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AUTHORS NOTE
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It has been several years since I published STRIKE INSIDE and my life has been ever-changing and challenging. I’m now living in Upstate New York and working on Fort Drum, home of the famed 10th Mountain Division and home of the best unit I was in while I served in the Army: 2nd Battalion, 22nd Infantry, nicknamed the “Triple Deuce.”

I still write, but my wife and I also own a farm with chickens, goats, a miniature Donkey, a miniature horse and two peacocks. We also have three beautiful Grand Daughters: Addison (who happens to share my birthday), Kennedy and Quinn so I have been quite blessed.

This book is dedicated to Addison, Kennedy and Quinn but it is also to honor all the men and women in uniform who serve this country every day. I served for 26 years and understand their sacrifices and those made by their families and have never been prouder. To those men and women: this country will never truly know or appreciate everything you’ve endured, sacrificed and accomplished but if they did they would be just as proud.

To the Soldiers I served and deployed with over the years: there is a little bit of each of you in my characters if you know where to look.

Deeds Not Words

Climb to Glory
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PROLOGUE
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Tehran, Islamic Republic of Iran

2315 hours, 4 July 2023

The images of thousands of slaughtered Americans strewn across the grassy lawns of the National Mall filled the screens of every television in Iran. Reports of the successful attack by Iranian Militia secretly training in the United States filled the airwaves and state news channels and had people chanting in the streets, even at this late hour.

“Death to America! Death to America!” the chants echoed throughout the city. “Down with Satan! Death to Satan!”

Hamid Mahmoud was among them with a handful his personal bodyguards.

He was being hailed as a hero by the government and the people. He had done his job and even though there had been glitches it had still turned out exactly as he had planned. He stood tall and proud, his shaved head gleamed in the harsh glare of the streetlights as he walked near the leading edge of the crowd, encouraging the leaders and steering them towards the hotel where the American and UN personnel were staying.

He pulled out his cell phone and dialed a number.

It answered on the third ring.

“This is Mahmoud: stand your forces down and leave the hotel. We will be there in about...ten minutes,” he nodded when he got confirmation of his order and smiled as he cut the connection.

He put the phone away and pulled out a satellite phone, encrypted and able to call anywhere in the world. He pressed a preset number and waited again. This one took longer as the phone acquired enough signals to place the call, and a tired voice answered.

“Hello?”

“Hello, my friend, I trust you managed to reach your safe house?”

“I’m settling in nicely as we speak, Hamid. It sounds like you have quite a victory party going on there,” said the voice and Mahmoud laughed.

“Yes, the party is moving toward the inspector’s hotel. Did you want to warn them or is that not in your job description anymore?”

“Not my concern, my friend,” the voice said with a chuckle. “My loyalty is to my family and myself now. I hope I can use you as a reference if I need some employment later on.”

Hamid laughed and nodded.

“You have been most helpful in all of this. Let us see where the tide takes us.”

“It should be an interesting ride. Hamid, you stay safe and take care of your family.”

“I definitely will and you do the same, my friend.” The line was cut and he put the phone away. At least his friend had escaped with his family before everything had happened.

By the time they arrived at the hotel the security detail assigned to protect the Inspectors was nowhere to be found. The hotel staff was in a state of panic seeing thousands of chanting protesters heading their way, filling the streets and parks and bringing what little traffic there was to a standstill. They poured into the marble and gold lobby and demanded to know what rooms the UN Inspectors were staying in.

The staff delayed giving out the room numbers to the mob while the supervisors on duty called the rooms to warn them of the dangerous mob in the lobby and encouraging them to leave. Calls were made to embassies, consulates and overseas to the United Nations Headquarters for help as the inspectors prepared for immediate departure.

When Mahmoud reached the desk and flashed his military identification to the terrified Night Manager on duty he ordered him to give the room numbers to the belligerent crowd. He wasn’t interested in anything more than getting the inspectors out of his country as fast as possible. Whether they were harmed or not in the process wasn’t a concern to him. The Washington attack would wipe the US and other countries from the negotiating table and he would continue to discredit the United States with the revelation that they had been complicit in the attack on their own soil.

He had his first victory: one that would change the balance of power in the Middle East and throughout the world. It would also, he knew, hand him the position he most craved: that of Supreme Commander of military forces. He could then transform the second-rate military that relied on aging, pre-Revolution American equipment into a cutting-edge military force with the help of his Russian and Chinese contacts. The rest of the world be damned, he would ensure that the Islamic Republic would replace the United States as the worlds’ newest superpower and that Israel would be wiped off the face of the earth.

He and his bodyguards moved slowly through the crowd and discretely exited the hotel by the parking garage entrance, leaving the mob to their own devices. They walked a few blocks to where an Army staff car waited to pick them up and it drove them back to their headquarters.

