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USA TODAY & Ebook Library BESTSELLING AUTHOR • ONE OF THE MOST EXCITING
VOICES IN THE ACTION THRILLER GENRE • C. G. Cooper is back with an adventure that is
sure to keep you reading late into the night.Marine Major B. Andrews...on loan to the
CIA...captured in Afghanistan...disavowed by the Agency... Shortly before being captured, Major
"Andy" Andrews, USMC, had time to make one phone call, to his best friend Cal Stokes. Now left
to rot in a cell in Helmand Province, Andy's time is almost up. Will Cal and his team from The
Jefferson Group be in time to save Andy? Will the CIA help, or get in the way? What are the
political implications should their mission succeed? Follow Cal on his latest mission, and find out
what happens when the layers of Afghanistan get peeled back... A portion of all profits from the
sale of my novels goes to fund The Cooper Brothers Scholarship. For more information visit
CooperScholarship.com.

About the AuthorBarry Brownstein is a physician assistant practicing in cardiology in Columbus,
Ohio. Born in central New York State, his family later moved to Maryland, where he graduated as
an engineer. After service in the air force and two graduate engineering degrees, he became an
engineering manager. He and his wife Lindalee had three children and a mortgage the day they
blundered into a open house for the new hospital in town. How he got from there to becoming a
60-year-old physician assistant who takes 9-1-1 runs in the middle of some nights is the subject
of this book. While many other aspects of life have changed around them, Barry and Lindalee
continue to live happily in Columbus. Barry can be reached at
old.man.on.campus.book@gmail.com.
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JUSTICE OATH BY COL. CALVIN STOKES, SR. (USMC, RET.)1. We will protect and defend the
Constitution of the United States.2. We will protect the weak and punish the wicked.3. When the
laws of this nation hinder the completion of these duties, our moral compass will guide us to see
the mission through.Si Vis Pacem, Para Iustitiam: In order to have peace, you must first have
justice.HELMAND PROVINCE, AFGHANISTAN9:12AM, AUGUST 23RDIt was a game. At
regular intervals throughout the day an old Afghan would unchain the rickety wood slat door. He
would peer in with one rheumy eye through a hole in the door, then open it. Always careful. His
gnarled and heavily tanned arm reaching in to place a dented aluminum tray on the concrete
floor. It held a plate covered with a dented metal dome.Sometimes the covered plate contained a
bottle of water, a piece of bread and a scrap of stringy meat. Goat meat. It was the other times
that his captors had their fun.The second time he’d reached for the tray, relishing the thought of a
sip of water, he’d almost dropped the metal top in surprise. Lying on the cracked earthen plate
was a severed hand, fresh blood pooled like a bed of soup.The time after that they’d given him
an ear. Then, earlier that morning, he’d found out where the parts were coming from. When he’d



uncovered the plate he found the head of a man he knew, his eyes bulging from his final death
throes. Not a man. Almost a boy.Ikram was a nineteen year old Afghan he’d recruited weeks
before. The boy had a knack for languages and had helped his employer master the local
Pashtun dialect. They’d often stayed up well into the night, Ikram pronouncing words for his
friend, always patient.He’d learned that Ikram was a tenth son, the youngest. While his brothers
and sisters chose to stay close to their ancestral home, Ikram left for a shot at seeing the world.
They’d met by chance in a small cafe where Ikram was waiting tables. He’d surprised the
foreigner with his mastery of English and the two had struck up a conversation until the cafe
owner yelled for the boy to get back to work.The memories of their time together played over in
his mind as he’d looked down at the young man’s contorted face. By the jagged and ripped look
of the neck wound they’d butchered him alive. Ikram had felt every cut. He said a silent prayer for
the boy.Major Bartholomew Andrews, USMC, Andy to his friends, sat in the corner of the
ramshackle room picking at a scab on the back of his hand. He’d been captured days before.
Time ground by as if accompanied by a maddening dirge. Memories spun. The rest of his team
slaughtered in a dank alley. At the time, Ikram and Maj. Andrews were the only ones left
standing. There’d been time for one last phone call, to the only person Andy knew he could
trust.After the satellite phone had been knocked from his hand, he’d taken down six until
someone threw a concussion grenade and knocked him unconscious. It was the last time he’d
seen Ikram until uncovering the gruesome platter.The game aside, no one had touched him.
He’d awakened to find himself in the room he now occupied, shackled to the stone wall by
ancient iron manacles strapped to his wrists and ankles. They clanked together as he tried to
shift into a more comfortable position. Impossible. Sleep came in waves.Although his body
ached and his throat screamed from thirst, Andy’s mind analyzed the situation, searching,
calculating. Something wasn’t right. If he was the target of a kidnapping, why the games? Why
didn’t they torture him, try to get information out of him?The lack of physical abuse worried him
more than if he’d been strapped to a wooden beam and beaten until he broke.Andy held no
illusions about his ability to outlast interrogation. He was a Marine infantry officer. He was a Navy
Cross winner. He knew the horrors of war and the price paid for victory.But he also knew that
eventually everyone cracked. The trick was to hang on as long as you could and hope that you’d
either escape or get rescued. Death was the only other obvious alternative. The problem for
Andy was two-fold. First, he was in possession of troves of classified information. His time in
Afghanistan had been well spent. Second, no one knew where he was. This was his mission, the
first he’d been allowed to plan and execute while on loan to the CIA. There was no oversight. He
was on his own.He’d handpicked his team. Three former American special forces soldiers plus
him and Ikram. Small. Mobile. Undetectable.It was as if he’d given the attackers a detailed
description of the operation, from timelines to check points. He remembered the hairs on the
back of his neck standing at attention as soon as they’d landed. He should have listened to the
warning and aborted the mission. It was pride that pushed him forward, ignoring the alarm bells
in his head.But how had they known? No one knew the details of the op except for Andy and



he’d burned the notes before leaving Camp Leatherneck. How had they found him? And, more
importantly, why were they keeping him alive?His thoughts rattled as the chains on the door
creaked open, another tray set on the cracked concrete floor.UNIVERSITY OF
VIRGINIACHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA - 9:57AM, AUGUST 23RDKyle Hazlitt was a third
year student at the University of Virginia. A red-shirt walk-on for UVa’s football team, Hazlitt felt
the constant need to keep himself conditioned. If he wanted to keep his hard fought position as
#2 wide receiver, he’d have to work for it. Even though there’d already been morning practice, he
was back to lifting at Memorial Gym.Just having drained the last of his gallon jug of water, the
college wide-out walked to the water fountain to get a refill. He passed one of the private rooms
where he occasionally stretched on the wrestling mats. A large figure flew past the window. What
the…?Hazlitt moved to the door and watched as two men charged at each other. It looked like
an unfair fight. The one he’d seen run by the window was a huge black guy. He figured the man
had to be close to seven feet tall and was built like an NFL lineman.The other guy was white and
more than a foot shorter than his partner. He was trim where the other guy was muscle bound
and hulking. Despite the size difference, the smaller guy didn’t seem to care. He bulled in, diving
and rolling at the last possible moment, narrowly missing the hands of the giant with the flat
top.He watched as they circled each other, both men smiling, soaked in sweat. Like two
combatants in a mixed martial arts ring, they maneuvered around each other, sometimes
grasping a leg or arm of their opponent, but each always twisting away. To Hazlitt’s surprise the
smaller guy was holding his own. He couldn’t tell how, but it looked to be a subtle shift here or a
quick slip there.The big guy finally got the brown-haired guy on the ground and flipped him
around, getting him to tap-out with an arm-bar. Hazlitt shook his head and continued on. He
wouldn’t want to take on either of those guys.Master Sergeant Willy Trent, USMC (retired),
helped his boss up. Cal Stokes grinned up at his friend.“I thought I had you, Top.”Trent shook his
head and laughed, the sound deep and rumbling. “How many times do I have to tell you, Cal? I
cannot be beaten!” He stood with his hands on his hips like a kid wearing a red cape pretending
he was Superman.Cal chuckled. “You know, you do have me by like a hundred pounds.”Trent
shrugged. “Tell that to Royce Gracie. Dude took out guys bigger than me in UFC One.”Cal shook
his head. “Fine. You win.”“Now, was that so hard?”Cal gave Trent the middle finger, but smiled as
he grabbed a towel off his gym bag. He didn’t like to lose, ever. But he guessed that if he had to,
he might as well lose to one of his best friends who was possibly the strongest man he’d ever
met. Even during his time in the Marine Corps, Cal had never met anyone who could manhandle
the formidable MSgt Trent.Ten minutes later, they walked into the renovated home that housed
their budding corporate headquarters. Situated on the corner of Rugby Road and Preston
Avenue, The Jefferson Group owned properties on two corners of the intersection. The second
property was still under construction, so they were walking in to the recently finished ‘pentagon’
property, named for the shape of the lot.On paper, The Jefferson Group was a small consultancy
that sourced its highly qualified principals to private corporations and the federal government.
They even gave the occasional guest lecture at the University.While Cal Stokes was the de facto



leader of the small company, billionaire Jonas Layton was its face. Layton had made his billions
in the tech industry. By using his genius level brain to build software widely adopted by multi-
national corporations, and his uncanny ability to predict future events, Layton was increasingly
being called “The Fortuneteller” by industry insiders. His prognosticative powers were becoming
legendary.Layton dealt with the day-to-day minutia of running a business. Although Cal was still
majority owner of Stokes Security International (SSI), a private security company founded by his
father, Marine Col. Calvin Stokes, Sr., he now handled The Jefferson Group’s burgeoning covert
division.Months before, he’d left SSI and been tasked by his good friend, U.S. President
Brandon Zimmer, to form a new entity. This secret endeavor would have a public face but a very
private mission. The Navy Cross winner was given the opportunity to be the president’s secret
weapon. He’d done it for years with SSI, but now he had a better cover. So while local police and
government agencies battled bureaucracy and fickle lawmakers, Cal and his team of operators
at The Jefferson Group were free to battle the hidden forces that were attacking America.Just
days before, the team had returned from overseas where Cal had directed the complete
destruction of the budding terror organization called ISIS. Through careful coordination with
American and coalition military assets, the president’s men conducted a shock and awe
campaign that was now pursuing global terrorists back to their homes. The gloves were off.
America was playing for keeps, and Cal and his team were an instrumental part of it all. They
were the emergency asset in President Zimmer’s back pocket.As Cal and Trent entered the front
door, they were greeted by a short Hispanic with an eccentric beard braided in dual strands
running off his chin. Gaucho was a former Army Delta soldier and head of the squad-sized team
who’d volunteered to follow Cal from SSI to The Jefferson Group.“You take him down, boss?”
Gaucho asked. By the grin on his face he obviously already knew the answer.Cal shook his
head. “Top kept trying to hug me. I hate it when he does that.”Trent punched his fellow Marine in
the shoulder, knocking Cal a foot to the side.“That’s for not hugging me back,” said Trent.Cal
rubbed his shoulder. “Any word from Travis?”Travis Haden was Cal’s cousin and the previous
CEO of Stokes Security International. Earlier that year the former SEAL had accepted the
invitation to be President Zimmer’s Chief of Staff.“Not yet,” answered Gaucho.Cal frowned. Two
days before he’d gotten a call from his former platoon commander, Major Andrews. After saving
each other’s lives on deployment, the two Navy Cross winners had stayed in touch. Andy was
the brother Cal never had. But the phone call hadn’t been a “Hey how’s it going?” type of call.
Andy was in trouble. He hadn’t said so over the phone, but Arabic shouting and gunfire in the
background preceded the conversation being disconnected.The first person Cal tried to contact
after the line went dead was the man Andy had told him to call, Rich Isnard. Isnard was another
former Marine who now served as the CIA station chief in Baghdad. Cal had met the rough-
around-the-edges spook weeks earlier just as ISIS delivered an almost catastrophic attack
against the American embassy in the heart of the Iraqi capital.Isnard was the man responsible
for recruiting Andy. While Andy wasn’t yet an official member of the CIA community, he was sort
of on loan to the agency, kind of a trial period to see if he’d leave his beloved Marine Corps



