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I dedicate this book to a legend in the Teams, Timmy “Ho Ho” Prusak. He has brought so much value, knowledge, and camaraderie to the Teams, especially to the men that worked under him. I know, because I was one. I also dedicate this to his lovely, supportive wife Ingra and the rest of his family. Some day we will meet again at the Pearly Gates. He will be waiting with a hot dog or two, a six-pack, and of course his small telephone pad. He is one of the best. To you, Ho Ho!!
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Chapter One




“It was a dark and stormy night; the rain fell in torrents—except at occasional intervals….”

“Just what in the hell are you talking about?” Edward Ward said from his place in the driver’s seat of the M998 series High Mobility Multipurpose Wheeled Vehicle (HMMWV), commonly called a Humvee. The heavy military vehicle was moving slowly through the rain, hardly an unexpected weather situation in northeast Bosnia-Herzegovina. The wide military vehicle bumped and jostled the passengers as it passed over a rough and rutted road that was little more than a cart path.

There were some better roads on the northeastern slopes of the Majevica mountain range, but these men were intentionally avoiding them. The vehicle rolled along quietly, hidden in the dark on a path few other people would choose to travel even in full daylight.

The passengers in the wide, boxy vehicle stood out as much as their ride did. The men had an unearthly, alien look about them as most of them wore AN/PVS-14 night-vision devices on their faces. The single large extended eye tube of the PVS-14, along with the frame that strapped to their faces, gave them a bulging cyclops look.

The only one inside the vehicle who was wearing a different style of night-vision device was Ed Ward, the driver. He had a set of AN/TVS-7 night-vision goggles on his face—the goggles giving him excellent depth perception. Ward had no trouble driving the Humvee in almost complete darkness, even with the vehicle’s headlights turned off.

“Just thinking about the beginning of a book I heard about,” Chief Ted “Grim” Reaper said from the front passenger seat. From the backseat of the vehicle, Titus “Bear” Parnell spoke up.

“You know, when I first got to Team Two, Mike Boynton was the master chief,” Bear said. “He always said that back in Vietnam, rainy nights like this one were great to operate in.”

“That’s because no one in their right mind would be going out in this shit,” Mike Martell, the fourth SEAL of the group, said from where he sat in the back, listening carefully to the radio over the headset he had clamped over his left ear.

“So, that must be why we’re out here,” Ward said.

“Ho, ho, ho,” Bear chuckled. His teammates were used to the fact that the big SEAL actually laughed like Santa Claus. That laugh usually drew a second look from anyone else who happened to be around when his deep voice boomed out. One look at Bear would tell you where his nickname came from, and evaporate any thoughts of Saint Nick. None of the SEALs were small, but Bear looked like a beer keg with legs and arms—thick, muscular legs and arms.

At his place in front, Chief Ted Reaper continued to look out of the window of the Humvee at the driving rain of Bosnia-Herzegovina in the early spring. The snows were gone, but that just made the poorly kept, muddy country roads a quagmire. He and his fellow SEALs made up the Navy contingent of their detachment from the Joint Special Strike Force (JSSF). They had been attached to the U.N.-mandated Stabilization Force, the SFOR, that was trying to maintain stability in the war-torn area of the Balkans. The JSSF was put in place to react quickly to any situation. They could rapidly evaluate a problem and either decide to deal with it themselves or call in a greater strength force from the SFOR assets scattered around the country.

The men of JSSF also conducted classic special operations missions: special reconnaissance operations to locate potential rogue groups or war criminals, direct actions in the form of strikes against designated sites or personnel, and civil affairs, where they tried to develop good relations among the civilian population of an area.

To secure maximum flexibility in conducting these operations, the Joint Special Strike Force had been put together from the Navy, Army, and Air Force special operations forces. The Air Force contingent of this JSSF detachment were two combat controllers, who were the best field air controllers in any of the services. The Army contingent of six Special Forces troopers made up the bulk of the JSSF detachment. In overall command were two professional Intelligence officers who had a great deal of experience running covert paramilitary operations for the CIA.

Chief Reaper was the senior noncommissioned officer (NCO) of the detachment, which didn’t always sit well with the Army guys but didn’t cause any real friction. The SEALs bumped heads and cracked jokes with the Army troopers on occasion, and both groups of men made fun of the Air Force contingent. The jokes came from years of traditional rivalry between the services.

Underlying the gags was an unspoken respect the men had for each other. The operators were all professional warriors and knew the skills and capabilities each man brought from his branch of the service. The only real unknown factor was their commanding officer.

There were two officers in the detachment, Lieutenant Mark Franklin, who was the executive officer and Captain Cary Paxtun the commanding officer. Both men had been in the Army Special Forces before changing their career paths and going into intelligence work. Franklin had remained in Army Intelligence while Paxtun had gone on to operate directly with the CIA.

Both men had spent years working in Afghanistan and other parts of the world, Paxtun as part of the paramilitary forces of the CIA and Franklin with the Army. Between them, they spoke seven languages including Arabic, Serbo-Croat, Pushtun, Afghan, Persian, and Russian. They had both come back to Special Operations because that was where the action was now, and Reaper was of the opinion they should have stayed where they were.


Neither man’s skills were in question as far as Reaper was concerned, but their attitude very much was. In the SEAL chief’s opinion, both of the officers had forgotten what it meant to work as part of a team, something that the SEALs take very seriously. Paxtun acted as if he just considered the men under his command to be tools for his own advancement. Franklin wasn’t much better but at least tended to stay with the Army members of the unit and left the SEALs alone.