Amelie Ramirez had never been so scared in her life.

She and some of the other inspectors had been relaxing with their security detail in the hotel’s bar having a few nightcaps when scenes from the attack on the National Mall flooded the television screens. They watched, too stunned to do anything but stare dumbly at the screens, a morbid curiosity keeping them wanting to see more before realizing they heard the distant sounds of chanting and shouting.

The screens switched to a live overhead feed showing thousands of people flooding the streets screaming and chanting. From the angle, she could tell they were heading her way and were maybe three or four blocks away. She stood and looked around to the glass windows but saw nothing.

“Everybody, go to your rooms and get ready to evacuate. I’m calling for help!” she shouted at the other members of their group. They turned to her, confused looks on their faces. “Go and get ready to leave, right now. Those people are only a few blocks away!”

Some of them nodded but all started moving out of the bar towards the elevators.

A tall, black man in white short-sleeved shirt and jeans caught up to her as he listened to a voice on his cell phone. He nodded said something before he put the phone away.

“Ma’am, I’ve already contacted my liaison at the British Embassy. You need to pass the word to each of your people that they are to pack anything important and get to the roof. They only get a carryon bag, nothing else.”

“The roof? We’ll be trapped!”

“The Brits have two helicopters they are sending our way. They can take ten people per bird, so they’ll have to make multiple trips to pick all of us up,” he said. “At least we can lock all roof access doors to keep us safe for however long it takes.”

“Thank you, Bruce,” she told him gratefully and the burly man nodded silently.

“I’m guessing they will take about thirty minutes to get them in the air and over here, so we don’t have a lot of time.” 

The elevator was jammed with scientists and their bodyguards and the news was passed on. Everyone was on their phones to another colleague and the word was spread to nearly everyone by the time they’d reached the twentieth floor that had been reserved for them. When the doors slid open, they burst out, practically sprinting for their rooms to get themselves ready.

Bruce Jackson, Amelie Ramirez’s bodyguard escorted her to her suite and quickly checked it before letting her inside. She quickly gathered papers, and files and her laptop computer and stuffed it all inside a large carry-on backpack. Bruce stepped into his adjoining room and walked over to where a similar large backpack sat.

His “bug-out bag” contained his laptop computer, some personal items and clothes, his passport and extra ammo for his silenced Glock pistol. He pulled his pistol from its holster under his left shoulder, checked to be sure a round was chambered, then shouldered the pack. He always kept it packed in case an emergency arose that required immediate evacuation. He walked to the window and stared out at a sea of humanity starting to surround the hotel and flooding through the hotel’s entrance.

“Holy shit,” he cursed in a low voice and turned to see Ramirez standing in the doorway of their adjoining rooms, backpack on and looking terrified. “Don’t worry, Ma’am, I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”

She nodded nervously and he walked over to her.

She was an attractive woman with dark hair that was starting to grey around the ears. She was in her mid-fifties, but looked ten years younger and was an avid runner. She had a PhD in Physics and Nuclear Engineering and had been a key figure in the United Nations team of Scientists who’d been tasked with verifying and reporting on Iran’s nuclear program for the last ten years.

Now though, the fear and stress was showing and Bruce wrapped her up in a large hug to try and reassure her.

“It’s going to be okay, I promise,” he said in a friendly baritone voice. “Let’s get to the roof and start to account for everyone.”

“Okay,” she said simply, holding on to him a few seconds longer and taking strength in his confidence.

The last time she was in Iran, her bodyguard David Fleming was more sarcastic but radiated confidence while Bruce was in total control of those around him and much more serious. She took strength in Bruce’s confidence, but sometimes wished for Fleming’s ability to lighten a situation with a smart remark.

They hurried out of his suite and headed for the nearest stairwell. They could hear loud voices and shouts from the lobby twenty floors below and Bruce was hoping no one was already on their way up the stairs. He led the way into the stairwell, his pistol out and aiming down the stairs as he ushered Ramirez up. Neither spoke, not wanting to waste breath as they ascended the last five floors to the roof.

Ignoring the warning sign, Bruce opened the door and stepped through with Ramirez a step behind him. They were met by two other scientists and bodyguards and all six quickly huddled together.

“Okay, turn the radios on to frequency Three. Each of you secure an entrance and report as our people arrive. I’ll secure this one,” Bruce ordered and the two Delta men nodded. “Anyone else comes through, you take them, secure them and report it to me. If you see a weapon you take them out.”

“Bruce, you can’t do that...” Amelie started but stopped and nodded after he glared at her.

“I will take any heat for giving that order but nobody brings a weapon up here except our people, is that understood?”

They nodded and took off.

When they walked inside the Headquarters, Hamid was hailed as a hero and his staff cheered exuberantly in victory. He smiled, nodded and thanked them for their hard work, and eventually made it back to his office. He had just sat down in his chair when his secure phone began to ring and he glared at it. 