behind. The way Isnard had explained it to Cal, it was Andy’s call, but the Marine major had a
knack for the intelligence business.Unfortunately Isnard was nowhere to be found. When Cal
had contacted the director of the CIA through the president, he’d been told that Isnard
disappeared on occasion, sometimes for weeks at a time. It was his job to oversee covert
missions throughout Iraq. Sometimes that meant going into the field.Cal didn’t like it. Something
was wrong, and he was tired of waiting. Who knew where Andy was and he was sitting in
Charlottesville twiddling his thumbs.“I need to make a call,” said Cal, turning down the hall and
heading toward the secure War Room. Its reinforced metal door was armed with a retina scanner
and the latest in security enhancements. Trent and Gaucho did not follow him.He entered the
official brain of The Jefferson Group and was surprised that no one was there. Typically there
were at least two or three people manning one of the many computers arranged around the
perimeter of the space. Neil Patel, their resident hacker and tech geek, was there most of each
day.Cal picked up the handset of the secure phone in the middle of the conference table and
pressed the only button he ever used.It rang once.“Cal?” asked President Zimmer.“Yeah. I was
just checking to see if you’d heard anything about Andy.”“It’s not really a good time right now,
Cal.”Cal’s jaw clenched. “It’s been almost three days. You know what his chances look like as
more time goes by.”Zimmer’s voice lowered. “They’re looking into it.”“What’s the CIA doing to find
him?”“I have guests. Let me call you back.”Cal took a deep breath, his frustration simmering but
he bit it back. “Okay. When?”“Five minutes.”“I’ll be here.”The line went dead and Cal stared at the
phone. He counted down the seconds, his heart beating as his head pounded. It was just like a
government agency to take its sweet time doing anything. In his time since leaving the Marine
Corps, Cal’s loathing for politicians and bloated bureaucracy had grown by the day. He’d
experienced the lies and corruption of senators and congressmen. He’d seen billions of dollars
squandered on black hole programs that the American people would never see.All of those
thoughts made him want to tear Washington down and leave it in smoking ruins. But the patriot
in him knew he had to trust someone. As fate would have it, that person was a Democratic
congressman turned president, Brandon Zimmer.Their relationship had not begun well, but after
saving each other’s lives and surviving numerous attempts to have their careers torpedoed, the
politician and Marine were close, trusting friends dedicated to the well-being of America.The
phone rang and Cal snatched it up.“Stokes.”“Hey, sorry I had to call back. I had Secretary of
Commerce in with his staff. I couldn’t talk.”“No, it’s my fault. I should’ve given you a heads up. So
what do we know?”There was a pause. Why was Zimmer hesitating?“I just got word from the
CIA.”“And?”“It’s not good.”Panic seized Cal’s chest. “Just tell me. Is he dead?”“No.”A tiny
measure of relief.“Then what?”“It’s complicated.”“Come on, it’s me. Just tell me.”Another pause.
Cal tried to control his breathing.“The CIA has officially disavowed Andy.”KANDAHAR,
AFGHANISTAN6:24PM AFT, AUGUST 23RDThe room smelled like someone had used it as a
bathroom since the day the dilapidated building went up. Sour and musty like a junkie’s crack
house. It didn’t bother Rich Isnard. He’d been to and even lived in worse places. At least he’d
only be in the apartment overlooking the bustling bazaar below for the night, if that long. The



cracked plastic blinds let in a filtered yellow light from the street lamps that only served to cast
the room in a more depressive pallor.Despite his repeated attempts to quit his two pack a day
habit, Isnard puffed away like a man possessed. It’s what he’d always done in the field. Habit,
plain and simple. Like breathing.Isnard had the hard look of a man who’d seen and done things
that others might condemn. His features placed him somewhere between early thirties and mid-
fifties. A forgettable face covered in salt and pepper stubble. His short hair matched his beard. To
strangers, Isnard’s gray eyes might look bored, but they hid the fact that the man possessed
mental faculties that were always on high alert. He knew every exit in the three story complex
despite only checking in an hour before. Thorough.In his youth, he’d thrown off attempts by his
overbearing mother and bitter electrician father to corral his free spirit. What do you do with a kid
who’s kicked out of every school in a ten mile radius?As an only child, Isnard had ample time to
observe his parents. Early on, young Richie, as his mother called him, figured out that his
parents were losers. They were the type of people who complained about their circumstances
instead of doing something about them. His father constantly griped about non-paying clients
and freeloading employees despite the fact that he rarely got anywhere on time and almost
never paid his people when he was supposed to.His mother, the basket case, got fatter and
fatter as the years creaked by, more content with bitching about the high price of milk than giving
her only son anything nutritious to eat, let alone motherly love.Rich Isnard left home at the age of
seventeen after a particularly bitter fight with his father. Time had erased the reason for the
argument, but the high school dropout ended up at the office of the Marine recruiter he’d met at
his last high school. The young sergeant was pretty cool, even letting him bum a cigarette when
they bumped into each other in the parking lot.Much to Isnard’s dismay, Sgt. Austin told him that
at the time he didn’t have any slots for kids without high school diplomas. He went on to explain
that Isnard had to wait until he was eighteen to go to boot camp.None of that deterred Rich
Isnard. He convinced Sgt. Austin to let him sleep on his couch, promising to keep the Marine’s
apartment spotless in exchange for food and a place to crash. Austin agreed and set Isnard up.
Isnard was true to his word. They shared the bachelor pad for two months. Time ticked by until
Isnard turned eighteen. Meanwhile he took and passed the GED exam without studying.Sgt.
Austin was surprised. “How come you were failing out of school?”Isnard grinned and replied, “I
was bored.”Soon after, he got a perfect score on the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude
Battery (ASVAB), which basically gave him his pick of any military occupational specialty (MOS).
He’d surprised Sgt. Austin again by choosing infantry.“Most smart kids like you want intel. You
wanna be cannon fodder?” asked Sgt. Austin, who himself was an artilleryman.Isnard shrugged.
“If I’m gonna be a Marine, I’m gonna be a real Marine.”So two months after leaving home, Recruit
Rich Isnard stood on the yellow footprints at Marine Corps Recruit Depot, Parris Island.Despite
his small stature (his initial boot camp physical measured him in at 5 feet 5 inches tall and a
scrawny 120 lbs), Isnard showed his fellow recruits and the staff that he had more than enough
scrap to go around. There wasn’t much he couldn’t do, from scoring “expert” on the rifle range
and acing his academic tests, to besting his entire class on the obstacle course. He’d finally



found a place where he could excel and be rewarded for it.It was a theme that would replay
wherever he went in the Marine Corps. Everyone underestimated Rich Isnard when they first met
him, but it never took him long to prove his worth.After doing four years in The Corps, Isnard
used his contacts to join the CIA. By then, he’d mastered Pashtun, Chinese, Spanish and Latin
(just for fun). He’d gone from pushing paper to running his own team in Iraq in under a year. He
was fast-tracked by superiors who recognized his talent for the intelligence business. He read
others like few could and would bend their wills when needed. If there was ever a natural spook,
it was Rich Isnard.Now, despite where he stood waiting, Rich Isnard was the CIA station chief in
Baghdad, Iraq. He knew they were looking for him, but he couldn’t go back. Not yet. He’d lost
one of his own, his recruit, another Marine. The one thing that would always be at the foundation
of Isnard’s soul, a lesson learned in the first days of Marine boot camp, was that you never leave
a man behind. It was a solemn promise, a vow embedded in every Marine’s heart.No. He
wouldn’t go back until he found out one way or another. His highly tuned mind was betting that
the man he was waiting for had some insight into the whereabouts of Major “Andy” Andrews.
More importantly, the contact would be the first crumb along the path of finding out why the hell
the CIA had labeled Andrews a traitor.Whether by bribery or bullet, Isnard was going to do what
was needed to find the truth. He’d never failed before.UNIVERSITY OF
VIRGINIACHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA - 11:12AM, AUGUST 23RDThe attractive brunette
with striking blue eyes walked into Little John’s Deli wearing a Naval ROTC uniform. This time of
year it was whites. Despite the unflattering attire, hair pulled tight in a bun and only minimal
makeup, heads turned as Diane Mayer passed by. One couldn’t help but look at the fourth year
student who walked with an air of confidence and a genuine smile.Cal watched the 28-year-old
from the corner table, his heart beating a little faster when she smiled at him with a wave. God,
she’s beautiful.She motioned for him to keep his seat but still leaned over the table to give him a
kiss. “Hi.”“Hi,” Cal replied, still amazed by the swell of emotion he felt when seeing his…well, they
hadn’t exactly defined their relationship yet. Diane, who’d served four years in the Navy before
enrolling at U.Va., didn’t like the term “boyfriend and girlfriend.” While their relationship was still
new, Cal was well aware of the gravitational pull drawing him to Diane.“What did you order?” she
asked, pointing down at the two sub sandwiches sitting in the middle of the well worn table.“One
Nuclear sub, extra Texas Pete, and an Italian.”They’d taken to the habit of sharing food, always
halving orders. Diane grabbed a half of the Nuclear sub and took a bite. Her eyes lit up.“I’m
starving,” she said with a mouthful of sandwich.Cal smiled, grabbed the other half, and dug
in.Not a word was said until they’d finished, Diane because she didn’t stop eating, and Cal
because he was enjoying the sight of a beautiful woman with an appetite she wasn’t afraid to
show.“I’m going out of town tonight,” he said, taking a sip of soda.Diane stopped wiping her
mouth. “Oh?”Cal knew what she was thinking. On his last “business trip” he’d returned with a
dislocated shoulder and stitches, courtesy of two weeks of sustained Ops in Iraq. Diane didn’t
know what he really did for a living, but he was sure she had a hunch. She wasn’t stupid. Far
from it, in fact.As was his way, after the first couple dates, Cal put super hacker Neil Patel to the



