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CHAPTER
1



A BOOTED FOOT SHOVED a metal folding chair, sending it skidding across the room, where it slapped against the drywall.

“Sit down right there.”

Fluorescent bulbs hummed above the soldier as he walked into the small basement room and took a seat. A heavy metal door swung shut behind the men.

“This is an informal 15–6 investigation,” one of the two military officers turned interrogators informed Lopez, the soldier in the chair. He knew that a 15–6 was a standard Army investigation and that if incriminating evidence was uncovered, it could lead to a court-martial.

He didn’t know what an informal 15–6 was, though, and said as much.

“Informal means no sworn statements. Nothing on the record, no paper trail.”

Lopez rubbed his forehead as the two officers grabbed their own folding chairs and sat down in front of him, ninety degrees from each other, surrounding him in an L shape. Lopez hadn’t slept in days, and network news was already reporting what had transpired over the last forty hours, which gave him some indication as to why the embassy was giving him the third degree.

One of the officers, wearing the rank of major, took off his uniform top and slung it over the back of his chair.

“Start at the beginning.”



Deadfall and clipped pieces of brush were cast aside in the darkness, revealing a camouflage net concealing a Yamaha ATV four-wheeler. Lopez wore Mirage camo fatigue pants and a mesh ghillie suit top over his clothes. He was running late but proud of his work. He had spent hours creeping up on the terrorist compound, carefully placing large plastic “rocks” that contained high-tech surveillance equipment, including thermal and night vision cameras.

Opening his Toughbook computer, he dialed down the glow from the screen as he began syncing the cameras. Next, he began unfolding and connecting his satellite antenna and establishing the uplink. Both cameras were charged and functioning correctly.

He had hidden them in a manner that allowed the uplink to view different sides of the same building, getting as much coverage as possible. Human bodies showed up “white hot” on the screen, as did car engines. One carload had already arrived, and a second was pulling up as he watched the screen. It was five kilometers between him and the compound, but one could never be so sure of remaining hidden in this part of West Africa. No matter how careful you were, a shepherd or a cluster of children would stumble upon you sooner or later.

Pulling on a headset, he clicked the push-to-talk device attached to it.

“This is Romeo Three, radio check, over,” he said.

“Romeo Three, this is X-Ray Zero-One, I read you. Status report on target?”

Lopez recognized the call sign as belonging to one of the A Squadron leaders of the Delta Force element that was currently operating under the code name Gabled Stone, which was now en route on MH-60 helicopters flown by the 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment, also known as the Nightstalkers.

“I’ve got two vehicles on the white side of the objective,” he replied, referring to the side of the compound that would be facing the assaulters as they disembarked from the aircraft. Each of the four sides of the compound was color-coded white, black, green, or red. “Counted a total of five military-aged males entering, over.”

The transmission turned to static for a moment. The operators were already in the air.

“Roger that, Romeo Three, keep us updated. We are approximately thirty mikes to TOT, out.”

Thirty minutes until the helicopters landed, or time on target.

He continued to monitor the camera feeds, counting three more vehicles over the next twenty-five minutes and calling them out on the assault net for the Delta operators to hear. The newcomers were not unexpected; intel had indicated that the bad guys were getting together for some kind of powwow, which made it a high-percentage target for Delta. It was an opportunity to wrap up the whole network in one raid.

“Five minutes,” he heard a new voice announce on the assault net.

Lopez used the zoom feature on the cameras to call out the positions of several sentries outside the compound, and one guy sitting on a car hood who looked to be smoking a cigarette.

“One minute.” The transmission sounding garbled over the roar of the MH-60 Black Hawk’s rotor blades.

He could just barely make out the thump-thump-thump of the rotors in the distance, and only because he was listening for them.

“Thirty seconds.”

WHOOOSH.

He nearly jumped out of his skin at the sound coming from his right flank. It was distinctly not the sound of a helicopter but something on the ground.

Craning his neck, Lopez saw a fireball illuminate the night sky, the glow momentarily reflecting on his face. It could only be the result of a surface-to-air missile.

“Mayday, Mayday, Mayday!” someone screamed over the net.

The fireball descended to the ground, and he heard a thud off in the distance. It was difficult to estimate range at night, but he figured the crash to be about four kilometers out.