He answered it.

His frown turned to a smile when he recognized the grizzled voice of the Grand Ayatollah on the other end.

“Congratulations, Colonel, your operation was an astounding success!” the Grand Ayatollah extolled. “I am happy to announce that I am recommending you for an immediate promotion to General and will be, with Allah’s blessing, Supreme Commander of our Republic’s Armed Forces. I must ask your opinion, however. Do we need to fear an immediate reprisal from the Americans?”

“No, not yet,” Mahmoud said confidently. “I have given orders to release all the information concerning meetings with the CIA and their help in creating those weapons to the United Nations Security Council. We will be held as accessories, of course, but the Russians and Chinese will accuse the United States for helping to launch an attack on their own people. Besides, their President is a weak-minded fool who has reduced their military to merely a token force.”

“What about their Air Force? The have the ability to strike anywhere as we have seen in Iraq and in Syria.”

He nodded.

“That is true, but neither country possessed any anti-aircraft capability or an air force to speak of,” Mahmoud pointed out. “I have deployed our newest anti-aircraft missile batteries along the coast and around all of our enrichment, power, and research facilities. The Americans do not yet know we have these missiles and they will be a devastating advantage for us.”

“That is good to know, Colonel,” his leader said. “I again congratulate you and your men and women for your courage and sacrifice. Have a good evening.”

“Thank you, I will pass along your compliments to my staff.”

He set the phone back down on its receiver and stood up. It would be hours before he went home and got some sleep, so he decided to go down to the Tactical Operations Center to watch the news coverage with his staff.

Hamid watched with almost perverse pleasure at the continuing video coverage of the attacks he’d been planning for nearly three years play out on CNN, Fox News, and CNBC on separate monitors in his Tactical Operations Center. From what he’d gathered the number of dead varied from two to almost five thousand, with more than three thousand injured. The only thing he’d not planned on was one of his best men being captured in the process.

It had been perfectly executed with exactly the outcome he’d been hoping for. The United States was shown to be vulnerable and Iran had taken advantage of it to hit them and expose that vulnerability. He’d held no illusions that the bombs would be found and deactivated in time: they were merely a small part of his overall plan.

This though: all of this media exposure and outrage! This is what it was all about, he thought: the government will be prosecuted by the media and the nation will want revenge and a new leader to protect them and all I have to do is sit back and watch the nation rip itself apart.

He picked up a secure cell phone, dialed a number from memory and Arthur Miller answered it in a strained, irritated voice.

“I was wondering if you were calling tonight or tomorrow,” Miller said irritably. “Not a raving success, I’d say. They were onto us before the attacks occurred. I thought you said you had the plans in a safe place.”

“You are correct, I was not expecting the scientist to keep them with him when he was rescued, an oversight on my part, I admit,” Mahmoud said with a nod, slightly irritated by the man’s arrogance. “I should have retrieved them when they had finished building the devices.”

“Yes, well, we are safely out of the country,” Arthur Miller said. “I am going to assume you are not planning on leaving Tehran any time soon?”

“No, I have heard that the Council is going to promote me,” Hamid answered. “In my eyes and theirs it was a total success.”

“What about the scientist and his family?” Miller asked. “Are you going to do anything about them?”

“Obviously, but we have to find out where the FBI is hiding them first,” Mahmoud answered with a nod. “They are the only people who can testify that I gave them the plans and ordered them to build the devices. My more immediate concern is getting my country prepared for any kind of retaliatory strike.”

“Need I remind you that they just kidnapped an entire family from Evin Prison and two scientists from an underground lab that supposedly didn't exist?” Miller said. “I’m sure you and your family are probably not very hard to find compared to that.”

“Yes, that was most impressive.” Hamid admitted. “There were a lot of failures on your part as well as my own in all of that.”

“Yes, but, the endgame, the attack was supposed to be more damning than it was.”

“They captured one of my senior Sergeants, two Jihadis recruited by the Saudi Ambassador and one of our Intelligence Operatives,” he pointed out. “How much more damning can you get, especially after the warnings that that damn Israeli Prime Minister delivered in his speech before congress a few months ago.”

“Do you think that Saudi Arabia will align itself with you against the United States, Hamid?”

Mahmoud was silent, shaking his head in exasperation.

“Mr. Miller, you continue to prove yourself naive about the political realities of the Middle East,” he said and shook his head sadly. “Even if we prove to be stronger than any of their allies, Saudi Arabia will never come to us for support. The hatred between our countries, our religious beliefs run far too deep.  Soon however, Iraq, Yemen and Syria, who all hate the Saudis, will be aligned with us. The only people who will probably never shift their allegiance away from them would be Kuwait and maybe Bahrain. Those are the closest allies the Saudis and the United States have. However, they will be all dealt with after we reunite the rest of Arabia.”