task of finding out about Diane Mayer. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust her, but he didn’t like getting
involved with anyone without knowing something about them. He knew the basics: family, naval
service, etc.. but she’d been almost as coy as Cal when it came to telling him what she’d done in
the Navy. She always said she was some kind of paper-pusher.It hadn’t taken Neil long to find
out.“She’s intel,” Neil had said. “Analyst. Pretty damn smart by the looks of her confidential
record.”“Confidential record?” asked Cal.Neil nodded. “Just like the special Ops guys. Looks like
your girlfriend’s been involved in more high level ops than you.”Neil had really gotten a kick out of
that little morsel, chuckling as Cal snatched the file out of his friend’s hand.But Diane’s former
occupation meant more headaches for Cal. As the de facto leader of The Jefferson Group, Cal
was sanctioned by President Zimmer himself. There was no one else that he answered to. If that
fact was ever made public…well, it couldn’t happen. He had to be careful with what he said
around Diane.“I’m not sure how long I’ll be gone,” said Cal, watching to see Diane’s reaction.She
reached out and grabbed his hand. It was warm, comforting.“No more stitches, okay?” she said
with a grin.Cal nodded. This was getting complicated.Diane waved goodbye and made her way
toward the Rotunda. Her next class started in ten minutes.As she walked, thoughts filtered, still
absorbing the lunch with Cal. She wasn’t stupid. She knew Cal wasn’t a consultant. There were
thousands of consultants in the D.C. area, and Diane had met her fair share. Her time in Naval
Intelligence had introduced her to the world of spy versus spy around the nation’s capital.She
remembered the moment she’d checked into her first duty station and her commanding officer
told her not to come to work again unless she was armed. From that day forward she had a Sig
P239 no more than an arm’s reach away. An expert shot, Diane had grown up in a military family.
Her brothers had all served. As the baby sister, she’d gone along for the ride.While Diane could
hold her own in a military and familial establishment filled with men, she held no illusions that
she could ever be a field operator. That wasn’t what she wanted. Her prospects within the
enlisted ranks were limited. She’d left the Navy only after applying for a ROTC scholarship and
being accepted to the University of Virginia. Her dream was to be a Naval Intelligence officer. As
an officer, she’d have the opportunity to have her own team, maybe even be assigned to the
Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) or Special Operations Command (SOCOM).With an easy
command of multiple languages, Diane’s prospects were high. She had the experience and the
brains that the Navy was looking for. Now that the Zimmer Doctrine was filtering through the
federal branches, there would be an increasing need for beefed up intelligence assets. They
were taking the battle to the enemy and Diane wanted to be part of it.As luck would have it, Cal
had been the proverbial wrench thrown into her well-thought-out plan. She hadn’t been looking.
It had just happened. But she knew that she loved him. It was the easiest of things. Under his
sometimes gruff exterior lived a loving man who was loyal and kind. A born leader. She saw how
he was with his friends. Guys like the enormous MSgt Trent and the crafty Gaucho deferred to
Cal even when they joked with him.Diane knew there was more to Cal than he was telling her,
but she didn’t push. He would tell her when the time was right.Cal had similar feelings as he
walked away from lunch. He’d loved a girl once before. She’d been taken from him in the most



horrific way possible: murdered right in front of him. The thought still made his heart drop, the
years having done little to lessen the sting of Jessica’s brutal death.That was one of the reasons
he hesitated with Diane. Besides the fact that what he did for a living was highly classified, he
didn’t want her to get hurt. Deep down, in a place that never saw the light of day, Cal still blamed
himself for his fiancé’s death. He’d replayed that night over and over again, trying to figure out
what he’d done wrong. As crazy as it sounded, sometimes he felt cursed like those closest to
him were the first to get punished. His parents were gone. Jess too. At least guys like his right
hand man, Marine sniper Daniel Briggs, could protect themselves.But even highly trained
operators could fall on the wrong side of fate. His good friend, former Navy Corpsman Brian
Ramirez, was one of them. Would Andy be next?The thought haunted him as he made his way
back to The Jefferson Group’s headquarters. Cal still couldn’t believe that the CIA had
disavowed Andy and labeled him a traitor. Not Andy. Never.Cal had served with his fair share of
officers and Andy was the best. Unassuming, moral, and patriotic. Andy had a way, just like
Daniel, of making a stressful situation better with a simple pat on the back or nod of his head. He
inspired confidence in his men and his superiors. There was no one better to lead
Marines.That’s why the thought of Andy being a traitor was so ludicrous. No way.Hopefully he’d
have some answers soon. His team should be waiting. He had to talk to them first, then it was on
to Washington. If the president didn’t have the answers, Cal would find them some other
way.HELMAND PROVINCE, AFGHANISTAN6:03AM AFT, AUGUST 24THThey had a new
game now. Instead of delivering severed body parts to his cell, a trio of guards would come into
the room, blindfold him, unhook his manacles from the wall, attach a cold metal collar to his
neck, and drag him out like a dog. They even made barking sounds and tried to trip him like kids
do.Once outside they would parade him around, jabbering on about what a good dog he was,
apparently not knowing that he could understand every word. They never hit him. It was just like
taking a dog for a walk. Andy didn’t have a clue what they were doing.As well as he could
estimate, they did this every hour or two. He didn’t have his watch so he couldn’t be sure, but it
felt like hour-long intervals. He’d started the habit of counting down the seconds. Tedious, but
what else was he going to do?They kept it up throughout the night, killing any chance of getting
sleep.They were either toying with him or wearing him down in the most obscure way he’d ever
experienced. He’d had briefings on captivity and torture. He knew what to expect. But this wasn’t
it. There had to be a reason…He’d just dozed off when the cell door creaked open and the
guards streamed in. Gone were the playful smirks, replaced by grim determination. No one said
a word as they ran through the practiced routine, leading him out of the structure into the still
morning air.Andy’s ears strained to hear anything that would give away his captors’ intent, but
none came. One of them pushed him to the ground, and in broken English, said “Sit.”He sat, and
waited. It didn’t take long.Soon he heard the sound of vehicles approaching. He couldn’t tell, but
he estimated between five and ten. Car doors opened and shut and he could just make out the
muffled conversations coming from the passengers. They were talking about him.In Pashtun one
of the men said, “Stand him up.”Andy’s heart beat faster as strong hands grabbed him under his



arms and hoisted him to his feet.“Tell me why you’ve come to my country,” the same voice said
again, still in Pashtun.Andy ignored the question. They didn’t need to know that he understood
the language. Let them think that he was just another no name contractor who didn’t speak a lick
of the local dialect.Again in Pashtun, the man said, “Come now, Major Andrews. I know that you
speak my language. Do not be rude. Please answer my question.”DISAVOWEDC. G.
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PROVINCE, AFGHANISTAN9:12AM, AUGUST 23RDIt was a game. At regular intervals
throughout the day an old Afghan would unchain the rickety wood slat door. He would peer in
with one rheumy eye through a hole in the door, then open it. Always careful. His gnarled and
heavily tanned arm reaching in to place a dented aluminum tray on the concrete floor. It held a
plate covered with a dented metal dome.Sometimes the covered plate contained a bottle of
water, a piece of bread and a scrap of stringy meat. Goat meat. It was the other times that his
captors had their fun.The second time he’d reached for the tray, relishing the thought of a sip of
water, he’d almost dropped the metal top in surprise. Lying on the cracked earthen plate was a
severed hand, fresh blood pooled like a bed of soup.The time after that they’d given him an ear.
Then, earlier that morning, he’d found out where the parts were coming from. When he’d
uncovered the plate he found the head of a man he knew, his eyes bulging from his final death
throes. Not a man. Almost a boy.Ikram was a nineteen year old Afghan he’d recruited weeks
before. The boy had a knack for languages and had helped his employer master the local
Pashtun dialect. They’d often stayed up well into the night, Ikram pronouncing words for his
friend, always patient.He’d learned that Ikram was a tenth son, the youngest. While his brothers
and sisters chose to stay close to their ancestral home, Ikram left for a shot at seeing the world.
They’d met by chance in a small cafe where Ikram was waiting tables. He’d surprised the
foreigner with his mastery of English and the two had struck up a conversation until the cafe
owner yelled for the boy to get back to work.The memories of their time together played over in
his mind as he’d looked down at the young man’s contorted face. By the jagged and ripped look
of the neck wound they’d butchered him alive. Ikram had felt every cut. He said a silent prayer for
the boy.Major Bartholomew Andrews, USMC, Andy to his friends, sat in the corner of the
ramshackle room picking at a scab on the back of his hand. He’d been captured days before.
Time ground by as if accompanied by a maddening dirge. Memories spun. The rest of his team
slaughtered in a dank alley. At the time, Ikram and Maj. Andrews were the only ones left
standing. There’d been time for one last phone call, to the only person Andy knew he could
trust.After the satellite phone had been knocked from his hand, he’d taken down six until
someone threw a concussion grenade and knocked him unconscious. It was the last time he’d
seen Ikram until uncovering the gruesome platter.The game aside, no one had touched him.
He’d awakened to find himself in the room he now occupied, shackled to the stone wall by



ancient iron manacles strapped to his wrists and ankles. They clanked together as he tried to
shift into a more comfortable position. Impossible. Sleep came in waves.Although his body
ached and his throat screamed from thirst, Andy’s mind analyzed the situation, searching,
calculating. Something wasn’t right. If he was the target of a kidnapping, why the games? Why
didn’t they torture him, try to get information out of him?The lack of physical abuse worried him
more than if he’d been strapped to a wooden beam and beaten until he broke.Andy held no
illusions about his ability to outlast interrogation. He was a Marine infantry officer. He was a Navy
Cross winner. He knew the horrors of war and the price paid for victory.But he also knew that
eventually everyone cracked. The trick was to hang on as long as you could and hope that you’d
either escape or get rescued. Death was the only other obvious alternative. The problem for
Andy was two-fold. First, he was in possession of troves of classified information. His time in
Afghanistan had been well spent. Second, no one knew where he was. This was his mission, the
first he’d been allowed to plan and execute while on loan to the CIA. There was no oversight. He
was on his own.He’d handpicked his team. Three former American special forces soldiers plus
him and Ikram. Small. Mobile. Undetectable.It was as if he’d given the attackers a detailed
description of the operation, from timelines to check points. He remembered the hairs on the
back of his neck standing at attention as soon as they’d landed. He should have listened to the
warning and aborted the mission. It was pride that pushed him forward, ignoring the alarm bells
in his head.But how had they known? No one knew the details of the op except for Andy and
he’d burned the notes before leaving Camp Leatherneck. How had they found him? And, more
importantly, why were they keeping him alive?His thoughts rattled as the chains on the door
creaked open, another tray set on the cracked concrete floor.HELMAND PROVINCE,
AFGHANISTANHELMAND PROVINCE, AFGHANISTANHELMAND PROVINCE,
AFGHANISTANHELMAND PROVINCE, AFGHANISTANHELMAND PROVINCE,
AFGHANISTAN9:12AM, AUGUST 23RDIt was a game. At regular intervals throughout the day
an old Afghan would unchain the rickety wood slat door. He would peer in with one rheumy eye
through a hole in the door, then open it. Always careful. His gnarled and heavily tanned arm
reaching in to place a dented aluminum tray on the concrete floor. It held a plate covered with a
dented metal dome.Sometimes the covered plate contained a bottle of water, a piece of bread
and a scrap of stringy meat. Goat meat. It was the other times that his captors had their fun.The
second time he’d reached for the tray, relishing the thought of a sip of water, he’d almost
dropped the metal top in surprise. Lying on the cracked earthen plate was a severed hand, fresh
blood pooled like a bed of soup.The time after that they’d given him an ear. Then, earlier that
morning, he’d found out where the parts were coming from. When he’d uncovered the plate he
found the head of a man he knew, his eyes bulging from his final death throes. Not a man.
Almost a boy.Ikram was a nineteen year old Afghan he’d recruited weeks before. The boy had a
knack for languages and had helped his employer master the local Pashtun dialect. They’d often
stayed up well into the night, Ikram pronouncing words for his friend, always patient.He’d learned
that Ikram was a tenth son, the youngest. While his brothers and sisters chose to stay close to