Besides directing the JSSF detachment, the two officers had been working hard at setting up an intelligence network among the many different groups in the area. They were often away from the headquarters the group had established in a house in the small town of Argulak. As far as Reaper was concerned, both officers could be out chasing goats in the mountains, that would be fine with him. All he wanted was for the officers to do their jobs and allow him the leeway he wanted to make sure his men were protected and that the mission was accomplished.

Neither Paxtun or Franklin told the men of the JSSF who they had talked to, what had been discussed, or even why they would be talking to a particular person in the first place. The specifics of who the agents were and how the intelligence was developed wasn’t a question that Reaper or the rest of the men felt that they had to know. The information that the two men did learn, they held very close to their chests. That was something Reaper was concerned about. If there was information regarding a target, a location, or forces in an area that could affect his men or his mission, Reaper wanted to know about it.

Information—good, reliable intelligence on an area or enemy—could be more important than ammunition on an op. Since he felt that his leaders couldn’t be completely trusted to tell him everything they knew, Reaper fell back on an old SEAL tradition. As the Teams had done in Vietnam, Reaper and the SEALs developed their own intelligence sources among the locals.

The SEALs’ mission that night was intended to help increase the good relations that had been developing with some of the displaced locals—at least that’s what Lieutenant Franklin had said. When Yugoslavia had broken up years earlier a whole bunch of old tensions and hatreds, nursed for years among parts of the population, had lifted up like a bunch of serpents tasting the air.

Ethnic cleansing was a new term for an old idea, hate people for their religion/race/background/whatever. One of the missions of the JSSF was to prevent any further atrocities from being committed against anyone. Presently, they were helping a group of Muslim refugees who had moved into an abandoned village in a resettlement area at North Sapna.

The people had been badly mauled by the Serb forces over the last several years but were finally coming to trust the men of the SFOR, and especially the SEALs of the JSSF detachment, and listening to what they had to say. The lives of the Muslim refugees had been as hard as could be imagined. Almost no families were left intact by the ravages of ethnic cleansing. Few husbands were around, and the haunted eyes of many of the younger women answered questions that the SEALs never asked.

There was a meeting that night in the local village schoolhouse, the biggest building in the area that still had walls and a roof. That was where the remaining elders of the refugees would make their final decision about staying. Paxtun wanted the SEALs to be in attendance to observe the meeting and give a show of support.

“Things have been pretty calm among the Serbs for the last couple of months,” Bear said from the back of the Humvee.

“Yeah,” Reaper agreed, “but something is in the wind over this relocation of the Muslims. There haven’t been any reports of recent Serb movement in the area, but some of the locals are nervous as hell. Can’t blame them given the way they’ve all been treated in the past.

“Those fundamentalist Muslims who claim to be in from Pakistan have been preaching around, trying to stir things up. Personally, I think they all are ex-mujahideen fighters from Afghanistan, not just the few Paxtun says are part of the group. At any rate, none of the villagers want to have anything to do with them. They’ve all had enough war to last them the rest of their lives.

“But it’s going to be a few years yet before there’s any kind of really stable government over here. Even with the fighting having at least died down, things are more political than ever. Everybody wants to be in charge. And those Muslim fundamentalists are the worst of the bunch. They’re offering protection to the villagers from the Serbs claiming we can’t do our jobs. It looks like just another old-fashioned shakedown racket.

“The last thing we need around here is a Serb attack in a protected area. With all the different factions in the area, this whole region is like a pot just barely simmering. It could boil over at any time. We’ve worked too hard to take care of these people to let them down now. I want to keep a close eye on things.”

“I still think Paxtun’s going to be mightily pissed when he sees you took his Humvee,” Bear said.

“Well,” Reaper said, “his idea to conduct a lightly armed, low-provocation, high-presence recon is a bunch of crap. Just because things have been quiet does not mean they’re going to stay that way, no matter how much we’d like them to. If anything happens, I want the firepower to say—go the fuck away—loud and clear.”

The firepower Reaper was referring to was in the form of the Mark 19 40mm grenade launcher attached to a ring mount on the roof of the Humvee. The big weapon was the size of a box that would hold a large pair of cowboy boots. On the back of the this “box” were two vertical handles for aiming, and a piece of wrist-thick pipe sticking out of the front.

The barrel of the grenade launcher could spit out half-pound 40mm high-explosive grenades at a rate of around 350 a minute to a distance of over 2,000 meters. The Mark 19 was a formidable piece of hardware by anyone’s measure.

“Paxtun wanted us to stick to the main roads,” Ward said as he guided the heavy vehicle through another deep set of muddy ruts in the roads. “If he isn’t pissed about our taking his vehicle, he will be if we bring it back with a busted axle.”

“Then you just pay attention to your driving,” Reaper said. “If we’re going to do a recon, we’ll stick to the same roads that any Serb forces would use. It’s not like you guys don’t know the rule….”

“Never take the easy way in,” Ward, Bear, and Martell said in rough unison.

“I don’t think even the Serbs would try this goat path in the dark,” Ward said. “There aren’t even any goats on it. It is a hell of a lot shorter than that paved road around the mountain, though. We’re going to get to the village a couple of hours earlier than planned by the looks of things.”

“The goats heard Bear was in the area and made a run for it,” Martell said from the back.

“Speaking of making some odd friends,” Ward said, “Captain Paxtun has been pretty friendly with the Russians up in Uglyville. Maybe he knows nothing is going to happen.”