“It sounds like you already have your united peninsula in the works.”

“As you Americans would say, Arthur...baby steps and kid gloves are still needed,” Hamid said with a chuckle.

“Well, anyway, the money was wired into your account an hour ago so please let me know if there is a problem with it.”

“I will check soon and let you know,” Hamid said with a nod. “Arthur, I must apologize, I don’t think this outcome was what you had intended.”

“No, but it has made all of us very wealthy men,” Miller said. “And it will continue to do so over the next few years so I can live with that.”

“And the lives lost?” Hamid asked curiously.

“Not my concern,” Miller answered casually. “Just numbers like any other terrorist attack around the world.”

Hamid said with a nod.

“Well, it is time to celebrate our victory with the rest of my staff. Good luck, Arthur, and be careful.”

“You do the same, Colonel.”
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PART ONE: A GATHERING STORM

CHAPTER ONE
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Camp David, Virginia

0830 Hours EST, 10 Apr 2025

President Michael Grayson was by nature an early riser.

By 0800 every morning, he had already had a forty-five-minute workout in the extensive gym with his Secret Service detail, had his daily four mile run through the woods and had downed most of a pot of coffee by the time his daily intelligence briefing was scheduled to begin.

Today was different because his National Security Advisor had worked out with him, and it left him feeling a bit awestruck of the six-foot six-inch former Delta Force Commander who maxed out the weights on every machine he used. The big Floridian had given him some pointers to help develop a better daily routine which he appreciated but now his body was punishing him for refusing to give up when he’d been given the chance by the giant.

Unlike his predecessor, who had decided to retire from public office following the devastating Fourth of July attacks, Michael Grayson was strong willed, confident and had been the Speaker of the House during that administration. He had constantly been at odds with the former President but when both the President and Vice President had suddenly decided to leave public office Grayson’s name was the next in line of succession as a replacement until that term ended or the country decided on new elections.

With a thirty-day window to transition, Grayson had decided to keep the personal staff already in place and had appointed Jim Hawkins, formerly the Deputy Director of Operations for the Central Intelligence Agency to acting director to replace the treasonous Larry Robinson. The former Director of Central Intelligence had conspired with the Iranian government to bring weapons of mass destruction onto American soil and detonate them as part of the Fourth of July attacks.

In his first speech to the American people, Grayson had stood on the National Mall where the slaughter had occurred and vowed that it would be his primary mission as President to hunt down the two traitors responsible for aiding the attack and bring them to justice. He’d stood on a podium surrounded by EMTs, Law Enforcement, and military personnel and had praised all of them for their work to prevent the tragedy from becoming even worse.

Now, with a fresh carafe of coffee and a tray of English muffins and bagels with an assortment of toppings on the coffee table, President Grayson was ready to meet with Erik Newman, Jim Hawkins, and James Slattery: his Director of National Intelligence. Others were normally in attendance: Secretary of State and Director of the FBI, but this morning the President wanted a strictly military and intelligence presence for the briefing.

“Good morning, gentlemen,” he said warmly and shook hands with all three when his Secret Service bodyguards let them into the room. “I hope you are doing well. Please help yourselves to coffee and a snack or two.”

“Good morning, Mr. President,” Hawkins replied and smiled. “I don’t mind if I do, Lox and Bagels sound pretty good.”

Grayson laughed as he shook the massive paw of Erik Newman, who towered over him by a good eight inches. “Hello again.”

Erik grinned and nodded.

James Slattery was last.

The oldest in the group and former Director of Naval Intelligence he’d retired at the rank of Rear Admiral before accepting the position of Director of National Intelligence. His white hair was getting thinner, but his grey eyes were still sharp and he missed nothing as he pored through numerous intelligence reports he was required to analyze and brief to the President.

He liked the new President and considered him almost overzealous in his support and defense of the intelligence community after the disastrous attacks. The man was young: in his late-forties, and full of energy that he’d put to good use fighting in the House of Representatives and trying to unite a fractured Republican Party. He’d managed to unite both parties in support of several key pieces of legislation over his ten years in the house and was genuinely admired and liked by most members of both parties. He wasn’t as ambitious as he was a visionary and held both conservative and liberal leanings depending on the issue at hand.

He had turned down his party’s nomination to run for against the former Chief Executive he had replaced though most in both parties thought he would have won in a landslide. He was, in Slattery’s eyes, one of the very few (he used his thumbs when counting all of them) mostly honest politicians left in the country.

“Good morning, Mr. President, I hope you are doing well,” James said warmly and embraced the younger man rather than shaking his hand.

“I’m doing well, James, thanks,” the President nodded and they all took seats around the coffee table.

Grayson poured coffee for all as they helped themselves to the pastries. They settled down, making small talk for a few minutes about family and work before Slattery handed Grayson his daily briefing folder and provided Newman with an identical one.