their ancestral home, Ikram left for a shot at seeing the world. They’d met by chance in a small
cafe where Ikram was waiting tables. He’d surprised the foreigner with his mastery of English
and the two had struck up a conversation until the cafe owner yelled for the boy to get back to
work.The memories of their time together played over in his mind as he’d looked down at the
young man’s contorted face. By the jagged and ripped look of the neck wound they’d butchered
him alive. Ikram had felt every cut. He said a silent prayer for the boy.Major Bartholomew
Andrews, USMC, Andy to his friends, sat in the corner of the ramshackle room picking at a scab
on the back of his hand. He’d been captured days before. Time ground by as if accompanied by
a maddening dirge. Memories spun. The rest of his team slaughtered in a dank alley. At the time,
Ikram and Maj. Andrews were the only ones left standing. There’d been time for one last phone
call, to the only person Andy knew he could trust.After the satellite phone had been knocked
from his hand, he’d taken down six until someone threw a concussion grenade and knocked him
unconscious. It was the last time he’d seen Ikram until uncovering the gruesome platter.The
game aside, no one had touched him. He’d awakened to find himself in the room he now
occupied, shackled to the stone wall by ancient iron manacles strapped to his wrists and ankles.
They clanked together as he tried to shift into a more comfortable position. Impossible. Sleep
came in waves.Although his body ached and his throat screamed from thirst, Andy’s mind
analyzed the situation, searching, calculating. Something wasn’t right. If he was the target of a
kidnapping, why the games? Why didn’t they torture him, try to get information out of him?The
lack of physical abuse worried him more than if he’d been strapped to a wooden beam and
beaten until he broke.Andy held no illusions about his ability to outlast interrogation. He was a
Marine infantry officer. He was a Navy Cross winner. He knew the horrors of war and the price
paid for victory.But he also knew that eventually everyone cracked. The trick was to hang on as
long as you could and hope that you’d either escape or get rescued. Death was the only other
obvious alternative. The problem for Andy was two-fold. First, he was in possession of troves of
classified information. His time in Afghanistan had been well spent. Second, no one knew where
he was. This was his mission, the first he’d been allowed to plan and execute while on loan to the
CIA. There was no oversight. He was on his own.He’d handpicked his team. Three former
American special forces soldiers plus him and Ikram. Small. Mobile. Undetectable.It was as if
he’d given the attackers a detailed description of the operation, from timelines to check points.
He remembered the hairs on the back of his neck standing at attention as soon as they’d landed.
He should have listened to the warning and aborted the mission. It was pride that pushed him
forward, ignoring the alarm bells in his head.But how had they known? No one knew the details
of the op except for Andy and he’d burned the notes before leaving Camp Leatherneck. How had
they found him? And, more importantly, why were they keeping him alive?His thoughts rattled as
the chains on the door creaked open, another tray set on the cracked concrete
floor.UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIACHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA - 9:57AM, AUGUST 23RDKyle
Hazlitt was a third year student at the University of Virginia. A red-shirt walk-on for UVa’s football
team, Hazlitt felt the constant need to keep himself conditioned. If he wanted to keep his hard



fought position as #2 wide receiver, he’d have to work for it. Even though there’d already been
morning practice, he was back to lifting at Memorial Gym.Just having drained the last of his
gallon jug of water, the college wide-out walked to the water fountain to get a refill. He passed
one of the private rooms where he occasionally stretched on the wrestling mats. A large figure
flew past the window. What the…?Hazlitt moved to the door and watched as two men charged at
each other. It looked like an unfair fight. The one he’d seen run by the window was a huge black
guy. He figured the man had to be close to seven feet tall and was built like an NFL lineman.The
other guy was white and more than a foot shorter than his partner. He was trim where the other
guy was muscle bound and hulking. Despite the size difference, the smaller guy didn’t seem to
care. He bulled in, diving and rolling at the last possible moment, narrowly missing the hands of
the giant with the flat top.He watched as they circled each other, both men smiling, soaked in
sweat. Like two combatants in a mixed martial arts ring, they maneuvered around each other,
sometimes grasping a leg or arm of their opponent, but each always twisting away. To Hazlitt’s
surprise the smaller guy was holding his own. He couldn’t tell how, but it looked to be a subtle
shift here or a quick slip there.The big guy finally got the brown-haired guy on the ground and
flipped him around, getting him to tap-out with an arm-bar. Hazlitt shook his head and continued
on. He wouldn’t want to take on either of those guys.Master Sergeant Willy Trent, USMC
(retired), helped his boss up. Cal Stokes grinned up at his friend.“I thought I had you, Top.”Trent
shook his head and laughed, the sound deep and rumbling. “How many times do I have to tell
you, Cal? I cannot be beaten!” He stood with his hands on his hips like a kid wearing a red cape
pretending he was Superman.Cal chuckled. “You know, you do have me by like a hundred
pounds.”Trent shrugged. “Tell that to Royce Gracie. Dude took out guys bigger than me in UFC
One.”Cal shook his head. “Fine. You win.”“Now, was that so hard?”Cal gave Trent the middle
finger, but smiled as he grabbed a towel off his gym bag. He didn’t like to lose, ever. But he
guessed that if he had to, he might as well lose to one of his best friends who was possibly the
strongest man he’d ever met. Even during his time in the Marine Corps, Cal had never met
anyone who could manhandle the formidable MSgt Trent.Ten minutes later, they walked into the
renovated home that housed their budding corporate headquarters. Situated on the corner of
Rugby Road and Preston Avenue, The Jefferson Group owned properties on two corners of the
intersection. The second property was still under construction, so they were walking in to the
recently finished ‘pentagon’ property, named for the shape of the lot.On paper, The Jefferson
Group was a small consultancy that sourced its highly qualified principals to private corporations
and the federal government. They even gave the occasional guest lecture at the University.While
Cal Stokes was the de facto leader of the small company, billionaire Jonas Layton was its face.
Layton had made his billions in the tech industry. By using his genius level brain to build software
widely adopted by multi-national corporations, and his uncanny ability to predict future events,
Layton was increasingly being called “The Fortuneteller” by industry insiders. His prognosticative
powers were becoming legendary.Layton dealt with the day-to-day minutia of running a
business. Although Cal was still majority owner of Stokes Security International (SSI), a private



security company founded by his father, Marine Col. Calvin Stokes, Sr., he now handled The
Jefferson Group’s burgeoning covert division.Months before, he’d left SSI and been tasked by
his good friend, U.S. President Brandon Zimmer, to form a new entity. This secret endeavor
would have a public face but a very private mission. The Navy Cross winner was given the
opportunity to be the president’s secret weapon. He’d done it for years with SSI, but now he had
a better cover. So while local police and government agencies battled bureaucracy and fickle
lawmakers, Cal and his team of operators at The Jefferson Group were free to battle the hidden
forces that were attacking America.Just days before, the team had returned from overseas
where Cal had directed the complete destruction of the budding terror organization called ISIS.
Through careful coordination with American and coalition military assets, the president’s men
conducted a shock and awe campaign that was now pursuing global terrorists back to their
homes. The gloves were off. America was playing for keeps, and Cal and his team were an
instrumental part of it all. They were the emergency asset in President Zimmer’s back pocket.As
Cal and Trent entered the front door, they were greeted by a short Hispanic with an eccentric
beard braided in dual strands running off his chin. Gaucho was a former Army Delta soldier and
head of the squad-sized team who’d volunteered to follow Cal from SSI to The Jefferson
Group.“You take him down, boss?” Gaucho asked. By the grin on his face he obviously already
knew the answer.Cal shook his head. “Top kept trying to hug me. I hate it when he does
that.”Trent punched his fellow Marine in the shoulder, knocking Cal a foot to the side.“That’s for
not hugging me back,” said Trent.Cal rubbed his shoulder. “Any word from Travis?”Travis Haden
was Cal’s cousin and the previous CEO of Stokes Security International. Earlier that year the
former SEAL had accepted the invitation to be President Zimmer’s Chief of Staff.“Not yet,”
answered Gaucho.Cal frowned. Two days before he’d gotten a call from his former platoon
commander, Major Andrews. After saving each other’s lives on deployment, the two Navy Cross
winners had stayed in touch. Andy was the brother Cal never had. But the phone call hadn’t
been a “Hey how’s it going?” type of call. Andy was in trouble. He hadn’t said so over the phone,
but Arabic shouting and gunfire in the background preceded the conversation being
disconnected.The first person Cal tried to contact after the line went dead was the man Andy
had told him to call, Rich Isnard. Isnard was another former Marine who now served as the CIA
station chief in Baghdad. Cal had met the rough-around-the-edges spook weeks earlier just as
ISIS delivered an almost catastrophic attack against the American embassy in the heart of the
Iraqi capital.Isnard was the man responsible for recruiting Andy. While Andy wasn’t yet an official
member of the CIA community, he was sort of on loan to the agency, kind of a trial period to see
if he’d leave his beloved Marine Corps behind. The way Isnard had explained it to Cal, it was
Andy’s call, but the Marine major had a knack for the intelligence business.Unfortunately Isnard
was nowhere to be found. When Cal had contacted the director of the CIA through the president,
he’d been told that Isnard disappeared on occasion, sometimes for weeks at a time. It was his
job to oversee covert missions throughout Iraq. Sometimes that meant going into the field.Cal
didn’t like it. Something was wrong, and he was tired of waiting. Who knew where Andy was and