“Or he knows something is coming down and just doesn’t feel like telling us,” Bear said.

“Belay that talk,” Reaper growled, “Paxtun’s our CO and knows our mission. He talks to a hell of a lot more people than the Russian SFOR contingent up in Ugljevik. I don’t like those Afghan mujahideen he meets with, but he built a rapport with them while they were fighting the Russians in their own country. And they hate the Russians. If the Serbs were planning something in the Russian sector, we’d know.”

“Oh, yeah, he’s buddies with the mujahideen all right. He’s about the only source of human intelligence we have on those people, it’s not like Lieutenant Franklin knows a bunch of those mujahideen by their first names. But the only information we really have on Paxtun is based on rumor. And rumint has it that he became a hardcore Muslim himself in Afghanistan,” Bear said. “He may have been hot shit against the Russians over there, but I still don’t like him.”

“Rumor intelligence is worth what you pay for it,” Reaper said. “It’s nothing more than military gossip. You don’t have to like him. You only have to follow his orders. Basing your opinion on nothing better than rumint doesn’t make you look any better. I don’t care what he has to do, or did, as long as he can keep a lid on those Afghans.”

“Besides,” Martell said. “Isn’t he from your home state, Bear? You guys should be asshole buddies by now.”

“Shit,” Bear said. “He’s from Dearborn. That city has the largest Arab population outside of the Middle East. I didn’t exactly spend a whole lot of my life there. You even told me that he made you itch, Reaper when…”

Bear stopped in midsentence as Reaper put up his left hand in a fist to signal that he had spotted something. No one spoke as each SEAL instantly snapped into sharp attention. The rain had stopped and the early evening air was clear. “I have lights moving to the east of the village,” Reaper said.

Just past the crest of a rise, the Humvee eased quietly to a stop, facing partly downslope. All of the occupants of the vehicle could see the few moving lights to the east of the village a few hundred meters away.

The third-generation light-amplifying tubes of the night-vision devices the SEALs were wearing showed everything in shades of green. The lights Reaper had seen were invisible to the naked eye, but were plain to see through the electronic tubes. The dimness of the lights suggested that they were probably screened in some way, like the red lens used on a military flashlight. That was not something a group of refugees would be using.

The outskirts of the small village weren’t more than a few hundred meters away, starting at the foot of the hill the SEALs were stopped on. The schoolhouse was just a few meters farther on down the single village street. It was in the woods beyond the village, approaching the schoolhouse, that the scattered lights moved in closer.

The kerosene lamps lit in the schoolhouse gave a soft golden glow to the light pouring out the few windows of the building. That light was magnified to a brilliant level in the night-vision devices. The drawback the devices had was that they robbed the users of natural night vision when they were taken off. The very new AN/PVS-14 NVDs eliminated that problem by being a monocular design. Only a single tube was placed in front of one of the operator’s eyes. The other eye just looked out into darkness. The effect was a little strange before you got used to it, but the extensive training the SEALs did to prepare for any of their missions made these men well practiced in using their equipment.

“Bear, with me,” Reaper said, “Ward, get on the Mark 19, Martell, contact Paxtun and give him a sitrep.”

Not another word was spoken, it didn’t have to be. Mike Martell turned to his radio to send the situation report that the unit was investigating a possible contact. Ed Ward secured the Humvee and reached up to unlock the hatch cover above and between the two front seats.

As Ward was opening the half-moon-shaped hatch cover, Reaper and Bear pulled up the black balaclava hoods they had been wearing around their necks. Their faces and heads were now completely covered except for their eyes and the gleaming monocle of the AN/PVS-14s. Without a further word, the two SEALs opened their doors quietly and slipped into the moonless night.

The hillside was wet and slick, but the two SEALs moved smoothly and quietly over the rocks and mud. Behind them, Ward stood up in the weapon platform mount on top of the Humvee. There, he pulled the cover off the Mark 19 40mm grenade launcher and removed the travel retaining pin to release the mount.

The sixty-two-pound box of ammunition on the feed bracket of the weapon only held a single forty-eight-round belt of grenades. Even a big SEAL would be hard put to quickly manhandle a fresh box of ammunition that size into reload position. An accurate gunner wouldn’t waste ammunition—and Ward was a very accurate gunner. With two careful and quiet pulls on the charger handle, Ward prepared the big weapon to fire in support of his Teammates out in the darkness.

Moving carefully from cover to cover, neither SEAL had a need to speak as they approached the village. Constant training had almost removed the need for words between them. The two men had worked together so long that each knew what the other would do in any situation. They were a shooter pair, and they had done this kind of target approach a hundred times in all kinds of terrain. Holding their M4 carbines out at the ready, the SEALs stealthily moved and froze in concealment to assess the situation.



As they came closer to the village, the two SEALs could make out more and more detail through their night-vision devices. The village was made up of a number of cottagelike homes of white walls and tile roofs, the same as could be seen in thousands of European countrysides. The houses faced a central street, which the SEALs’ Humvee would have reached if it had continued on its way. At the far end of the village was the larger schoolhouse. The rubble of a small mosque was near the school, the house of worship having been destroyed by the Serbs and not yet rebuilt.

Beyond the school were open fields interspersed with woods, and it was in those woods that the SEALs had seen the moving lights. But it was more than just their eyes that gave the two SEALs information about their surroundings.