The assault net was buzzing. It was too late for the other helicopters to peel off the target; they were already flaring and landing. On the screen, he could see the operators dashing across the Sahel, some carrying ladders or breaching equipment. Their suppressed Sig Saurer rifles made short work of the sentries. It took only a second for them to affix the breaching charge. His computer screen went white hot for a moment when the charge blew. The entire troop then began flowing into and flooding the compound with operators.

“This is Romeo Three, coming off station,” Lopez announced. His part of the job, the reconnaissance, was finished, but he wasn’t going to sit on his ass while Americans were on the ground at the crash site. “Moving to the area of the crash site.”

“Roger,” came the reply over the assault net.

Slamming the computer shut and folding up the antenna, he packed up the whole ball of cables and electronics into a pouch on the side of the ATV, slung his M110A1 rifle over his back, and started the engine. He backed out of his improvised hide site in the bushes, nosed toward where he expected to find the crash site, then gunned the engine.

They had a Black Hawk down.



“Hold up, let me get this straight,” the major blurted. “You unilaterally decided to come off your station and move to the crash site?”

“I announced it over the assault net and got a confirmation.”

“We just spent twelve hours in an after-action review with the Delta guys, and no one remembers acknowledging your decision.”

“Well, pull the tapes.”

“We’re still waiting on those, and you sure as shit better hope that your story holds up, because the command is calling bullshit. What call sign acknowledged you?”

“I don’t know; they didn’t give a call sign. There was a lot of frantic traffic on the assault net after that bird went down.”

“If they didn’t acknowledge you by call sign or give their own, how do you even know they were talking to you?”

“Should I have a lawyer present for this shit?”

“Let’s get back on track,” the second officer, a captain, interrupted.



The ATV tore across the Sahel, the wind rushing through his hair as he struggled to see what was in front of him through the dual-tube PVS-31A night vision goggles he wore, as he could see only so far without stopping to readjust the focus on the tubes. Between the dust in the air and the overcast night, Lopez couldn’t see shit, so he risked flipping on his white lights, pushing the night vision up and out of his face on its pivot mount.

Up ahead he saw the glow of what had to be a downed MH-60, which was the Special Operations variant of the UH-60 Black Hawk helicopter that most of the Army used. The MH-60 was flown by the Nightstalkers, the 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment, and the new MH-60M model was packed with high-tech optical equipment, electronic countermeasures, and an advanced radar system in addition to the pod that jutted out in front of the cockpit for midair refueling.

With nothing left between him and the crash but occasional trees and shrubs, he gunned the throttle again and sped forward, hoping to get to the crash site before any hostiles arrived. Seconds seemed like minutes, which seemed like hours, the passage of time distorted by the unique time dilation effect that combat has on the human mind.

Finally, he spotted the crash ahead. The MH-60 was lying upside down, exposing its belly to the night sky. The rotor blades appeared to have been sheared off during the crash. A Black Hawk down in this part of the world had an ominous history, going back to Operation Gothic Serpent in Somalia over thirty years ago, that didn’t bode well for the soldier and his unit. Two forms moved around the wreckage.

Unslinging his M110A1 rifle, he flipped on the night vision attachment to his 10x scope. In years past he would have used an IR laser to shoot at night, but night vision devices had proliferated among terrorist organizations over the last decade. An infrared beam could give away your position and telegraph your attack if the enemy had night vision.

Through his sniper scope, he saw that the two forms around the wreckage wore baggy clothes and head coverings and carried Kalashnikov rifles. He clenched his hand on his pistol grip and rotated the safety catch from safe to semi as he leaned forward in the seat of the ATV and used the handlebars to help stabilize his firing position. The rules of engagement on this op were not totally clear, but no one would argue if he was taking action to protect a downed flight crew from terrorists.

He gently stroked the trigger, putting down the first target with a 7.62mm round to the chest before slightly rotating his upper body to transition to the second target and squeezing the trigger again. Both terrorists were down with less than a second between shots.

Lopez took no pleasure in the act, nor did he feel bad about it. Killing was part of the job, and it was just business to him, not something personal. At the moment, those terrorists were between him and the flight crew, and getting to his comrades and keeping them alive was the priority. In the process of accomplishing that, the new enemy had to die. It was what it was.