he was sitting in Charlottesville twiddling his thumbs.“I need to make a call,” said Cal, turning
down the hall and heading toward the secure War Room. Its reinforced metal door was armed
with a retina scanner and the latest in security enhancements. Trent and Gaucho did not follow
him.He entered the official brain of The Jefferson Group and was surprised that no one was
there. Typically there were at least two or three people manning one of the many computers
arranged around the perimeter of the space. Neil Patel, their resident hacker and tech geek, was
there most of each day.Cal picked up the handset of the secure phone in the middle of the
conference table and pressed the only button he ever used.It rang once.“Cal?” asked President
Zimmer.“Yeah. I was just checking to see if you’d heard anything about Andy.”“It’s not really a
good time right now, Cal.”Cal’s jaw clenched. “It’s been almost three days. You know what his
chances look like as more time goes by.”Zimmer’s voice lowered. “They’re looking into it.”“What’s
the CIA doing to find him?”“I have guests. Let me call you back.”Cal took a deep breath, his
frustration simmering but he bit it back. “Okay. When?”“Five minutes.”“I’ll be here.”The line went
dead and Cal stared at the phone. He counted down the seconds, his heart beating as his head
pounded. It was just like a government agency to take its sweet time doing anything. In his time
since leaving the Marine Corps, Cal’s loathing for politicians and bloated bureaucracy had grown
by the day. He’d experienced the lies and corruption of senators and congressmen. He’d seen
billions of dollars squandered on black hole programs that the American people would never
see.All of those thoughts made him want to tear Washington down and leave it in smoking ruins.
But the patriot in him knew he had to trust someone. As fate would have it, that person was a
Democratic congressman turned president, Brandon Zimmer.Their relationship had not begun
well, but after saving each other’s lives and surviving numerous attempts to have their careers
torpedoed, the politician and Marine were close, trusting friends dedicated to the well-being of
America.The phone rang and Cal snatched it up.“Stokes.”“Hey, sorry I had to call back. I had
Secretary of Commerce in with his staff. I couldn’t talk.”“No, it’s my fault. I should’ve given you a
heads up. So what do we know?”There was a pause. Why was Zimmer hesitating?“I just got
word from the CIA.”“And?”“It’s not good.”Panic seized Cal’s chest. “Just tell me. Is he
dead?”“No.”A tiny measure of relief.“Then what?”“It’s complicated.”“Come on, it’s me. Just tell
me.”Another pause. Cal tried to control his breathing.“The CIA has officially disavowed
Andy.”UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIAUNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIAUNIVERSITY OF
VIRGINIAUNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIAUNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIACHARLOTTESVILLE,
VIRGINIA - 9:57AM, AUGUST 23RDKyle Hazlitt was a third year student at the University of
Virginia. A red-shirt walk-on for UVa’s football team, Hazlitt felt the constant need to keep himself
conditioned. If he wanted to keep his hard fought position as #2 wide receiver, he’d have to work
for it. Even though there’d already been morning practice, he was back to lifting at Memorial
Gym.Just having drained the last of his gallon jug of water, the college wide-out walked to the
water fountain to get a refill. He passed one of the private rooms where he occasionally
stretched on the wrestling mats. A large figure flew past the window. What the…?Hazlitt moved
to the door and watched as two men charged at each other. It looked like an unfair fight. The one



he’d seen run by the window was a huge black guy. He figured the man had to be close to seven
feet tall and was built like an NFL lineman.The other guy was white and more than a foot shorter
than his partner. He was trim where the other guy was muscle bound and hulking. Despite the
size difference, the smaller guy didn’t seem to care. He bulled in, diving and rolling at the last
possible moment, narrowly missing the hands of the giant with the flat top.He watched as they
circled each other, both men smiling, soaked in sweat. Like two combatants in a mixed martial
arts ring, they maneuvered around each other, sometimes grasping a leg or arm of their
opponent, but each always twisting away. To Hazlitt’s surprise the smaller guy was holding his
own. He couldn’t tell how, but it looked to be a subtle shift here or a quick slip there.The big guy
finally got the brown-haired guy on the ground and flipped him around, getting him to tap-out
with an arm-bar. Hazlitt shook his head and continued on. He wouldn’t want to take on either of
those guys.Master Sergeant Willy Trent, USMC (retired), helped his boss up. Cal Stokes grinned
up at his friend.“I thought I had you, Top.”Trent shook his head and laughed, the sound deep and
rumbling. “How many times do I have to tell you, Cal? I cannot be beaten!” He stood with his
hands on his hips like a kid wearing a red cape pretending he was Superman.Cal chuckled. “You
know, you do have me by like a hundred pounds.”Trent shrugged. “Tell that to Royce Gracie.
Dude took out guys bigger than me in UFC One.”Cal shook his head. “Fine. You win.”“Now, was
that so hard?”Cal gave Trent the middle finger, but smiled as he grabbed a towel off his gym bag.
He didn’t like to lose, ever. But he guessed that if he had to, he might as well lose to one of his
best friends who was possibly the strongest man he’d ever met. Even during his time in the
Marine Corps, Cal had never met anyone who could manhandle the formidable MSgt Trent.Ten
minutes later, they walked into the renovated home that housed their budding corporate
headquarters. Situated on the corner of Rugby Road and Preston Avenue, The Jefferson Group
owned properties on two corners of the intersection. The second property was still under
construction, so they were walking in to the recently finished ‘pentagon’ property, named for the
shape of the lot.On paper, The Jefferson Group was a small consultancy that sourced its highly
qualified principals to private corporations and the federal government. They even gave the
occasional guest lecture at the University.While Cal Stokes was the de facto leader of the small
company, billionaire Jonas Layton was its face. Layton had made his billions in the tech industry.
By using his genius level brain to build software widely adopted by multi-national corporations,
and his uncanny ability to predict future events, Layton was increasingly being called “The
Fortuneteller” by industry insiders. His prognosticative powers were becoming legendary.Layton
dealt with the day-to-day minutia of running a business. Although Cal was still majority owner of
Stokes Security International (SSI), a private security company founded by his father, Marine
Col. Calvin Stokes, Sr., he now handled The Jefferson Group’s burgeoning covert
division.Months before, he’d left SSI and been tasked by his good friend, U.S. President
Brandon Zimmer, to form a new entity. This secret endeavor would have a public face but a very
private mission. The Navy Cross winner was given the opportunity to be the president’s secret
weapon. He’d done it for years with SSI, but now he had a better cover. So while local police and



government agencies battled bureaucracy and fickle lawmakers, Cal and his team of operators
at The Jefferson Group were free to battle the hidden forces that were attacking America.Just
days before, the team had returned from overseas where Cal had directed the complete
destruction of the budding terror organization called ISIS. Through careful coordination with
American and coalition military assets, the president’s men conducted a shock and awe
campaign that was now pursuing global terrorists back to their homes. The gloves were off.
America was playing for keeps, and Cal and his team were an instrumental part of it all. They
were the emergency asset in President Zimmer’s back pocket.As Cal and Trent entered the front
door, they were greeted by a short Hispanic with an eccentric beard braided in dual strands
running off his chin. Gaucho was a former Army Delta soldier and head of the squad-sized team
who’d volunteered to follow Cal from SSI to The Jefferson Group.“You take him down, boss?”
Gaucho asked. By the grin on his face he obviously already knew the answer.Cal shook his
head. “Top kept trying to hug me. I hate it when he does that.”Trent punched his fellow Marine in
the shoulder, knocking Cal a foot to the side.“That’s for not hugging me back,” said Trent.Cal
rubbed his shoulder. “Any word from Travis?”Travis Haden was Cal’s cousin and the previous
CEO of Stokes Security International. Earlier that year the former SEAL had accepted the
invitation to be President Zimmer’s Chief of Staff.“Not yet,” answered Gaucho.Cal frowned. Two
days before he’d gotten a call from his former platoon commander, Major Andrews. After saving
each other’s lives on deployment, the two Navy Cross winners had stayed in touch. Andy was
the brother Cal never had. But the phone call hadn’t been a “Hey how’s it going?” type of call.
Andy was in trouble. He hadn’t said so over the phone, but Arabic shouting and gunfire in the
background preceded the conversation being disconnected.The first person Cal tried to contact
after the line went dead was the man Andy had told him to call, Rich Isnard. Isnard was another
former Marine who now served as the CIA station chief in Baghdad. Cal had met the rough-
around-the-edges spook weeks earlier just as ISIS delivered an almost catastrophic attack
against the American embassy in the heart of the Iraqi capital.Isnard was the man responsible
for recruiting Andy. While Andy wasn’t yet an official member of the CIA community, he was sort
of on loan to the agency, kind of a trial period to see if he’d leave his beloved Marine Corps
behind. The way Isnard had explained it to Cal, it was Andy’s call, but the Marine major had a
knack for the intelligence business.Unfortunately Isnard was nowhere to be found. When Cal
had contacted the director of the CIA through the president, he’d been told that Isnard
disappeared on occasion, sometimes for weeks at a time. It was his job to oversee covert
missions throughout Iraq. Sometimes that meant going into the field.Cal didn’t like it. Something
was wrong, and he was tired of waiting. Who knew where Andy was and he was sitting in
Charlottesville twiddling his thumbs.“I need to make a call,” said Cal, turning down the hall and
heading toward the secure War Room. Its reinforced metal door was armed with a retina scanner
and the latest in security enhancements. Trent and Gaucho did not follow him.He entered the
official brain of The Jefferson Group and was surprised that no one was there. Typically there
were at least two or three people manning one of the many computers arranged around the



perimeter of the space. Neil Patel, their resident hacker and tech geek, was there most of each
day.Cal picked up the handset of the secure phone in the middle of the conference table and
pressed the only button he ever used.It rang once.“Cal?” asked President Zimmer.“Yeah. I was
just checking to see if you’d heard anything about Andy.”“It’s not really a good time right now,
Cal.”Cal’s jaw clenched. “It’s been almost three days. You know what his chances look like as
more time goes by.”Zimmer’s voice lowered. “They’re looking into it.”“What’s the CIA doing to find
him?”“I have guests. Let me call you back.”Cal took a deep breath, his frustration simmering but
he bit it back. “Okay. When?”“Five minutes.”“I’ll be here.”The line went dead and Cal stared at the
phone. He counted down the seconds, his heart beating as his head pounded. It was just like a
government agency to take its sweet time doing anything. In his time since leaving the Marine
Corps, Cal’s loathing for politicians and bloated bureaucracy had grown by the day. He’d
experienced the lies and corruption of senators and congressmen. He’d seen billions of dollars
squandered on black hole programs that the American people would never see.All of those
thoughts made him want to tear Washington down and leave it in smoking ruins. But the patriot
in him knew he had to trust someone. As fate would have it, that person was a Democratic
congressman turned president, Brandon Zimmer.Their relationship had not begun well, but after
saving each other’s lives and surviving numerous attempts to have their careers torpedoed, the
politician and Marine were close, trusting friends dedicated to the well-being of America.The
phone rang and Cal snatched it up.“Stokes.”“Hey, sorry I had to call back. I had Secretary of
Commerce in with his staff. I couldn’t talk.”“No, it’s my fault. I should’ve given you a heads up. So
what do we know?”There was a pause. Why was Zimmer hesitating?“I just got word from the
CIA.”“And?”“It’s not good.”Panic seized Cal’s chest. “Just tell me. Is he dead?”“No.”A tiny
measure of relief.“Then what?”“It’s complicated.”“Come on, it’s me. Just tell me.”Another pause.
Cal tried to control his breathing.“The CIA has officially disavowed Andy.”KANDAHAR,
AFGHANISTAN6:24PM AFT, AUGUST 23RDThe room smelled like someone had used it as a
bathroom since the day the dilapidated building went up. Sour and musty like a junkie’s crack
house. It didn’t bother Rich Isnard. He’d been to and even lived in worse places. At least he’d
only be in the apartment overlooking the bustling bazaar below for the night, if that long. The
cracked plastic blinds let in a filtered yellow light from the street lamps that only served to cast
the room in a more depressive pallor.Despite his repeated attempts to quit his two pack a day
habit, Isnard puffed away like a man possessed. It’s what he’d always done in the field. Habit,
plain and simple. Like breathing.Isnard had the hard look of a man who’d seen and done things
that others might condemn. His features placed him somewhere between early thirties and mid-
fifties. A forgettable face covered in salt and pepper stubble. His short hair matched his beard. To
strangers, Isnard’s gray eyes might look bored, but they hid the fact that the man possessed
mental faculties that were always on high alert. He knew every exit in the three story complex
despite only checking in an hour before. Thorough.In his youth, he’d thrown off attempts by his
overbearing mother and bitter electrician father to corral his free spirit. What do you do with a kid
who’s kicked out of every school in a ten mile radius?As an only child, Isnard had ample time to