The rain had stopped, but the night was still wet. The musty, earthy smell of the rain covered a lot of the night’s odors, but Reaper could still pick up the sharp tang of wood smoke from some of the village’s chimneys. And there was the slightly sweetish stink of the decomposing grass and leaves that had been uncovered by the spring thaw. The bite of the still-cold night air dulled some of the SEALs’ sense of smell, but they could still notice odors well enough to file away the information.

The one smell that was not consciously noticed by each SEAL, but would have been of immediate concern by its absence, was the smell of his partner. They knew each other’s smell in the dark. They had worked and trained that intensely together.

Both SEALs had sharp hearing. The men heard the burring sound of the light wind as it pushed away the storm clouds. There was a slight rustle of cloth as each SEAL moved through the night, a slight rubbing of their Gore-Tex jackets or trousers against the hard nylon of their assault vests and body armor. In spite of this being planned as just an observation mission with no action expected, each of the SEALs was wearing a full loadout of weapons, equipment, and ammunition. The gear included an assault vest filled with ten loaded thirty-round magazines for their M4 carbines, a SIG P-226 pistol in a low-slung assault holster secured to the right thigh, three spare fifteen-round magazines to their pistols, and a knife. This was in addition to a first aid kit, signaling flare, Motorola MX-300R radio, throat mike and earpiece, and tactical Level IV B/C hard body armor that could stop a standard bullet from an AK-47 or M16.

In spite of all of their equipment, the most valuable thing the SEALs had with them was their training and experience. There was no noise from their gear. Each piece of equipment had been examined, taped, and padded as necessary until nothing made any unintentional noise. The rustle of their clothing was so faint it couldn’t have been heard more than a few feet away. The loudest thing that the two SEALs could hear was their own breathing, but they knew that couldn’t be heard by anyone else around them—if there was anyone there.

Both men quickly slipped past the schoolhouse and into the woods beyond. The question of who might be out there was partially answered by the sounds of metallic clicks and bangs as loose pieces of equipment and rifle slings tapped against each other in the darkness. There were probably armed men in the woods, not more than a few hundred meters away. Almost that same distance behind the SEALs were their Teammates at the Humvee.

Suddenly from the dark came a sound that confirmed the SEALs suspicions, the sharp metallic clack of an AK-47’s safety being clicked into the firing position. A unique sound that was instantly recognizable to anyone who had heard it in serious circumstances. And both SEALs knew that the villagers were not armed.

Taking cover behind a tree, Chief Reaper partially covered his mouth with his hand. Keying the throat mike to his MX-300R radio, Reaper whispered, “Smokestack Four this is Smokestack One. Contact, I say again, contact. We have an unknown number of hostiles in the woods to the east of the schoolhouse.”

The response from Martell back at the Humvee astonished both Reaper and Bear who heard the answer over his own radio.

“Smokestack One this is Smokestack Four, return to the ride. I repeat, return to the ride.”




There was no question but that Reaper and Bear would get back to the Humvee as quickly as they could, while still maintaining a silent movement. They slipped through the woods and village area like two shadows. Martell wouldn’t have called them back unless the need was serious. It was only a matter of minutes before the two SEALs were back inside the vehicle.

“What’s the problem?” Reaper said not seeing anything out of the ordinary.

“Chief,” Martell said, “it’s Engine One. Captain Paxtun said we are to immediately cease operations and return to base.”

“What?” questioned Reaper. “Get me Paxtun on the box right now.”

As Martell started calling out on the radio, Bear just looked at his chief and shrugged his shoulders. As Reaper was going to say something, Martell reached forward and handled him the microphone from the radio and clicked on the speaker.

“Engine One, this is Smokestack One,” Reaper said as he pressed in the bar at the side of the microphone.

“Smokestack One, this is Engine One,” Reaper and the rest of the SEALs in the Humvee heard. “Have you started back to the train?”

“That’s a negative, Engine One,” Reaper said. “I don’t think you understand the situation here. We have hostiles closing in on friendlies. I suggest a full tactical response.”

“Negative on that request Smokestack One,” the speaker replied. “I have put out a cease-action order on all operations in our area of responsibility effective 2000 hours today. You are to immediately proceed to the train. Restricted rules of engagement are in effect and you may not fire unless fired upon and in imminent danger.”

“Sir,” Chief Reaper said as he began to lose his temper. “We have friendlies in danger from a hostile group of eight to ten…”

“Stand down, Chief,” came out of the speaker. “You have a direct order to return to base and cease all actions immediately. There are no hostile forces known to be in the area.”

“Sir,” Chief Reaper spoke angrily, “I’m looking at the hostiles! I wish to immediately refer this up the chain of command to headquarters in Tuzla on an Emergency Flash Priority.”

“That is a negative, Reaper,” Captain Paxtun’s voice came over the speaker. Anger could now be heard in the officer’s voice. He must have been shaking with anger as Paxtun had just committed a serious breach of communications protocol by using the chief’s real name over the air. “There is an electrical storm over the Majevica mountain ridge that is breaking communications with higher command. You will immediately return to base or face charges under the…”

Martell, observing Chief Reaper’s knuckles grow white as his hand clenched the microphone, suddenly reached over and twisted a dial on the face-plate of the radio, then he flipped a switch.

“Sorry, Chief,” Martell said with a grin, “it must be all of that electrical interference. When those electrical storms hit the mountains, radio reception just goes to shit and…”

Gunfire suddenly erupted to the east of the Humvee’s position. Immediately Martell stopped talking and everyone looked toward the schoolhouse. The sound of gunfire was slightly muffled, but there was no mistaking the deep stuttering boom of an AK-47 fired on full automatic. Between the shots could be heard the screams of the refugees. Whoever those troops were, they were attacking the schoolhouse and slaughtering the unarmed refugees inside.