After a quick scan for any additional enemy, he slung the rifle, then rode the ATV forward the last fifty meters and circled the wreck.

Shutting down the ATV, he climbed down and inspected the wreckage. The fuselage was intact; the pilot had clearly made a semicontrolled crash landing as opposed to just falling out of the sky. He didn’t see any clear sign of a surface-to-air missile strike, but it might have taken off one of the rotor blades; that would have been enough to bring the bird down. Peering inside the cockpit, he saw that both pilots had unstrapped their safety belts and reached for weapons before they were both executed at point-blank range. The entry wounds were clear enough.

But he also knew from his time in Afghanistan that an MH-60 should have two pilots and two crew members who would have manned the side-mounted miniguns. Neither crew member was at the crash site.

Making another lap around the wreckage, he found footprints in the sand. Footprints and expended brass. As he crept forward, he found both 5.56 brass and 7.62×39 brass, indicating that the crew members had clearly survived and engaged the enemy in a close-range firefight. The footprints trailed off into the darkness. Not more than fifteen minutes had elapsed since the crash. They couldn’t have gone far.

Without radio contact with the survivors, this was going to be super sketch.

He held his rifle at the low ready, and began to pursue. He was leaving behind the two pilots. The Ranger Creed clearly stated, “Never shall I leave a fallen comrade.” It was what they had to fall back on in times like this. But he also knew that if he had a chance to help rescue the crew members, the pilots would have supported his decision. The Army would be back for the pilot’s remains regardless. They would not be abandoned.

It was a difficult decision to make, even if it was the right one.

Man-tracking at night was notoriously difficult, some said impossible, but he did have a few techniques up his sleeve. One of them was breaking the rules about the use of IR that the enemy might be able to see.

Crouching down, he turned on the infrared flashlight on his rifle and swept his barrel back and forth across the Sahel while scanning with his night vision goggles down. The IR flashlight created nonvisible light that could be seen only with night vision, and through the goggles, that light cast shadows inside footprints on the ground.

Picking up the spoor again, he began forward, increasing his pace as he heard gunfire in the distance. It sounded to be about two hundred meters ahead of him, in his direction of travel. He moved as quickly and as quietly as possible. Soon, he began seeing muzzle flashes. They lit up the night like strobe lights. Knowing he was about to stumble upon both enemies and friendlies (who didn’t know who he was), he began using the trees for cover, darting from one to the other as he made his way forward.

Up ahead was a copse of trees sticking up out of the thorny brush that was scattered across the Sahel. A muzzle flash emanated from somewhere within. Two more replied from his right flank, sounding like Kalashnikovs. Again using the night sight on his rifle, he scanned and picked up the two muzzle flashes in the distance. They were under the trees, and it was an overcast night—impossible to confirm if they were friendly or enemy, although he had some intuition that the helicopter crew were in the bushes and these were the bad guys.

Lopez began creeping forward toward the copse of trees as the firefight continued, like a staccato conversation held in gunfire, each communication a potentially deadly reply.

Within thirty meters he yelled into the trees, “Ranger! Ranger! Friendly coming in!”

There was a pause, then more gunfire.

“Ranger! Ranger!” he repeated.

Fuck.

He continued creeping forward until he saw a silhouette crouched in the bushes, the muzzle of his rifle pointing toward the trees, where the two terrorists appeared to be moving to outflank him.

“Ranger!” he yelled from less than ten meters behind the form, but he still received no response, his words drowned out by the gunfire.

“Fine, fuck it,” he said under his breath.

The reconnaissance expert did what he did best, what he had done on dozens of close-target recce missions around the world. He crept right up on someone without them knowing he was there. His Salomon trail runners were silent on the desert sand as he stepped from heel to toe. The gunman in front of him was still returning fire, and the two bad guys still appeared to be on the move.

“Hey, bud,” he said, putting his hand on the gunman’s shoulder, causing him to nearly jump out of his skin. The man was wearing a flight suit and firing an M4 rifle. He must be one of the crew members, but now he was scared and swinging his rifle muzzle toward Lopez. Reaching down, Lopez pushed the muzzle away and said again, “Ranger!”

The crew member’s eyes were as wide as saucers.

“What? You’re American?”

“Yeah, man.”