observe his parents. Early on, young Richie, as his mother called him, figured out that his
parents were losers. They were the type of people who complained about their circumstances
instead of doing something about them. His father constantly griped about non-paying clients
and freeloading employees despite the fact that he rarely got anywhere on time and almost
never paid his people when he was supposed to.His mother, the basket case, got fatter and
fatter as the years creaked by, more content with bitching about the high price of milk than giving
her only son anything nutritious to eat, let alone motherly love.Rich Isnard left home at the age of
seventeen after a particularly bitter fight with his father. Time had erased the reason for the
argument, but the high school dropout ended up at the office of the Marine recruiter he’d met at
his last high school. The young sergeant was pretty cool, even letting him bum a cigarette when
they bumped into each other in the parking lot.Much to Isnard’s dismay, Sgt. Austin told him that
at the time he didn’t have any slots for kids without high school diplomas. He went on to explain
that Isnard had to wait until he was eighteen to go to boot camp.None of that deterred Rich
Isnard. He convinced Sgt. Austin to let him sleep on his couch, promising to keep the Marine’s
apartment spotless in exchange for food and a place to crash. Austin agreed and set Isnard up.
Isnard was true to his word. They shared the bachelor pad for two months. Time ticked by until
Isnard turned eighteen. Meanwhile he took and passed the GED exam without studying.Sgt.
Austin was surprised. “How come you were failing out of school?”Isnard grinned and replied, “I
was bored.”Soon after, he got a perfect score on the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude
Battery (ASVAB), which basically gave him his pick of any military occupational specialty (MOS).
He’d surprised Sgt. Austin again by choosing infantry.“Most smart kids like you want intel. You
wanna be cannon fodder?” asked Sgt. Austin, who himself was an artilleryman.Isnard shrugged.
“If I’m gonna be a Marine, I’m gonna be a real Marine.”So two months after leaving home, Recruit
Rich Isnard stood on the yellow footprints at Marine Corps Recruit Depot, Parris Island.Despite
his small stature (his initial boot camp physical measured him in at 5 feet 5 inches tall and a
scrawny 120 lbs), Isnard showed his fellow recruits and the staff that he had more than enough
scrap to go around. There wasn’t much he couldn’t do, from scoring “expert” on the rifle range
and acing his academic tests, to besting his entire class on the obstacle course. He’d finally
found a place where he could excel and be rewarded for it.It was a theme that would replay
wherever he went in the Marine Corps. Everyone underestimated Rich Isnard when they first met
him, but it never took him long to prove his worth.After doing four years in The Corps, Isnard
used his contacts to join the CIA. By then, he’d mastered Pashtun, Chinese, Spanish and Latin
(just for fun). He’d gone from pushing paper to running his own team in Iraq in under a year. He
was fast-tracked by superiors who recognized his talent for the intelligence business. He read
others like few could and would bend their wills when needed. If there was ever a natural spook,
it was Rich Isnard.Now, despite where he stood waiting, Rich Isnard was the CIA station chief in
Baghdad, Iraq. He knew they were looking for him, but he couldn’t go back. Not yet. He’d lost
one of his own, his recruit, another Marine. The one thing that would always be at the foundation
of Isnard’s soul, a lesson learned in the first days of Marine boot camp, was that you never leave



a man behind. It was a solemn promise, a vow embedded in every Marine’s heart.No. He
wouldn’t go back until he found out one way or another. His highly tuned mind was betting that
the man he was waiting for had some insight into the whereabouts of Major “Andy” Andrews.
More importantly, the contact would be the first crumb along the path of finding out why the hell
the CIA had labeled Andrews a traitor.Whether by bribery or bullet, Isnard was going to do what
was needed to find the truth. He’d never failed before.KANDAHAR,
AFGHANISTANKANDAHAR, AFGHANISTANKANDAHAR, AFGHANISTANKANDAHAR,
AFGHANISTANKANDAHAR, AFGHANISTAN6:24PM AFT, AUGUST 23RDThe room smelled
like someone had used it as a bathroom since the day the dilapidated building went up. Sour
and musty like a junkie’s crack house. It didn’t bother Rich Isnard. He’d been to and even lived in
worse places. At least he’d only be in the apartment overlooking the bustling bazaar below for
the night, if that long. The cracked plastic blinds let in a filtered yellow light from the street lamps
that only served to cast the room in a more depressive pallor.Despite his repeated attempts to
quit his two pack a day habit, Isnard puffed away like a man possessed. It’s what he’d always
done in the field. Habit, plain and simple. Like breathing.Isnard had the hard look of a man who’d
seen and done things that others might condemn. His features placed him somewhere between
early thirties and mid-fifties. A forgettable face covered in salt and pepper stubble. His short hair
matched his beard. To strangers, Isnard’s gray eyes might look bored, but they hid the fact that
the man possessed mental faculties that were always on high alert. He knew every exit in the
three story complex despite only checking in an hour before. Thorough.In his youth, he’d thrown
off attempts by his overbearing mother and bitter electrician father to corral his free spirit. What
do you do with a kid who’s kicked out of every school in a ten mile radius?As an only child,
Isnard had ample time to observe his parents. Early on, young Richie, as his mother called him,
figured out that his parents were losers. They were the type of people who complained about
their circumstances instead of doing something about them. His father constantly griped about
non-paying clients and freeloading employees despite the fact that he rarely got anywhere on
time and almost never paid his people when he was supposed to.His mother, the basket case,
got fatter and fatter as the years creaked by, more content with bitching about the high price of
milk than giving her only son anything nutritious to eat, let alone motherly love.Rich Isnard left
home at the age of seventeen after a particularly bitter fight with his father. Time had erased the
reason for the argument, but the high school dropout ended up at the office of the Marine
recruiter he’d met at his last high school. The young sergeant was pretty cool, even letting him
bum a cigarette when they bumped into each other in the parking lot.Much to Isnard’s dismay,
Sgt. Austin told him that at the time he didn’t have any slots for kids without high school
diplomas. He went on to explain that Isnard had to wait until he was eighteen to go to boot
camp.None of that deterred Rich Isnard. He convinced Sgt. Austin to let him sleep on his couch,
promising to keep the Marine’s apartment spotless in exchange for food and a place to crash.
Austin agreed and set Isnard up. Isnard was true to his word. They shared the bachelor pad for
two months. Time ticked by until Isnard turned eighteen. Meanwhile he took and passed the



GED exam without studying.Sgt. Austin was surprised. “How come you were failing out of
school?”Isnard grinned and replied, “I was bored.”Soon after, he got a perfect score on the
Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery (ASVAB), which basically gave him his pick of any
military occupational specialty (MOS). He’d surprised Sgt. Austin again by choosing
infantry.“Most smart kids like you want intel. You wanna be cannon fodder?” asked Sgt. Austin,
who himself was an artilleryman.Isnard shrugged. “If I’m gonna be a Marine, I’m gonna be a real
Marine.”So two months after leaving home, Recruit Rich Isnard stood on the yellow footprints at
Marine Corps Recruit Depot, Parris Island.Despite his small stature (his initial boot camp
physical measured him in at 5 feet 5 inches tall and a scrawny 120 lbs), Isnard showed his fellow
recruits and the staff that he had more than enough scrap to go around. There wasn’t much he
couldn’t do, from scoring “expert” on the rifle range and acing his academic tests, to besting his
entire class on the obstacle course. He’d finally found a place where he could excel and be
rewarded for it.It was a theme that would replay wherever he went in the Marine Corps. Everyone
underestimated Rich Isnard when they first met him, but it never took him long to prove his
worth.After doing four years in The Corps, Isnard used his contacts to join the CIA. By then, he’d
mastered Pashtun, Chinese, Spanish and Latin (just for fun). He’d gone from pushing paper to
running his own team in Iraq in under a year. He was fast-tracked by superiors who recognized
his talent for the intelligence business. He read others like few could and would bend their wills
when needed. If there was ever a natural spook, it was Rich Isnard.Now, despite where he stood
waiting, Rich Isnard was the CIA station chief in Baghdad, Iraq. He knew they were looking for
him, but he couldn’t go back. Not yet. He’d lost one of his own, his recruit, another Marine. The
one thing that would always be at the foundation of Isnard’s soul, a lesson learned in the first
days of Marine boot camp, was that you never leave a man behind. It was a solemn promise, a
vow embedded in every Marine’s heart.No. He wouldn’t go back until he found out one way or
another. His highly tuned mind was betting that the man he was waiting for had some insight into
the whereabouts of Major “Andy” Andrews. More importantly, the contact would be the first
crumb along the path of finding out why the hell the CIA had labeled Andrews a traitor.Whether
by bribery or bullet, Isnard was going to do what was needed to find the truth. He’d never failed
before.UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIACHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA - 11:12AM, AUGUST
23RDThe attractive brunette with striking blue eyes walked into Little John’s Deli wearing a
Naval ROTC uniform. This time of year it was whites. Despite the unflattering attire, hair pulled
tight in a bun and only minimal makeup, heads turned as Diane Mayer passed by. One couldn’t
help but look at the fourth year student who walked with an air of confidence and a genuine
smile.Cal watched the 28-year-old from the corner table, his heart beating a little faster when
she smiled at him with a wave. God, she’s beautiful.She motioned for him to keep his seat but
still leaned over the table to give him a kiss. “Hi.”“Hi,” Cal replied, still amazed by the swell of
emotion he felt when seeing his…well, they hadn’t exactly defined their relationship yet. Diane,
who’d served four years in the Navy before enrolling at U.Va., didn’t like the term “boyfriend and
girlfriend.” While their relationship was still new, Cal was well aware of the gravitational pull