“Bear, with me,” Reaper said. “Martell, try to get command at Tuzla on the horn.”

Before actions could be put to the chief’s words, there was the sound of glass breaking in the distance and a wail cried out as a small body was thrown from the schoolhouse. The cry of the little boy was cut short as the child struck the stony ground near the schoolhouse.

The limp form of the child lay still. In the green glow of the night-vision devices, the pitiful body looked like little more than a discarded bundle of rags. Even at a distance, the child was so small he could not have been much older than Reaper’s own six-year-old son back in the States.

A cold fury settled in on the occupants of the Humvee. Without a word being spoken, Reaper and Bear exited the vehicle and headed for the schoolhouse in a low, crouching run. In spite of their haste, the two SEALs would alternately stop as one covered the other’s advance. As the leading SEAL knelt in a crouch and covered with his weapon, the trailing SEAL would move forward and pass the other.

The practiced leapfrogging movement was quick and efficient—eating up the meters between the Humvee and the far edge of the village where the schoolhouse was. The gunfire increased as the SEALs grew close, then suddenly tapered off. As they came close to the side of the schoolhouse, the SEALs passed the small, still form of the child who had been tossed out onto the rocks.

There was no time to feel anything for the child, or even to stop and see if he was still alive. There were others in immediate danger inside the schoolhouse—if it wasn’t already too late to save them.

Reaper did not feel rage. Even the anger he felt against the astonishing orders of his commanding officer had melted away with the need for sudden, precise and controlled action. Only a cool head would prevail in such a situation, and Reaper could be as cool and hard as old bone if the situation warranted. It was one of the reasons he had long ago received the nickname “Grim” Reaper.

Other figures were slipping away into the woods as Reaper and Bear moved up to where they could see the door of the building. As a figure came out the door, Reaper could see that the man was wearing the same mottled, gray-and-brown camouflage uniform that so many of the mixed regular and irregular forces in the war-torn country used.

On the man’s head was an odd thing, a flat round cloth hat with a rolled brim. It was a Pakol, the traditional Afghan hat. But it was the objects in the man’s hands that seized Reaper’s eye. In his right hand was an AK-47, held away to shield the man from the smoking-hot barrel. In his left hand was a child’s rag doll. The man was laughing and saying something in what sounded like Arabic to Reaper. Coming out of the well-lit schoolhouse, the man probably never even saw Reaper standing nearby.

The gap-toothed smile on the raider’s face was enough to heat the SEAL’s cool resolve. And the weapon in his hand registered as a threat. Reaper didn’t even consciously think of his action as the muzzle of his shouldered M4 carbine settled on the center of the man’s chest. The short stutter of a three-round burst was quick justice for a single individual’s action of ethnic cleansing.

Just to the right side of Reaper’s field of vision, he saw the orange-white flower of an AK-47’s muzzle blast bloom in the night. Before Reaper’s mind could do more than register the light, there was a smashing pain against his chest. A thundering blow knocked the big SEAL down to the ground. Multicolored lights danced in front of Reaper’s eyes as he tried to just draw in a breath. As he fell back, the rest of the rounds fired from the AK-47 passed over him.

His hands tingled oddly as Reaper pulled up his M4 and fired back. Or at least he tried to fire back. When he squeezed the trigger, the M4 refused to fire. Without conscious thought, Reaper let go of the M4, which dropped to his chest, and he reached for his SIG P-226. In a smooth movement, his right hand grasped the pistol, his thumb releasing the restraining strap of the holster as his fingers closed around the rough, checkered finish of the plastic grips.

As the bearded face of the man who shot him came up from the darkness, Reaper was already pulling his pistol up and thrusting it out. As he pulled the trigger and double-actioned the SIG, time seemed to change in its natural flow. As if in slow motion, Reaper could see his pistol come up even as the hammer was going back for the shot. The bearded man appeared to be moving very slowly as he started to point his rifle. There wasn’t much of a question that there wouldn’t be a second place finisher in this race. The winner would be the only one who lived.

Reaper noted the thick, bushy black beard of the man who was trying to kill him. There were broad black eyebrows above eyes that were widely open. As the man opened his mouth, Reaper could see teeth stained from years of neglect and tobacco use. Then the face dissolved in a mask of red as Reaper won the race and the SIG in his hand bucked and roared.

With the immediate threat neutralized, the passage of time went back to its normal rate of flow. There was the sharp report of another M4 being fired as Bear took down one of the other armed men who had come to wreak havoc among the unarmed villagers. Then Reaper heard the slow knocking, spaced-out, thunk…thunk…thunk…of a Mark 19 being fired. It took a moment for the fist-sized 40mm grenades to travel from the muzzle of the weapon to the target. Just a second or two after the sound of firing rang out, the spaces between the trees bloomed with the flowers of high-explosive grenade detonations.

Back at the Humvee, Ward fired the Mark 19 grenade launcher in a long burst, tracking the grenades so that they would explode in the woods beyond where his Teammates were fighting. The blasts would convince the raiders that rapidly going someplace else would be a very good idea.