“Who are you? We weren’t briefed on any Rangers being out here.” The crew member looked him up and down, noting the strange camo pattern on his fatigues that he had never seen before. Some sort of digital pattern with all kinds of different colors in it.

“You got briefed on Romeo Three doing the recon for the mission?”

“Yeah, the recce team.”

“Well, it turned out to be just me. I’m with the Regimental Reconnaissance Company, Team Three.”

The crew member blinked.

“What is that?”



“Yeah, same question,” the captain said. “What the fuck is RRC, and how did they wind up on this mission?”

“Well, they didn’t. I did because I was detached from Team Three to do some recce work in Niger.”

“What kind of recce work?”

“You’d have to ask the Ranger Regiment that question. It’s read-on only.”

“You’re telling me that we don’t have a need to know?” the captain asked.

“You’re addressing a commissioned officer in the United States Army, Sergeant,” the major dutifully reminded Lopez. “You will address us as sir and show proper decorum.”

“RRC is a little-known recon element that is a part of the 75th Ranger Regiment, but often JSOC has operational control over our taskings. I got pulled off my mission here when Delta got a 0300 counterterrorism alert for rapid deployment as intel developed on a target they had been keeping an eye on. They found out I was here and tasked me to help with the recce portion of the mission.”

“Sir,” the Major reminded him.

“Sir.”

“RRC consists of just six six-man recon teams, so there are only thirty-six of us at best, plus a few commo guys, all source intelligence analysts and so on, which is why most people haven’t heard of us.”

“All right, whatever we’re moving on …”



“Never mind, I think we got bigger problems,” Lopez said as the sound of dirt bikes echoed nearby. The enemy was about to swarm in on the sounds of the firefight, and he could already hear the bark of Kalashnikov fire getting closer. “There is another one of you?”

“He didn’t make it,” the crew member said, gesturing to what initially looked like a part of the bushes under night vision. Lopez moved forward, and checking for a pulse confirmed that the other crew member was deceased.

Lopez, propped his inner elbow on his knee as he looked through the scope. Three dirt bikes had broken from the cover of the trees and were screaming down on their position. He squeezed the trigger, his round taking the lead rider just below the neck and sending him tumbling backward off the bike.

Oddly, the dirt bike continued to remain upright, and with the engine still running, it careened out of Lopez’s field of vision.

It took two shots to bring down the second dirt bike–riding terrorist, sending both the bike and the rider sideways in a cloud of dust. The third rider hesitated, realizing he was now alone with the Americans directly to his front. That split second cost him, and he took a long dirt nap courtesy of the RRC Ranger.

Back at the tree line, the situation was quickly deteriorating. Two technicals, Toyota Hilux pickup trucks with DShK machine guns mounted in the back, pulled up and disgorged a dozen more terrorists.

“You got comms up?”

“Survival radio only,” the crew member reported. “The CAG element is being rerouted to our location. Should be a few minutes out.”

We might not have a few minutes, Lopez thought to himself.

“Let them know that I’m colocated with you.”

“What was your call sign again?”

“Romeo Three, last name Lopez.”

“Roger,” the 160th crew member said as he began speaking into his radio.

Lopez extended his bipod legs and looked down his scope as the technicals and dismounts began to shake out into an assault line that would sweep forward toward their location in mere moments.

The dull thump of the rotors could already be heard in the distance.

“Are we gonna make it?” the crew member asked, the first sign of fear creeping into his voice.

“We just need to hold out until those birds get here. All I can do is slow the bad guys down a little, maybe buy us some time.”

A trained sniper, Lopez quickly assessed his priority of targets. First, the machine gunners in the back of the two technicals, who manned the enemy’s greatest casualty-producing weapons. Then the drivers; taking them out would render the vehicles at least temporarily immobile. Then he could sweep up the ash and trash.

For all his training, weapons, and equipment, their survival looked to hinge on a single dice roll. Either they would take down enough enemy and hold out and survive before reinforcements arrived, or they wouldn’t.

Lopez rotated the selector switch on his rifle from safe to semi.



“So it was a real roll of the dice, but the other 160th Black Hawks showed up at the last moment. I was almost out of ammo when suddenly the door gunners opened up with miniguns.”

The two officers looked at each other.

“You made a series of highly questionable tactical decisions,” the major said.

“But I made them,” Lopez replied. “Any decision is better than no decision. I was on my own and reacted as quickly as I could to save as many teammates as I could.”