drawing him to Diane.“What did you order?” she asked, pointing down at the two sub
sandwiches sitting in the middle of the well worn table.“One Nuclear sub, extra Texas Pete, and
an Italian.”They’d taken to the habit of sharing food, always halving orders. Diane grabbed a half
of the Nuclear sub and took a bite. Her eyes lit up.“I’m starving,” she said with a mouthful of
sandwich.Cal smiled, grabbed the other half, and dug in.Not a word was said until they’d
finished, Diane because she didn’t stop eating, and Cal because he was enjoying the sight of a
beautiful woman with an appetite she wasn’t afraid to show.“I’m going out of town tonight,” he
said, taking a sip of soda.Diane stopped wiping her mouth. “Oh?”Cal knew what she was
thinking. On his last “business trip” he’d returned with a dislocated shoulder and stitches,
courtesy of two weeks of sustained Ops in Iraq. Diane didn’t know what he really did for a living,
but he was sure she had a hunch. She wasn’t stupid. Far from it, in fact.As was his way, after the
first couple dates, Cal put super hacker Neil Patel to the task of finding out about Diane Mayer. It
wasn’t that he didn’t trust her, but he didn’t like getting involved with anyone without knowing
something about them. He knew the basics: family, naval service, etc.. but she’d been almost as
coy as Cal when it came to telling him what she’d done in the Navy. She always said she was
some kind of paper-pusher.It hadn’t taken Neil long to find out.“She’s intel,” Neil had said.
“Analyst. Pretty damn smart by the looks of her confidential record.”“Confidential record?” asked
Cal.Neil nodded. “Just like the special Ops guys. Looks like your girlfriend’s been involved in
more high level ops than you.”Neil had really gotten a kick out of that little morsel, chuckling as
Cal snatched the file out of his friend’s hand.But Diane’s former occupation meant more
headaches for Cal. As the de facto leader of The Jefferson Group, Cal was sanctioned by
President Zimmer himself. There was no one else that he answered to. If that fact was ever made
public…well, it couldn’t happen. He had to be careful with what he said around Diane.“I’m not
sure how long I’ll be gone,” said Cal, watching to see Diane’s reaction.She reached out and
grabbed his hand. It was warm, comforting.“No more stitches, okay?” she said with a grin.Cal
nodded. This was getting complicated.Diane waved goodbye and made her way toward the
Rotunda. Her next class started in ten minutes.As she walked, thoughts filtered, still absorbing
the lunch with Cal. She wasn’t stupid. She knew Cal wasn’t a consultant. There were thousands
of consultants in the D.C. area, and Diane had met her fair share. Her time in Naval Intelligence
had introduced her to the world of spy versus spy around the nation’s capital.She remembered
the moment she’d checked into her first duty station and her commanding officer told her not to
come to work again unless she was armed. From that day forward she had a Sig P239 no more
than an arm’s reach away. An expert shot, Diane had grown up in a military family. Her brothers
had all served. As the baby sister, she’d gone along for the ride.While Diane could hold her own
in a military and familial establishment filled with men, she held no illusions that she could ever
be a field operator. That wasn’t what she wanted. Her prospects within the enlisted ranks were
limited. She’d left the Navy only after applying for a ROTC scholarship and being accepted to the
University of Virginia. Her dream was to be a Naval Intelligence officer. As an officer, she’d have
the opportunity to have her own team, maybe even be assigned to the Defense Intelligence



Agency (DIA) or Special Operations Command (SOCOM).With an easy command of multiple
languages, Diane’s prospects were high. She had the experience and the brains that the Navy
was looking for. Now that the Zimmer Doctrine was filtering through the federal branches, there
would be an increasing need for beefed up intelligence assets. They were taking the battle to the
enemy and Diane wanted to be part of it.As luck would have it, Cal had been the proverbial
wrench thrown into her well-thought-out plan. She hadn’t been looking. It had just happened. But
she knew that she loved him. It was the easiest of things. Under his sometimes gruff exterior
lived a loving man who was loyal and kind. A born leader. She saw how he was with his friends.
Guys like the enormous MSgt Trent and the crafty Gaucho deferred to Cal even when they joked
with him.Diane knew there was more to Cal than he was telling her, but she didn’t push. He
would tell her when the time was right.Cal had similar feelings as he walked away from lunch.
He’d loved a girl once before. She’d been taken from him in the most horrific way possible:
murdered right in front of him. The thought still made his heart drop, the years having done little
to lessen the sting of Jessica’s brutal death.That was one of the reasons he hesitated with
Diane. Besides the fact that what he did for a living was highly classified, he didn’t want her to
get hurt. Deep down, in a place that never saw the light of day, Cal still blamed himself for his
fiancé’s death. He’d replayed that night over and over again, trying to figure out what he’d done
wrong. As crazy as it sounded, sometimes he felt cursed like those closest to him were the first
to get punished. His parents were gone. Jess too. At least guys like his right hand man, Marine
sniper Daniel Briggs, could protect themselves.But even highly trained operators could fall on
the wrong side of fate. His good friend, former Navy Corpsman Brian Ramirez, was one of them.
Would Andy be next?The thought haunted him as he made his way back to The Jefferson
Group’s headquarters. Cal still couldn’t believe that the CIA had disavowed Andy and labeled
him a traitor. Not Andy. Never.Cal had served with his fair share of officers and Andy was the
best. Unassuming, moral, and patriotic. Andy had a way, just like Daniel, of making a stressful
situation better with a simple pat on the back or nod of his head. He inspired confidence in his
men and his superiors. There was no one better to lead Marines.That’s why the thought of Andy
being a traitor was so ludicrous. No way.Hopefully he’d have some answers soon. His team
should be waiting. He had to talk to them first, then it was on to Washington. If the president
didn’t have the answers, Cal would find them some other way.UNIVERSITY OF
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23RDThe attractive brunette with striking blue eyes walked into Little John’s Deli wearing a
Naval ROTC uniform. This time of year it was whites. Despite the unflattering attire, hair pulled
tight in a bun and only minimal makeup, heads turned as Diane Mayer passed by. One couldn’t
help but look at the fourth year student who walked with an air of confidence and a genuine
smile.Cal watched the 28-year-old from the corner table, his heart beating a little faster when
she smiled at him with a wave. God, she’s beautiful.She motioned for him to keep his seat but
still leaned over the table to give him a kiss. “Hi.”“Hi,” Cal replied, still amazed by the swell of



emotion he felt when seeing his…well, they hadn’t exactly defined their relationship yet. Diane,
who’d served four years in the Navy before enrolling at U.Va., didn’t like the term “boyfriend and
girlfriend.” While their relationship was still new, Cal was well aware of the gravitational pull
drawing him to Diane.“What did you order?” she asked, pointing down at the two sub
sandwiches sitting in the middle of the well worn table.“One Nuclear sub, extra Texas Pete, and
an Italian.”They’d taken to the habit of sharing food, always halving orders. Diane grabbed a half
of the Nuclear sub and took a bite. Her eyes lit up.“I’m starving,” she said with a mouthful of
sandwich.Cal smiled, grabbed the other half, and dug in.Not a word was said until they’d
finished, Diane because she didn’t stop eating, and Cal because he was enjoying the sight of a
beautiful woman with an appetite she wasn’t afraid to show.“I’m going out of town tonight,” he
said, taking a sip of soda.Diane stopped wiping her mouth. “Oh?”Cal knew what she was
thinking. On his last “business trip” he’d returned with a dislocated shoulder and stitches,
courtesy of two weeks of sustained Ops in Iraq. Diane didn’t know what he really did for a living,
but he was sure she had a hunch. She wasn’t stupid. Far from it, in fact.As was his way, after the
first couple dates, Cal put super hacker Neil Patel to the task of finding out about Diane Mayer. It
wasn’t that he didn’t trust her, but he didn’t like getting involved with anyone without knowing
something about them. He knew the basics: family, naval service, etc.. but she’d been almost as
coy as Cal when it came to telling him what she’d done in the Navy. She always said she was
some kind of paper-pusher.It hadn’t taken Neil long to find out.“She’s intel,” Neil had said.
“Analyst. Pretty damn smart by the looks of her confidential record.”“Confidential record?” asked
Cal.Neil nodded. “Just like the special Ops guys. Looks like your girlfriend’s been involved in
more high level ops than you.”Neil had really gotten a kick out of that little morsel, chuckling as
Cal snatched the file out of his friend’s hand.But Diane’s former occupation meant more
headaches for Cal. As the de facto leader of The Jefferson Group, Cal was sanctioned by
President Zimmer himself. There was no one else that he answered to. If that fact was ever made
public…well, it couldn’t happen. He had to be careful with what he said around Diane.“I’m not
sure how long I’ll be gone,” said Cal, watching to see Diane’s reaction.She reached out and
grabbed his hand. It was warm, comforting.“No more stitches, okay?” she said with a grin.Cal
nodded. This was getting complicated.Diane waved goodbye and made her way toward the
Rotunda. Her next class started in ten minutes.As she walked, thoughts filtered, still absorbing
the lunch with Cal. She wasn’t stupid. She knew Cal wasn’t a consultant. There were thousands
of consultants in the D.C. area, and Diane had met her fair share. Her time in Naval Intelligence
had introduced her to the world of spy versus spy around the nation’s capital.She remembered
the moment she’d checked into her first duty station and her commanding officer told her not to
come to work again unless she was armed. From that day forward she had a Sig P239 no more
than an arm’s reach away. An expert shot, Diane had grown up in a military family. Her brothers
had all served. As the baby sister, she’d gone along for the ride.While Diane could hold her own
in a military and familial establishment filled with men, she held no illusions that she could ever
be a field operator. That wasn’t what she wanted. Her prospects within the enlisted ranks were



limited. She’d left the Navy only after applying for a ROTC scholarship and being accepted to the
University of Virginia. Her dream was to be a Naval Intelligence officer. As an officer, she’d have
the opportunity to have her own team, maybe even be assigned to the Defense Intelligence
Agency (DIA) or Special Operations Command (SOCOM).With an easy command of multiple
languages, Diane’s prospects were high. She had the experience and the brains that the Navy
was looking for. Now that the Zimmer Doctrine was filtering through the federal branches, there
would be an increasing need for beefed up intelligence assets. They were taking the battle to the
enemy and Diane wanted to be part of it.As luck would have it, Cal had been the proverbial
wrench thrown into her well-thought-out plan. She hadn’t been looking. It had just happened. But
she knew that she loved him. It was the easiest of things. Under his sometimes gruff exterior
lived a loving man who was loyal and kind. A born leader. She saw how he was with his friends.
Guys like the enormous MSgt Trent and the crafty Gaucho deferred to Cal even when they joked
with him.Diane knew there was more to Cal than he was telling her, but she didn’t push. He
would tell her when the time was right.Cal had similar feelings as he walked away from lunch.
He’d loved a girl once before. She’d been taken from him in the most horrific way possible:
murdered right in front of him. The thought still made his heart drop, the years having done little
to lessen the sting of Jessica’s brutal death.That was one of the reasons he hesitated with
Diane. Besides the fact that what he did for a living was highly classified, he didn’t want her to
get hurt. Deep down, in a place that never saw the light of day, Cal still blamed himself for his
fiancé’s death. He’d replayed that night over and over again, trying to figure out what he’d done
wrong. As crazy as it sounded, sometimes he felt cursed like those closest to him were the first
to get punished. His parents were gone. Jess too. At least guys like his right hand man, Marine
sniper Daniel Briggs, could protect themselves.But even highly trained operators could fall on
the wrong side of fate. His good friend, former Navy Corpsman Brian Ramirez, was one of them.
Would Andy be next?The thought haunted him as he made his way back to The Jefferson
Group’s headquarters. Cal still couldn’t believe that the CIA had disavowed Andy and labeled
him a traitor. Not Andy. Never.Cal had served with his fair share of officers and Andy was the
best. Unassuming, moral, and patriotic. Andy had a way, just like Daniel, of making a stressful
situation better with a simple pat on the back or nod of his head. He inspired confidence in his
men and his superiors. There was no one better to lead Marines.That’s why the thought of Andy
being a traitor was so ludicrous. No way.Hopefully he’d have some answers soon. His team
should be waiting. He had to talk to them first, then it was on to Washington. If the president
didn’t have the answers, Cal would find them some other way.HELMAND PROVINCE,
AFGHANISTAN6:03AM AFT, AUGUST 24THThey had a new game now. Instead of delivering
severed body parts to his cell, a trio of guards would come into the room, blindfold him, unhook
his manacles from the wall, attach a cold metal collar to his neck, and drag him out like a dog.
They even made barking sounds and tried to trip him like kids do.Once outside they would
parade him around, jabbering on about what a good dog he was, apparently not knowing that he
could understand every word. They never hit him. It was just like taking a dog for a walk. Andy



