanned aircraft. U.S. built
General Atomics MQ-1 Predators. The missing drones, and both
appeared to be undamaged. Except for the two men working on the
fuselage of one of the UAVs. The ISIS leader indicated them with a
wave of his hand.

"I think you recognize my new toys, William Bryce
and Marv Cohagen. You do not work for an oil company, and you are
not surveyors. You are both spies for the American CIA."

"That's not..."

He held up his hand. "Save your breath, American.
This man," he indicated toward Cohagen, "left information on his
laptop that is enough to convict both of you of spying. The penalty
is death, and you have already witnessed my method of
execution."

"Please, no, I don't want to die," Cohagen babbled,
"I'll do anything you want."

The Arab smiled. "Yes, you will. Perhaps you may one
day leave here with your life. After you have helped us develop our
own drone program."

Will looked at him. "Which drone program? Last time
I heard, you people were more into suicide bombers than
surveillance drones."

He nodded. "That is correct. However, I have decided
to adopt part of your American strategy and use drones. We learned
to bring down these devices," he pointed at the MQ-1s, "once they
are at the limit of their range, and shielded from American
satellites by our mountain range."

He turned and waved to a vast bank of computers and
electronics consoles. "These were supplied by our friends in Saudi
Arabia. They have many ties with your American defense industry. It
wasn't too difficult to purchase this equipment and gain the
necessary software to make it work."

He smiled, proud to explain his accomplishments. "We
use the computers to decrypt the control systems at incredible
speeds, and most times we fail to find the key. However, when Allah
wills it, our programmers can discover the encryption keys. In the
case of these two devices, we forced them to break contact with
their controllers and brought them down."

He was breathing hard, almost panting, as if the
excitement of his victory of the technology had caused him to
become aroused. He went on, his face suffused with blood, his
weird, cracked syllables issuing from his mouth like tintacks.
Sharp and slightly misshapen.

"However, these Predators are for surveillance only,
as I'm sure you're aware. What I want is for the means to bring
down the armed drones. The Reapers, you call them. Once we have
forced them to land, we can then reprogram their telemetry and use
them for our own purposes, together with their Hellfire missiles,
of course. Your people will sample a taste of your own medicine. In
the meantime, we need help to reprogram the Predators. So far, we
can only bring them down. We need help to reuse them in the cause
of our own glorious Caliphate. With the proper guidance packages,
we can even clone them and build our own fleet of unmanned
aircraft. The Air Force of the Caliphate."

"He won't help you," Bryce insisted, with a warning
glance at the CIA man.

For the first time, al-Rashid chuckled. "You think
not? Over here, take a look at the screen. Perhaps you need a
reminder of what is in store for you if you fail to cooperate."

He shouted a word of command to a man who was
sitting next to a computer keyboard and monitor. Seconds later, the
screen came to life. He stared at Cohagen.

"I know you can speak some words of Arabic.
Translate for your friend."

They looked on as the monitor played a recording of
the scene they'd watched live in the town where they were captured,
Jenner's execution. Al-Rashid talked to the camera in Arabic, and
Arabic subtitles flowed at the bottom of the screen as Marv
translated.

"If you infidels invade the territory of the," he
glanced at the Arab, "I don't understand that bit."

"Islamic State of Iraq and Syria."

"Uh, yeah, Islamic State. All that awaits you is
death. Watch now how this American spy met his end."

The talking ceased as al-Rashid put all his
concentration on hacking off Jenner's head. The screams were
piteous, and the horror of that moment in the town flooded back to
them. Will came to a decision.

I know this is what he has in store for me. Any sign
you're coming to take me out and hack my head off, I'll give you a
fight so hard you'll never forget it. You'll kill me in the end,
sure, but I'll take some of you with me. Grab a couple and take the
long dive out of that cave. Yeah, that wouldn't be such a bad way
to go. Most important, Cohagen has to go down. If he gives them
what's in his head, America may as well pack up, go home, and raise
the drawbridge.

Cohagen's voice jerked him away from his thoughts as
he continued to translate.

"You may think you can continue to use your drones
to murder our people. You would be wrong. We now possess the
technology to take control of these UAVs and land them
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