The major frowned. They were at an impasse. If the two officers couldn’t dig up some dirt on him or get him to compromise himself somehow, then the investigation would quickly be dropped, and instead of calling a court-martial they would be pinning a medal on Lopez for valor under fire. It was a hero-or-zero moment, and the three of them damn well knew it.

“Jeremy Lopez,” the major said with contempt in his voice. “What do they call you for short? J-Lo?”

The officers broke out laughing.

“Yes, sir,” Lopez replied.

They stopped laughing.

“Seriously?”

“Listen, fellas, it’s only in the movies where soldiers get nicknames like Deathbringer or Death Dealer or whatever. In Ranger battalion, you’re going to get a nickname like Ballduster or Cock Face or, in my case, J-Lo.”

“That accent,” the captain said. “I take it you’re from the south. Tennessee or Alabama?”

“Alabama.”

“You joined the Army right out of the Redneck Riviera, didn’t you, Sergeant?”

“I’ll have you know that my cultural heritage constitutes a part of the rich tapestry of our great nation, sir.”

The major exploded out of his chair and flung a finger toward the door.

“Get the fuck out of here!”







CHAPTER
2



THE HUNTER HEARD a rustling in the bushes and gently trained the barrel of his rifle in that direction. He squinted hard against the sweat streaming down his face as he stared through the 10x scope, trying to spot his quarry off in the distance across the Savanna.

“Easy,” his Safari guide cautioned in his South African–accented English. “Don’t rush it.”

The hunter was tech entrepreneur Lucas Ramachandran, who, although he was an immigrant from India, reflected on the reality that he was a far ways away from Silicon Valley. In fact, he was in West Africa doing something very illegal that he could never get away with back in the States.

He braced the rifle in the crossbar created by two plastic sticks, made specifically for hunters in environments like this where the grass was waist height. The sticks allowed him to fire over the grass while also in a more stable supported firing position.

The South African leaned in, nearly whispering in his ear.

“Right there, through the trees,” he said. “You see the movement.”

Lucas blinked sweat out of his eyes. Through the foliage, he did indeed see what looked like something moving laterally. But what was it? There were gazelles, lions, even elephants out here. Big game to be sure, but was it the right game?

The South African, a grizzled veteran hunter named Koos DeKlerk, had worked with Lucas, helping him stalk through the forest and savanna and gain a firing position that had taken the better part of the day to achieve. The safari guide seemed to know the national park like the back of his hand.

“I see it,” Lucas confirmed.

“That’s your trophy right there, boet,” the South African whispered. “The only thing left is for you to take the shot. Like I said, do not rush it.”

Lucas nodded slightly, both tension and anticipation building in his body. His hand was a little shaky as he carefully rested his finger on the trigger. He saw the movement again now, clearly, through breaks between the tree branches and leaves. As he aimed his cross hairs center mass on the target, his finger began taking up the slack in the trigger.

“Easy goes it,” the South African coaxed him.

The shot caught Lucas by surprise when the trigger finally broke. The round blasted downrange, and Lucas nearly jumped out of his skin. His sudden movement sent both the rifle and the shooting sticks tumbling to the ground. The Indian American was beyond mortified to have embarrassed himself in front of the seasoned guide and began collecting the rifle before even looking downrange.

But DeKlerk was already scanning ahead with his binoculars.

“You tagged him, but let’s confirm the kill,” he announced.

Lucas eyes went wide. He was ecstatic with the news. Grabbing up the sticks, he slung the rifle, and the two of them marched forward through the high grass. As they grew near, DeKlerk unslung his own rifle and began moving forward carefully.

As he had told Lucas earlier, the most dangerous part of a hunt was during the follow-up. You might have injured the beast, and now you had him cornered. That was when he’d fight back the hardest.

As the branches separated with their passage, the two hunters could see a prostrate form lying in the grass beyond. Now Lucas couldn’t contain himself; he broke through the brush and ran toward his trophy.

He rushed over, kicked the body to make sure it was dead, and then he flipped it over to examine it.

“Well done, lad,” DeKlerk said as he pulled a digital camera from his pack. “Well done.”