“The most important overnight development was the interception of a third container ship in the Indian Ocean in transit to Bandar Abbas. This one was confirmed by sources to be loaded with anti-ship missiles. They refused to stop and had to be physically blocked by two warships before it had a chance to enter the Gulf operations area. After ignoring all attempts to establish communications, a Seahawk helicopter was dispatched with a boarding party to land on the ships bow but was met with armed resistance.”

“Did they actually shoot at our bird and boarding party?” the President asked and Slattery shook his head.

“No, Mr. President, the pilot chose not to risk a confrontation and conducted a flyover instead. Video from the flyover revealed the bodies of approximately 50 missiles, later identified as Silkworm KN-1 anti-ship missiles with an approximate range of 160 kilometers, as well as several other military vehicles partially covered with tarps. The ship in question is of Chinese registry and its last port of visit was the Korean peninsula. This makes sense since the missiles identified are of North Korean manufacture.”

“And we know for sure that these missiles were bound for Iran and not one of the other Gulf States?”

“Yes, Sir,” Hawkins confirmed. “A source inside the North Korean navy supplied us with the ship’s manifest and destination several weeks ago and we’ve been tracking it. We can’t sink it and risk committing an act of war, so we tracked it to confirm the information we’d been given.”

“A test of your contact’s reliability?” the President asked and Hawkins nodded. “Suggestions? Anyone? We obviously can’t sink her or risk a firefight to stop her from delivering her cargo.”

“Mr. President, I think I might have a solution,” Newman said after a few seconds of thought.

“Go ahead, Erik.”

“This is the third ship heading to Tehran, which confirms reports that they’re finally starting the upgrades for their coastal defense forces. This is their first step to begin a serious effort to control the Straits of Hormuz and the entire Gulf region. We know that they have been upgrading their military capabilities ever since General Mahmoud was named Supreme Commander of Military Forces.”

The others nodded and he continued.

“They have been receiving shipments of air defense missiles from Russia, fighter jets from China, as well as missiles and ground vehicles to augment the equipment they have been developing themselves. They have the largest and best equipped military force in the middle east.”

“Go on, I know they have been rebuilding ever since the attacks.”

“I suggest we let the Saudis deal with the ship. They have very good Special Forces units that could capture that ship and do what they will with it. As it stands, it is in international waters and they can complain to the United Nations all they want if it disappears but it would be out of our hands. We could offer support for any operation they wanted to conduct while not be directly involved.”

“What about the Israelis? I’m sure they would love to get their hands on that ship,” the President suggested.

“Unfortunately, thanks to the last two administrations, the Israelis have been Persona-Non-Grata with the UN. Our last two Presidents have condemned rather than supported the Israelis and their policies,” Erik answered with a shake of his head. “Both the Chinese and the Iranians will probably jump to the conclusion that if it wasn’t us, it was them and would give them much more support in the UN with regards to sanctions or anything else they wanted to do.”

“I would still feel better if we gave the Israelis first shot at the tanker,” the President said firmly. “I know you are well connected with their military Erik. Send what you have to them and see if they want first dibs on that ship. I will stand by anything they decide to do at the United Nations should it come to that.”

“Understood, Sir,” Erik said with a nod. “I will contact them about it when we are finished.”

Slattery nodded his support.

“In my opinion, the Israelis are better equipped to pull off such an operation than the Saudis. Considering how the balance of power and spheres of influence are changing the Israelis will need all the help they can get from us.”

“I agree with you there, James,” Grayson said with a nod. “From what I’ve seen Iran has been garnering a lot of support from Yemen, Syria, and now Iraq. They are slowly bringing together a large group of Islamic theocracies under their umbrella of influence. If that federation becomes too big the reality of a war with Iran and the rest of the Middle East will become a very real possibility with global consequences.”

“After the Fourth of July, nobody over there wants to go war against the Iranians: They punched us and showed the world we can bleed. It was a rallying cry for every Jihadi and Middle Eastern country to rally around. Our countrymen don’t seem to care or remember that two of our own people and maybe others we don’t know about were critical in helping those attacks occur.”

“Some kind or retaliation is warranted,” Erik spoke. “But what and how much is in question. The last President didn’t have the desire or will to retaliate in spite of what he told the American people. Getting rid of this ship will send a message to a lot of people, but not the message we want with regards to the attacks.”

“No, you are correct about that, Erik. We’ve never looked at the issue of a retaliatory strike against Iran because of the complicity of our own people. Is there any kind of planning to apprehend this General Mahmoud going on at all?”

“Mr. President,” Newman started. “Colonel Herrera, the new Delta Commander has had his staff working on that issue with members of the CIA and MI6 to come up with any intelligence to help them mount an operation since the attacks occurred. It seems that General Mahmoud relocated his family after his promotion and attacks in anticipation of some kind of retaliation by us. Other than where he works he’s virtually invisible.”