didn’t have a clue what they were doing.As well as he could estimate, they did this every hour or
two. He didn’t have his watch so he couldn’t be sure, but it felt like hour-long intervals. He’d
started the habit of counting down the seconds. Tedious, but what else was he going to do?They
kept it up throughout the night, killing any chance of getting sleep.They were either toying with
him or wearing him down in the most obscure way he’d ever experienced. He’d had briefings on
captivity and torture. He knew what to expect. But this wasn’t it. There had to be a reason…He’d
just dozed off when the cell door creaked open and the guards streamed in. Gone were the
playful smirks, replaced by grim determination. No one said a word as they ran through the
practiced routine, leading him out of the structure into the still morning air.Andy’s ears strained to
hear anything that would give away his captors’ intent, but none came. One of them pushed him
to the ground, and in broken English, said “Sit.”He sat, and waited. It didn’t take long.Soon he
heard the sound of vehicles approaching. He couldn’t tell, but he estimated between five and
ten. Car doors opened and shut and he could just make out the muffled conversations coming
from the passengers. They were talking about him.In Pashtun one of the men said, “Stand him
up.”Andy’s heart beat faster as strong hands grabbed him under his arms and hoisted him to his
feet.“Tell me why you’ve come to my country,” the same voice said again, still in Pashtun.Andy
ignored the question. They didn’t need to know that he understood the language. Let them think
that he was just another no name contractor who didn’t speak a lick of the local dialect.Again in
Pashtun, the man said, “Come now, Major Andrews. I know that you speak my language. Do not
be rude. Please answer my question.”HELMAND PROVINCE, AFGHANISTANHELMAND
PROVINCE, AFGHANISTANHELMAND PROVINCE, AFGHANISTANHELMAND PROVINCE,
AFGHANISTANHELMAND PROVINCE, AFGHANISTAN6:03AM AFT, AUGUST 24THThey had
a new game now. Instead of delivering severed body parts to his cell, a trio of guards would
come into the room, blindfold him, unhook his manacles from the wall, attach a cold metal collar
to his neck, and drag him out like a dog. They even made barking sounds and tried to trip him
like kids do.Once outside they would parade him around, jabbering on about what a good dog
he was, apparently not knowing that he could understand every word. They never hit him. It was
just like taking a dog for a walk. Andy didn’t have a clue what they were doing.As well as he
could estimate, they did this every hour or two. He didn’t have his watch so he couldn’t be sure,
but it felt like hour-long intervals. He’d started the habit of counting down the seconds. Tedious,
but what else was he going to do?They kept it up throughout the night, killing any chance of
getting sleep.They were either toying with him or wearing him down in the most obscure way
he’d ever experienced. He’d had briefings on captivity and torture. He knew what to expect. But
this wasn’t it. There had to be a reason…He’d just dozed off when the cell door creaked open
and the guards streamed in. Gone were the playful smirks, replaced by grim determination. No
one said a word as they ran through the practiced routine, leading him out of the structure into
the still morning air.Andy’s ears strained to hear anything that would give away his captors’
intent, but none came. One of them pushed him to the ground, and in broken English, said
“Sit.”He sat, and waited. It didn’t take long.Soon he heard the sound of vehicles approaching. He



couldn’t tell, but he estimated between five and ten. Car doors opened and shut and he could
just make out the muffled conversations coming from the passengers. They were talking about
him.In Pashtun one of the men said, “Stand him up.”Andy’s heart beat faster as strong hands
grabbed him under his arms and hoisted him to his feet.“Tell me why you’ve come to my
country,” the same voice said again, still in Pashtun.Andy ignored the question. They didn’t need
to know that he understood the language. Let them think that he was just another no name
contractor who didn’t speak a lick of the local dialect.Again in Pashtun, the man said, “Come
now, Major Andrews. I know that you speak my language. Do not be rude. Please answer my
question.”
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Ebook Library Reader, “Intriguing. This book kept me reading to the end in one day. I'm a woman
in my late sixties, enjoy most genres. This book was a freebie, I'm glad I chose it. It intrigued me
and kept my Interest. Looking to and read the series from book 1.”

Scott Yanover, “Good read. God read, the series is an easy fast read, great to take on vacation.
The stories are interesting and the characters are likeable.”

Serenity..., “~~~OORAH~~. Major Bartholomew Andrews, USMC, affectionately known as Andy,
is on loan overseas to the CIA. Unfortunately, for him, he has been captured and is being
treated inhumanely. The Jefferson Group with "Top" Trent and Cal Stokes will partake in the
attempted rescue of Andy. This Group is covert and also has the ear of the POTUS. Brandon
Zimmer is the President and his doctrine is attracting a lot of attention from the military - both
active duty and retired.This is an intense and intriguing novel. There is a lot of covert action with
the strategy being planned in advance. The reader will be trying to determine the identities of
the good guys for a huge chunk of this book. Things are not as they seem, however, at the first
glimpse. Multiple twists and turns will keep you guessing until the last page is turned. There is
also a right hand man to the Deputy Director of the CIA that is striving for his just place in the
world. The action occurs in Iraq as well as in Afghanistan. Some of the situations ring true with
me especially with the situations in Afghanistan.I am a newbie to this author and see I have a lot
of catching up to do. Have only done this a couple of times previously but now I must go back
and start at the beginning of this series.All in all, a well written novel with a most interesting plot
and a nice mix of characters. I really liked the team effort of the Jefferson Group and recognized
that as an esprit de corps that never goes away when your time is up. Duty calls when duty calls
and the warriors will return.  OORAH to the author!Most highly recommended.”

BigDrumDaddy, “INTRIGUE & ACTION. DISAVOWED: A PATRIOTIC ADVENTURE is the Eight
Book in C.G. Cooper's marvelous Corps Justice Series. In this book, Cal Stokes is determined
to find out the whereabouts and condition of his good friend and form commander Capt.
Andrews. After receiving an all too brief call from "Andy" in the previous book, Cal was left to
wonder just what sort of trouble Andy could be in that he'd reach out to him in the states.
Knowing from recent events, and in-theatre scuttlebutt that Andy was in Afghanistan - and not in
his safe stateside post in Marine Corps Barracks at 8th & I Streets in D.C., where Cal last knew
him to be only added to the mystery. And after some preparations, and discussions with his
good friend Pres. Zimmer, Cal and his merry band of hardcore misfits from The Jefferson Group
saddled up and headed off to Afghanistan to try to find Andy and ascertain just what he'd fallen
into. But what they found upon arriving there was something far more complicated - and sinister -
than they could have imagined. In yet another thrilling, action packed adventure, author C.G.
Cooper continues the story of former Marine SSGT Cal Stokes and The Jefferson Group. A



series which just seems to get better with each volume - and a twist at every turn. Which makes
for a fine read, especially for Marines of all ages. But anyone who enjoys a good dramatic,
political thriller, with a wee bit of a twist thrown for good measure is sure to take to it as well.
Cooper has created a cast of memorable characters, all of whom are believable - especially to
us Marines (or any combat veteran, really). Their relationships are close-knit, but private as well.
Until duty calls. Then it's one for all & all for one. Looking forward to the next installment, as
always - as the story ending twist is one near & dear to every Marine's heart. Meaning that Book
Nine should be extra special indeed.”

John nussrallah, “write off the daily news. When written the author must have been clairvoyant to
write the preview of the future. Well done —sit back and enjoy.”

Donald B., “...his characterization in this latest work is well crafted and the story flows smoothly
from beginning to end.. In the interest of full disclosure, I am a contributing member of Novels
Live and a Beta reader for Corps Justice books. It should also be noted that I have purchased
each of these books after publication because I feel they are well worth the investment as a
valuable part of my library. I also feel that authors should be rewarded for their hard work.Carlos
Cooper continues his growth as a writer, his characterization in this latest work is well crafted
and the story flows smoothly from beginning to end. Although this book can be read as a stand-
alone story, the reader would be well served by reading the earlier Corps Justice novels and
short stories, many of which are still free.Amazon's book description of this story is sparse,
almost skeletal; for a very good reason. This story is told from several perspectives and the
transitions between them are almost seamless. You will think you are going down one particular
path, only to find that your assumptions are incorrect and you will have to re-evaluate your point
of view. Like most of Cooper's work, this is a story of leadership, this time covering the most
difficult decisions any leader can make. Those of you who have been there will understand this
without question. Those of you who aspire to become leaders will learn from this. Those of you
who have never made that most difficult of decisions, to send troops into situations where they
might not survive, will read this and be glad there are leaders like this. I do not give plot details
that might spoil the story, but I will say this book will take you places you never expected. I will
give you my word that this will be one of the most enjoyable books you will read and that you will
see why I say Carlos Cooper is indeed a fine young author.”

Jacqueline Burgess, “CG Cooper’s Getting Better!. Disavowed is another amazing instalment of
the Corps Justice Series. I am never disappointed with these books. The writing, setting,
storyline .... all of it. Brilliant! In this one, it’s touch and go for one of the good guys but you’ll have
to wait and see how it works out. It’s an all action book and one you won’t be able to put down. A
five star read, definitely.”



gordon, “What a carry on. Sorry. Couldn’t resist the heading. In fact this book, like others in the
series, carries on from the precious book in the series. In this case Andy, after one telephone call
to Cal, is obviously in trouble and in need of rescuing. And that leads to a very involved escape,
and an even more involved mission against - well you’ll have to read the book to find out. Very
involved plot, but an enjoyable read, though I have preferred other books in the series, hence the
4 stars instead of 5.”

Guy Pritchard, “What a great series of stories. I came across this writer and the Corps Justice
books by chance, and am really glad I found them. Compulsive reading, great characters and
interesting storylines. Would appeal to men with limited time who would appreciate the pacy
plots and action. Not gratuitously gory. The good guys always win in the end, of course.”

Chris, “good read. one of the best in this series”

BizzieLizzie, “Disavowed A Patriotic Adventure. I seem to write the same thing each time I finish
these books but once again I'm looking for book 9 enjoy.”

The book by C. G. Cooper has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 1,110 people have provided feedback.
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