Lucas reached down, grabbed the African’s head by the ears, and lifted him up, posing with the human corpse for a trophy photo. DeKlerk took a half dozen photos to commemorate the event. A rusty bolt-action Mosin-Nagant rifle lay next to the dead African. He had been a poacher on the national reserve, illegally hunting elephants to sell their ivory on the black market. No one was going to miss him.

The tech bro smiled a toothy smile as the shutter on the digital camera clicked again and again.

It had been a convoluted journey for the young man, from first-generation immigrant to idealistic hustler in Silicon Valley to where he was now. It was actually the failed liberal policies of San Francisco that had led to his political awakening, and then to his spiral down conspiracy theory rabbit holes, ethnonationalism, and reactionary politics.

As he tuned out the mainstream media propaganda, he found an odd form of comfort in trolling 4chan and Reddit, where his views grew only more extreme. His racism melded with the desire to be different and edgy, to do things that were transgressive and unpermitted by “normies.” He found exactly what he was looking for in a group of like-minded Silicon tech bros.

For a few years he had heard rumors about the hunts. Only rumors. It was only a few weeks ago that he was finally invited on one.

“Let’s bring up the truck,” DeKlerk said, “and get your kill back to the camp.”

Backtracking straight to the vehicle was much faster than the stalk itself, and they were soon inside the rusty pickup truck and barreling through the dry, straw-colored grass. Once they arrived at the site of the kill, Lucas took the poacher’s corpse by the ankles while DeKlerk hooked his hands under the arms. They carried him around the truck and flopped him down on the open tailgate.

The South African rolled the corpse forward and slammed the tailgate shut. He patted the side of the truck, a small acknowledgment to himself for a hard day’s work complete. A few hours later they arrived at their base camp. In a large clearing between the trees, a number of tents had been erected. As they parked and exited the truck, a generator could be heard purring gently on the outskirts of the camp.

“So did he bust his cherry?” someone asked almost the moment they came into the camp. The hunting party began emerging from their tents and surrounding the pickup truck.

DeKlerk dropped the tailgate on the truck.

“We have a kill,” he announced.

The nine hunters and one safari guide gathered around the back of the truck while Lucas climbed up and began dragging the dead body by the wrists.

Several of the hunters cheered as the body was splayed out on the tailgate.

“Outstanding work, Lucas,” one of the hunters said.

“About time,” another muttered. “Can we get on with the main event now?”

DeKlerk smiled and reached for the satellite phone in his pack.

“Indeed we can.”

Punching a number into the keypad, he held the phone to his ear while it rang.



It had been nearly forty-eight hours since the crash when staff sergeant Jeremy Lopez finally left the US embassy in Niamey, Niger. Pushing through the glass door, he emerged into the blazing heat of the afternoon. The embassy itself was designed to look quite modern, with sand-colored walls and red metal planking going up some of them. The color scheme of sand, stone, and red oxide was clearly an attempt to mimic the local structures.

The new embassy had been built only a few years ago, and while relatively small, it became a hub for US government personnel every time something popped off in the region.

Lopez had endured round after round of after-action Joint Special Operations Command reviews that eventually started to feel like interrogations. Being a recon Ranger made him a redheaded stepchild within JSOC at times, never mind his many deployments to Afghanistan on Omega teams and ops in West and East Africa and Syria.

He was assigned to Regimental Reconnaissance Company Team Three, but RRC was “one up” in Niger, meaning he was the lone Ranger there at the moment. Out of the six-man team, they had one guy in Northwest Syria, two in Somalia working on the Puntland Strike Force deal, two more in Yemen working another recon job, and then him in Niger.

They trained together as a team and sometimes deployed as a six-man element, but getting deployed in onesies and twosies seemed to have become more common in recent years. JSOC was getting big into so-called “blended teams” that merged the capabilities of different special ops units. For instance, a small special ops task force in a country might have a Delta Force team leader, an RRC assistant team leader, and a few Task Force Orange signals intelligence guys and that was it.

Lopez had done a few pumps like that in parts of the Middle East and Africa in recent years.

Anyway, a simple thank-you from JSOC for a job well done would have sufficed. Not that he didn’t appreciate the miniguns on the additional 160th helicopters pulling his ass out of the fire.

On CNN, the Pentagon was claiming that one of their helicopters had experienced a mechanical malfunction during an operation in Niger and had a “hard landing,” which was typical US military obfuscation, especially when something embarrassing had happened.