“Why are you using British assets for this?” the President asked, confused, and looked to Hawkins for an answer.

“Mr. President,” Hawkins spoke up. “We still don’t have an embassy in Iran so we have very limited assets on the ground and have even fewer case officers who could work there unimpeded. We have no choice but to accept Britain’s offer of cooperation with this.”

“I see,” the President said with a nod. “I thought we were building a consulate there?”

“Your predecessor cancelled that project and withdrew all State Department personnel back to the States after the attacks. Probably the smartest move he could have made considering what happened. We’ve never discussed sending them back.”

The President nodded thoughtfully.

Everyone had seen the widespread marches and celebrations in response to the attacks on the television. Anything remotely resembling United States influence had been destroyed and the British Embassy had been forced to organize emergency flights between the hotel occupied by the UN Nuclear inspectors and their own consulate buildings for their safety. Within twenty-four hours, none of the inspectors were left in Iran and the government had shut down any hints of further cooperation.

The President decided to change the subject.

“So how close are we to finding out the whereabouts of those two traitors?”

“We are still narrowing down the location of Mr. Robinson. We know he’s in Colombia but at this point that is all we know. Between the Cartels, FARC revolutionaries, and third-rate intelligence and military organizations, nothing we’ve been able to come up with is remotely reliable. The contacts that we had under Director Robinson have either vanished or been killed off since the attacks,” Hawkins said in a grim voice and shook his head. “I have no personnel or assets in Colombia at this time so we have been forced to start rebuilding our networks.”

“Jesus, he really did a number to protect himself,” Grayson said and shook his head.

He took a sip of the strong coffee and sat back with a sigh.

“What about Art Miller?”

“He’s in Mexico,” Slattery answered as Hawkins opened his mouth to speak. “To be precise, he is in a small estate in the mountains near Guadalajara.”

“How long have you known this?”

“Just a few days, Mr. President,” Slattery answered. “I received the information from the National Reconnaissance Office and forwarded it to Director Hawkins asking him to develop more intelligence before I informed you.”

“Director Hawkins? What have you found out?”

“Sir, my preliminary findings are in today’s folder,” Hawkins answered. “He has a 100-acre estate about an hour south of Guadalajara protected by a private guard force of about forty men. We’ve started investigating their sourcing to see about bribing them into turning him over but haven’t had any success yet.”

“And a military option?”

“We can develop a military option if you would prefer it to a diplomatic one,” Hawkins told him with a nod and glanced over at Newman. “I would defer that to our experts at Special Operations Command, Mr. President. I believe this is right up their alley.”

“Erik? You used to command Delta, any preliminary ideas?”

“Mr. President, I’d strongly suggest we try diplomacy first but I would definitely leave any operational planning to General Kitchener’s staff at Joint Special Operations Command. He would decide who to give a potential operation to and have them devise a Direct Plan of Action,” Newman answered. “While State attempts to negotiate his arrest and extradition with the Mexican President they can be on standby to act if things don’t pan out. President Lopez would be really pissed if we sent a SEAL Team or Delta group in to snatch Arthur Miller in his own country without obtaining permission to do so.”

The President was silent, thinking about options.

He liked Newman.

He liked the fact that even though the former Delta Force Commander was a warrior at heart and in action, he was not one to suggest a military option until all other options had been exhausted or discarded. He knew when diplomacy was a better option and had already steered the still wet-behind-the-ears Chief Executive around several potential disasters in the year and a half he’d been in office.

“Alright, after this meeting, I would like you, Jim, to talk with Secretary Jackson at State and Director Wallace at the FBI. Let them know about Miller and have them proceed with trying to negotiate his arrest and extradition,” the President said and Hawkins nodded his understanding. “Erik, I’d like Secretary Franklin at Defense and General Kitchener here for another meeting tomorrow morning. Please see to it they are notified and please forward all the information on Miller to Kitchener and have him start a...what did you call it? Direct Action...”

“A Direct Plan of Action, Mr. President,” Erik said.

“Yes, that. Have him assign the operation and meet us with whatever preliminary ideas his staff comes up with,” the President said with a nod.

“Not a problem, Mr. President.”

“I think that should be everything, gentlemen, unless there are any other pressing issues. Let’s have some breakfast,” President Grayson said with a smile, looking around for any new ideas. “Good, after this morning’s workout, I seem to be more than a little hungry and sore.”

Erik laughed as he picked up a bagel and smothered it with cream cheese and a slice of tomato.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, Mr. President,” 

The Situation Room at Camp David was not as high tech as the one located beneath the White House. However, it was larger and could accommodate twice as many people. Right now, it hosted twenty men and women, half of them military officers and the rest consisting of the President and several key members of his personal staff and Secretaries of State, Defense and the Head of the FBI. The room was currently set up theatre style and Lieutenant General Bradley Kitchener, the head of the Joint Special Operations Command was standing behind a podium as a member of his staff prepared the morning’s briefing.