Thousands of ripping steel fragments from the exploding grenades slashed through the trees and brush of the woods. As the razor-sharp steel cleared the area, Reaper quickly picked himself up from the ground and shook off the effects of the blow to his chest. His M4 carbine, dangling across his chest on its sling, was not going to be of much help to him. Even without the night-vision device strapped to his head, Reaper would have seen the large dent and hole in the receiver where the weapon had stopped the first round from that AK-47.

“Well, fuck me,” he said quietly to himself.

His SIG pistol had served him well enough and would have to continue to do so. As Bear ran up to his chief, neither SEAL could see any sign of more activity on the part of the raiders. Whoever they had been, they had cut and run, leaving their dead behind. They didn’t have the stomach for a protracted fight when what they had thought would be a soft target had suddenly turned very hard.

The open door of the schoolhouse was behind the two SEALs. As Bear maintained watch, Reaper went up to the door and looked inside. Light was pouring out of the door, bathing the two SEALs in a golden glow, as fires started from the broken lamps in the building spread their flames.

Reaper pushed his AN/PVS-14 NVD up on his forehead. The light from the fire was more than enough for him to see the scattered bodies of nearly twenty villagers—men, women, and children—scattered around the room. The torn and limp bodies told Reaper all that he needed to know. There would be no refugees accepting the offer of a safe haven by the SEALs, the JSSF, or anyone else.







    

Chapter Two




A subdued Humvee full of SEALs returned to the “train,” the radio code name for their headquarters established in a house near the city of Rastosnica. The large house was isolated enough from other buildings for security’s sake, and large enough to comfortably hold all of the JSSF detachment.

The unit’s two officers, Captain Paxtun and Lieutenant Franklin, had their quarters on the upper floor of the house, but only Paxtun was waiting when Reaper returned with his men. Two of the unit’s other Humvees were missing when the men pulled up to the house. Their vehicle was still parked where they had left it.

The results of the night’s actions weighed heavily on the SEALs. They had gone out with the intention of simply supporting a “hearts and minds” campaign to help win over some of the locals who had suffered so much. A show of strength and solidarity to show the refugees that they were finally safe in an area they could call home.


The SEALs’ mission had been a complete failure. It wasn’t because of any lack of action on their part. But the people they had been trying to help were dead, and there wasn’t anything that could be said to make that result easier to accept.

One of the things that had been bothering Reaper during the entire drive back to their headquarters was just who the hell the village attackers had been. The bodies that the SEALs had searched revealed very little—but what they did find looked important.

The Afghan Pakol hat the one raider had been wearing was odd, but the really significant find had been the pocket copy of the Koran that had been on the body, the small book neatly wrapped in waterproof cloth. There was no way that a Serb raider would have been carrying a copy of the Koran. A Serb might have considered the Muslim holy book to be a source of paper at most. He certainly wouldn’t have been carrying it carefully wrapped and protected as its owner had been. No, the raiders had been Muslims—and they had killed their own people.

As the SEALs entered the house, Captain Paxtun was waiting in the front room. It was immediately obvious to Paxtun that his orders had not been obeyed—the tear in the front of Reaper’s vest and the damage to the weapon hanging across his chest were plain to see. It wasn’t the kind of thing that could happen to a man who was in a vehicle accident. Reaper had been in combat, against direct orders.

“Chief Reaper,” Paxtun said, “are any of your men casualties?”

The tone in Paxtun’s voice gave Reaper the impression the captain would have preferred that all of the SEALs were casualties. There probably would have been less paperwork for them than for the kind of attack that he and his men had witnessed.

“No, sir,” Reaper said. “My troops and I are fine. I would like to dismiss them to stow their gear and grab some chow.”

“Fine, Chief,” Paxtun said, “dismiss them. You and I have to have some words about the incident this evening.”

“Yes, sir,” Reaper said.

Turning to Bear, Reaper continued, “Clean yourselves and your gear, get something to eat and grab some sack time.”

“Chief…” Bear started to say.

“Belay that,” Reaper said, “you have your instructions.”

Reluctantly, the SEALs left the front room, leaving the two officers and their chief behind them.

“Where is Lieutenant Franklin and the rest of the men?” Reaper asked.

“They’re out on another scouting mission,” Paxtun said. “I don’t expect them back for some time.”

“I hope their operation goes a lot better than ours did,” Reaper said.

“Chief,” Captain Paxtun began, “there are cause-and-effect situations here that you have no knowledge of. The political situation is at a critical stage and we cannot afford another Serb incident making the news for…”

“Serbs,” Reaper exploded. The frustration and shock he felt since almost being killed that evening evaporated in a wave of anger and rage. “How the hell can you jump to that conclusion? Those weren’t any Serbs who killed those people. Those raiders were Muslims themselves. No Serb would ever be caught with this in his pocket.”

With that statement, Reaper threw the Koran that he had in his pocket down onto a chair next to where Paxtun was standing.

“And just where in the hell do you think a Serb would have gotten this?” Reaper said and he threw the Pakol hat into the captain’s face.

Ducking to the side, Paxtun dodged the cloth hat and allowed it to fall to the floor behind him. The officer was almost shaking with rage at the SEAL chief standing in front of him.

“Chief,” Paxtun snapped out. “You will get hold of yourself right now, soldier.”

“Wrong, sir,” Reaper growled, “I’m a sailor.”

Being corrected by the SEAL chief enraged Paxtun even more. “You will stand at attention when addressing me…sailor,” Paxtun snapped. “I don’t care what service you’re in, you can be brought up on charges of insubordination and assaulting an officer right now. This minor material you’ve brought in from somewhere could come from anywhere, and mean anything.”