Well, fuck it.

Lopez knew of a local watering hole where he could drown out some of the administrative stress and combat fatigue. He’d been in the Ranger Regiment for close to ten years and in RRC for five or so. He had little patience for bellicose pussies wearing officer rank.

Out in the embassy parking lot, he squinted against the glare of a slowly descending sun. Across the way he saw someone he recognized, wearing what was sometimes known in the profession as a 5.11 tuxedo. Tan cargo pants, T-shirt, and ball cap completed a fashion choice that could be described as “business tactical.”

“Hey, bro, what’s up?” Lopez said as he neared.

The soldier turned toward him, his face also covered in several days of scruff, his eyes bloodshot and tired, likely from having endured a similar post-mission interrogation. His name was Eric Willoughby, but everyone just called him Wallaby. He was a seasoned operator for Task Force Orange, the Army intelligence unit known for a series of constantly changing code names, one of the most recent being Titan Zeus, TZ for short.

They were both recon specialists, in a sense, but had different roles in Niger. Lopez was there to handle the tactical side—reconning the actual objective, getting eyes on the bad guys, emplacing devices that could do the same. Wallaby’s job was more in backside logistics; he had to scout out the airfield and potential helicopter landing zones for the Delta Force element before they arrived in-country.

It was one of those easily missed but critically important jobs in the special ops community. Wallaby spent long days and nights driving roads to do route reconnaissance, setting up safe houses, and liaising with the local military.

“Hey, Lopez,” the weary Army spy said after a delayed recognition. He was tired, and the Ranger couldn’t blame him; so was he. “Heard you got into a dustup out there.”

“That’s the too long, didn’t read version, yeah.”

“They interrogated me about the whole thing after the debriefing. Don’t worry, bro, I put in a good word for you. Don’t know why they have such a case of the ass with you.”

“JSOC had a bird go down and some soldiers killed. They need to find someone to blame, and it sure as fuck is not going to be a commissioned officer.”

“That’s a no-shitter.”

“I’m heading out for a drink. Want one?”

Wallaby chuckled. “No thanks, man, I’m exhausted. Got a few more things to do, and then I’m headed straight to my bunk.”

“Suit yourself,” Lopez said defiantly.

Wallaby laughed again. “See ya tomorrow, Ranger.”

Lopez climbed into his assigned vehicle, a Land Cruiser, and drove out of the embassy gate and headed to the bar on the other side of town. He hadn’t had much, if any, sleep, but work hard, play hard was a thing in the Ranger Regiment, and the Zaxi rooftop lounge and bar wasn’t far at all. He cruised down the dusty paved streets, where the lanes were often divided by a median colored in red and white stripes like a candy cane.

He wore jeans, a black collared shirt, and a Glock 19, concealed inside his waistband holster, that he was permitted to carry under a status of forces agreement the United States had hashed out with the local government. The civilian attire was because he was supposed to be keeping a low profile, not only to avoid being targeted by the bad guys but also so he wouldn’t irritate the populace, never mind the local security forces if possible.

The US military was in Niger by invitation of the local government, who wanted Uncle Sam’s capabilities (read: money) to help counter “violent extremist groups,” meaning the Islamic terror organizations plaguing the more rural parts of the country. To that end, a fairly robust special ops presence could be found at the US embassy and various Nigerien military bases dotted around the Sahel.

Special Forces, or Green Berets, did most of the hearts-and-minds village stability operations and key leader engagements. JSOC, Delta, and DEVGRU got called in when some heavy lifting needed to be done. One of the priorities was rescuing a number of American missionaries that the extremists were holding. With the Green Berets paving the way, Delta had been able to snatch one of the hostages out of a camp just a month ago.

The success of that mission was what had gotten Congress more interested in Niger, hence a recon specialist like Lopez getting deployed there.

A lot of internationals hung out at the Raddison hotel, and another white dude didn’t attract any special attention. Technically, he was only half white, but it didn’t make much difference in West Africa. He stood out like a sore thumb.

Finding himself a seat at the bar, he ordered a Scotch on the rocks. He was on his second drink and already nursing a shitty attitude about life when an absolute bombshell sat down next to him and ordered a Manhattan.

She made some casual comment about what he was drinking, and they flowed right into conversation.
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