Standing next to him was the Director of the FBI, Frank Wallace and Secretary of State Stuart Jackson. It had been a crazy twenty-four hours for the three of them, working non-stop until just hours prior to this briefing trying to gain the cooperation of Mexican government to extradite Arthur Miller from his home. Negotiations on cooperation with the Mexican military were still on-going but it was looking more promising with the realization that they were harboring one of the most wanted men in the world within their borders.

The President himself had been in direct contact with President Arturo Lopez of Mexico trying to explain the situation and smooth the path for extradition. Since there wasn’t a formal extradition treaty between the two countries and each request for extradition was normally negotiated individually at lower levels. The President hoped that his personal intervention would have the desired effect.

As they waited for the briefing to begin, the President sipped a mug of coffee while reading the daily intelligence briefing. Beside him, Erik Newman read the same briefing and underlined sections as he went along that he planned to look into further later that day. He was deep in thought as he reread one section when Kitchener cleared his throat to get everyone’s attention.

“Mr. President, we’re ready when you are.”

The President nodded and closed his folder.

“Please, proceed General.”

“Mr. President, this is our initial proposal for a military option to recover Mr. Arthur Miller and his family from Estancia Roberto Milano located forty-six miles south of the city of Guadalajara, Mexico. Initial intelligence shows an armed security force of at least forty men and a household of eight family members and staff. This means that we will require substantial assault and support personnel for this operation and it will require us to forcibly isolate, cordon and search the entire target area while keeping it secure from any additional forces that could come to its aid.”

“Our initial plan consists of using two forces: two companies of Rangers from the 75th Ranger Regiment to surround and isolate the estate and a SEAL Team to conduct the assault and capture Arthur Miller and his family.”

“What level of participation do you anticipate with the Mexican military?”

“My understanding is that we were planning an operation independent from the Mexican Military. We have done dual planning in the event they volunteer to aid in the operation.”

Kitchener explained in more detail.

“Mr. President, I’ve not personally heard from anyone in the Mexican military about cooperation but we are open to having a joint planning staff once we move to any staging area.”

The President cleared his throat and looked around the room before speaking.

“I spoke with President Lopez yesterday afternoon and we both want to have the Mexican military take the lead on this. This will help promote cooperation between our countries and military. Whoever you send will help plan the operation but they will carry out the primary assault. You will select some of our people to be imbedded with the Mexican Army for the assault and they will take charge of the prisoners once captured.”

The JSOC Commander was silent for a moment as he struggled to regroup his thoughts.

“We can definitely do that, Mr. President. Do you still want me to have the Rangers in a support role as was originally planned?”

The President was silent for a moment.

“I want as small of a footprint as possible for this, General. I want the Mexican military to use this operation as a sign of warming relations between our two countries. We can advise and accompany them but I want their people to conduct the operation itself. Let them take credit for the capture and return of a traitor. Maybe it will pave the way for future operations together.”

Kitchener nodded and closed his folder. He didn’t let on he was pissed that his staff had just wasted twenty-four hours of their time on this. He glanced over at Newman, who gave a subtle shake of his head the President didn’t catch.

“As you wish, Mr. President: do you want to hear the plan of action we’ve established at this point?”

“Absolutely, General.”
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FBI Safe House

Somewhere in Wyoming

0900 hours, 17 April 2025

The morning air was cool and crisp and a slight breeze blew off the mountains as they stepped out onto the cabin’s second floor balcony and leaned against the thick wooden railing. They didn’t utter a word as they took in the majestic mountains that rose up around them. Trees were exploding in shades of green and yellow while the rocky peaks that rose majestically up beyond the tree line were still covered in snow. The leaves had started bud out and bloom out again.

Spring was David Fleming’s favorite time of the year.

In front of the large two-story house a small pond was still frozen over and covered with a few inches of snow from the storm a few days prior and the grounds were still covered with several inches of it. The tree line came within hundred meters of the two homes on the property and a third building was used for storage and a garage for several vehicles and snowmobiles.

Priya stood next to him, taking in the mountains and the clouds gathering below with a genuine smile and leaned her head against his shoulder. Her long black hair was tied up in a bandanna, revealing her smooth neck and shoulders that had long since recovered from her time in captivity in the infamous Evin Prison outside of Tehran. She wore a long sleeved, light blue flannel shirt outside her jeans. She felt his arm slide around her waist, pulling her slightly against him and looked up into his eyes. He leaned down and kissed her softly on the lips, and stayed there for a second longer, enjoying the soft touch.

This place was paradise to her: peaceful and secluded.