Taking a moment to get control of himself, Paxtun looked at the SEAL chief and the hat on the floor.

“Chief Reaper,” Paxtun said in a much calmer voice, “there has been no Serb activity reported in this area for some time. It was just the villagers’ bad luck that an incident took place while they were all in the same building. It’s possible that the Serbs heard of the meeting and decided to stage a raid disguised as Muslims. Maybe we were simply due for some action breaking out in this area again. Any thought that there was a group of rogue Muslims attacking their own is just supposition on your part. The present political situation among the local Muslim groups is far too sensitive to allow such inflammatory suspicions to be voiced without solid proof.”

Reaper just looked at Paxtun with astonishment. He was denying the evidence that was right there in the room. Just what in the hell was going on here? Reaper thought.

“Suspicions?” Reaper said. “Just what do you mean, suspicions? How the fuck can you deny what happened tonight? That wasn’t a raid, it was a planned slaughter of those refugees and the villagers who were putting them up.

“Those raiders knew where everyone would be and surrounded most of the area. That wasn’t a schoolhouse—it was a killing zone. If you hadn’t called me back to the vehicle, my men and I might have been able to save a few of those poor people. As it is, they’re dead and the bulk of the raiders got away. If we had taken the route you originally planned for my patrol, we wouldn’t have gotten there until well after…”

Reaper paused at the realization that Paxtun’s intent may have been just what he was about to say—he had wanted the SEALs to miss the incident. They were just supposed to have shown up and count the bodies.

“That’s it, isn’t it, sir?” Reaper said as he closed the distance between himself and Paxtun. “You made some kind of deal with those assholes. We were never supposed to have ever even seen them, were we? My men and I were just to be witnesses to the aftermath of another Serb slaughter.”

“That’ll be enough of that shit, Reaper,” Paxtun almost shouted. Paxtun rarely swore and that told the big SEAL chief that his words were hitting home.

“Just what is it,” Reaper said, “you have cooked up with the people who sent those raiders? Just what were you supposed to get out of the deal? Intelligence? Some kind of information that would make your career?”

Reaper looked deeply into Paxtun’s eyes as he spoke. He didn’t see enough of a reaction to tell him that he had guessed right yet. Paxtun was angry, but the captain remained cagey and in control.

“If not intelligence, what?” Reaper said. “Money? Guns? Drugs? Just what the hell could someone offer you that would be worth the lives of all those people?”

“Take control of yourself, Chief,” Paxtun said sharply.

“Sir,” Reaper said as he drew himself rigidly to attention, “I respectfully request permission to report to SFOR headquarters in Tuzla. I will personally deliver a full report on the incident this evening to the authorities there. The relocation project is their responsibility and they can make the final determination of the situation and which parties might be held accountable.”

Paxtun looked shocked as he realized just how close he was coming to losing control of the situation. It was now obvious to anyone who may have seen them standing there that he didn’t want Reaper reporting anything to anyone. There was suddenly near panic showing in the officer’s face. Whatever the situation was, Reaper knew from looking at Paxtun that something was wrong and he was up to his asshole in it.

“Just a moment, Chief,” Paxtun said in a reasonable tone. “Any reports coming from this unit will be made by myself or my executive officer. It is obvious that you are too upset by the action today to think clearly. The accusations you are making are outrageous. I’m sure you’ll see just how wrong they are after a night’s sleep. You make out your report tomorrow and I will see to it that it reaches the proper people.”

“I will be making my own report to Warcom, my own Navy command, sir,” Reaper said with a special emphasis on the last word. “And I will make it tonight. I do not require your permission to do so.”

The anger that washed through Paxtun showed plainly on his face. As the big Navy SEAL turned to leave the room, the shorter officer said, “This is my command, Chief, not yours. And I am the intelligence professional. Any reports that come from this unit will come directly from my desk. I will inform command in Tuzla of the situation—and of your part in it.”

“My part in it?” Reaper said.

“Obviously, Chief,” Paxtun said, “the strain of working under these conditions was too much for you. Something at the refugee village must have simply set you off and you opened fire on them. I would of course expect your men to say whatever they had to in order to cover for their chief, but you have obviously lost control of yourself. That is what I will tell both the Tuzla command, and your own people.”

Relief swept across Paxtun’s face as he thought that he had taken control of a situation that had threatened to get completely out of hand. The blame for the slaughter would be put on the head of what he could say was an undisciplined SEAL who had lost control. He had disobeyed specific orders as to how he was supposed to have approached the village and what path he was to have taken. What other standing orders may he have ignored? Their story would fit the facts well enough to confuse the issue badly. A small smile slowly spread across Paxtun’s face.

For a moment as he stood there, Reaper no longer could see the smirking face of the officer in front of him. What he saw was a small bundle of rags being tossed through a schoolhouse window. And all he heard was a child’s whimpering cry suddenly cut off. He had to get out of that room now, before he did something he would regret.

“The hell you will,” Reaper said very softly. “I’ll be making my own report, and it will be going through Navy channels.”

Reaper turned to leave the room without another word. The soft tone of voice Reaper had used had a lot in common with a quiet wind blowing through a graveyard—they both were heard mostly by the dead. If the intelligence officer had learned more about the Navy SEAL chief, he would have known to be afraid of that voice. What Paxtun did realize was the seriousness of what Reaper was threatening to do.

The smirk that had been on Paxtun’s face just a moment before had been replaced with something that looked a lot like sudden fear. Paxtun wasn’t a big man, just a little over five feet six. And he certainly didn’t have the build of the six-foot-tall, 215-pound Reaper. But he still tried to physically stop Reaper from leaving the room.

“Don’t you turn your back on me, mister,” Paxtun said. “I am not done talking to you yet!” He grabbed at Reaper’s left shoulder and tried to twist the big man around.

An iron-hard right fist, toughened by years of exercise, salt water, and rough use—the same hand that had rubbed the short hair of a six-year-old son back in the States months before—shot up from behind the SEAL’s right hip and smashed squarely into the officer’s jaw. Paxtun flipped over backward and landed flat on the floor. The angle of his jaw was anything but natural as the nearly unconscious officer groaned from where he lay sprawled. The broken jaw would keep the man from eating solid food for some time—and it spelled the death knell for Reaper’s military career.







    

Chapter Three




Months after the JSSF incident in Bosnia, a blue Pontiac Firebird sped along the northbound lanes of I-395, heading in to Washington, D.C. At the wheel of the car was Navy captain Alan Straker. For a high-ranking officer, Captain Straker’s deeply tanned skin and heavy muscular build made him stand out as someone who hadn’t spent his career behind a desk.

The brilliantly shining gold Trident, the Naval Special Warfare breast insignia, in plain view on the upper right side of Straker’s uniform, was a big giveaway as to just how he developed that tan and those muscles. The Trident could be worn officially only by men who had passed through training and been accepted as active SEALs by their peers in the Teams. That symbol on his chest proclaimed him to be a Navy SEAL operator—no matter what his rank or assignment.

Not all of his muscles came from having been in the SEAL Teams. Straker’s bright blue eyes had looked out from under a sweating mass of thick black hair at a number of opponents during his days on the wrestling team at the U.S. Naval Academy. He had always accepted a challenge, and reveled in overcoming them. The challenge he was facing right now was simply the irritation of having to maneuver through D.C. traffic.

Straker decided on parking at the Pentagon and grabbing a ride in on the subway. He could make his appointment at the huge Department of State building between Twenty-first and Twenty-third Streets by just getting aboard the Metro at the Pentagon and getting off at the Foggy Bottom stop south of Washington Circle. The walk was only about half a mile down Twenty-third Street, and the late September weather in D.C. wasn’t so bad that he would arrive in a sweat-soaked uniform. Besides, finding a parking spot at the Pentagon was going to be one hell of a lot easier than conducting a parking search in downtown Northwest D.C.

While standing at the subway stop at the bottom of the very long escalators at the Pentagon, and during the ride itself, Captain Straker maintained a pensive look. At only slightly over five ten, but carrying 245 pounds on his broad-shouldered frame, Straker wasn’t jostled a lot by the other passengers on the subway. Certainly no one poked at the big SEAL to see if there was a soft spot indicating flab instead of muscle. Only his six-year-old niece would ever think of doing such a thing anyway. A small smile slipped onto the face of the SEAL as he thought of his sister’s youngest, the smile evaporating as his mind went back to his mission at hand.

At present, Captain Straker’s assignment in the Teams was a general one. He was working TAD (temporary assigned duty) at Special Warfare Group Two at Little Creek, Virginia. His present position was only to last until the confirmation of his promotion to rear admiral (lower half). Once at flag rank, he would go on to the Special Operations Command in Tampa for a tour of duty there.

With the temporary duties at Group Two, also came a job that no SEAL ever wanted—investigating the possible wrongdoing of a fellow operator. Straker had been ordered to investigate the incident of a SEAL chief petty officer being accused of willfully disobeying orders, assaulting a superior officer, and the murder of foreign nationals. The charges were seriously inflated in Straker’s opinion, and the situation a foul one.

Only the classified seal the State Department had thrown over the whole affair had so far kept it out of the hands of the Judge Advocate General’s office. Somebody at State wanted a SEAL’s ass as a sacrifice over this one—and they wanted all of their ducks in a row before final charges were brought. Straker intended bringing the situation to a close before the JAG’s office became inextricably involved. State wanted a straightforward guilty plea, and Straker was going to play that desire for all it was worth.

As he walked south to the State Department Building Straker reflected how, at his rank, politics had become another battleground. In this fight, words did more damage than any bullets ever could. If the present situation burst in his face, that admiral’s star was going to go back into the box. But no SEAL had ever been left behind, living or dead. Even if all you could do was go back and bring out a body, if that’s what it took that’s what you did. It had been a mantra in the Teams since well before Lieutenant (j.g.) Straker had gone through training. He certainly was not going to be the first one to break that tradition by abandoning a Teammate to the military-hating cookie-pushers at the State Department.

It took some time to travel through the huge building to locate the conference room that Straker had been told to report to. Already in the room and busily shuffling papers was Martin Rosacrantz, the midlevel State Department bureaucrat who was pushing ahead with the case against Ted Reaper. Rosacrantz was a tall, thin individual with a receding hairline and a superior attitude. Straker wasn’t surprised. He had yet to meet any people from State who didn’t feel they were superior to the military. Even though it was the military who had to keep cleaning up the messes or carry through the ideas of the moment for the present administration.

“Thank you for being prompt, Captain Straker,” Rosacrantz said. “Please have a seat and we’ll get right to business.”

Without waiting for Straker to sit, Rosacrantz began talking.

“This meeting should be little more than a formality before formal charges are brought against Chief Petty Officer Reaper,” Rosacrantz said.

“I hardly think that the decision to bring capital charges against anyone should be considered simply a formality
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