Electricity was supplied through sets of solar panels that had been installed several years before; a well provided fresh water, and the home was furnished with comfortable, handmade furniture that gave it a hunting lodge feel. There was little to indicate it was a highly secure Safe House.

It was large, with four spacious bedrooms on the ground floor while an office and master suite occupied most of the second floor where they now stood. The FBI had designed the Safe House to be completely off the grid and had fitted each window with one-way tinting and transparent armor plating. The place was rarely used, and then only for their most sensitive witnesses. The property spanned about a third of the small valley and the rest was national park too rugged and remote for most hikers to access.

David had let his brown hair grow down past his shoulders and he now sported a goatee that he kept neatly trimmed. He smiled down at her as his hands rested on the soft flesh above her hips. He walked with a slight limp but was starting to jog though the woods against the constant protests of the FBI’s Tactical Team stationed there to ensure their safety.

As much as he appreciated their constant attention to every detail in ensuring their safety, David felt he could provide better security if they all simply moved to Fort Bragg. He was itching to go after Hamid Mahmoud. Every scream Priya let out in her dreams, every night she woke up shaking, or each time he found her hiding in a closet with the doors locked made him want revenge that much more.

The endless stream of interviews with officers from different intelligence agencies both US and allied nations as well as representatives from the United Nations had been going on almost non-stop since they’d arrived. Only in the last month had they begun to slow down as they started to finish up their reports and verify certain details with her father.

In the next few months, depending on the United Nations Security Council approval, Jamal and Priya would be required to testify on Mahmoud’s involvement in the attacks, followed by testimony at the International Criminal Court. After all of that was done they would be given new identities and relocated somewhere else of their own choosing.

“I love it here, David,” Priya told him in a soft voice. “It’s so peaceful. I could spend the rest of my life here.”

David smiled and nodded silently.

“It does remind me of my place though it’s not as big as all this,” he replied wistfully.

David had been born and raised in the mountains of Colorado and had bought himself a cabin and small parcel of land at a drastically reduced price several years before he’d bought the Global Nomad. The yacht had brought them from the Virgin Islands to the Bahamas before it had been shot apart by a Black Ops Team working for the traitor Larry Robinson. He knew he could never go back to that property again.

The thought of having to sell it still pained him.

“I’m so sorry, David,” she said, seeing the sadness wash over his face. “My family and I have ruined your whole life.”

He shook his head slowly as he looked down at her.

“No, Priya. You give me a reason to wake up every day.” He smiled. “I loved going there but it wasn’t made for a family: it was just made for me. We’ll look for a place together and it will be perfect.”

“I’m still sorry, David,” she told him. “You’ve sacrificed so much for me and for my family. I wouldn’t have imagined someone could sacrifice so much.”

“I love you, Priya,” he said with a shrug of his shoulders. “I’d give up my life for you.”

“I don’t want you to ever do that, David,” she replied. “You nearly did that once and I would never have forgiven myself if I hadn’t found you in time.”

“You’ve given me something I’ve never had before,” he said. “I’ve never been in love before. I’ve never wanted to plan out my future with someone before. It was always just the next deployment, the next operation. I never looked past that until now.”

“Is that a good thing?”

He nodded.

“Now I can’t imagine my life without you and I don’t want to.”

Priya wiped a tear from her eye and nodded.

“I don’t want to be without you either.”

They kissed softly, savoring the moment and time seemed to stand still.

The kiss was broken by a rap on the door behind them and their lips reluctantly parted. Dave glared at the door and the FBI man on the other side trying to get their attention and sighed as he motioned the man to join them.

“What is it?” he asked irritably and the man opened the door and stuck his head out.

“I hate to disturb the two of you, but you received a message. Special Agent McKenzie asked me to bring you to his office right away,” the man said and looked at Priya. “I’m sorry, Ma’am.”

Priya nodded silently to him and looked up at David.

“What does he want?” she asked and he shook his head.

“Let’s go find out.”

They walked hand in hand back inside.

They walked through the master suite, which they’d occupied since arriving and along an inside walkway to the next room which was occupied by the Special Agent in Charge Robert McKenzie. He was standing behind his deck staring out a window at the mountains.

“Mr. Fleming, it appears that you’re being recalled,” a thick Boston accent making him barely understandable. “I printed out an email addressed to both of us but for you.”

Fleming stiffened, looked down at Priya for a moment then stared at a sheet of paper lying on the desk. He walked over, picked it up and read it once to himself.

“It doesn’t give any specifics about when, I just need to be prepared,” David said and McKenzie nodded.

“That is about as specific as you usually get, isn’t it?” he asked and David nodded reluctantly.

“Yeah, pretty much,” he agreed. “The time stamp was last night at 2300 East Coast which means they are probably on their way right now. Any instructions on the meet?”

“I’ve been told that they’re picking you up at a time of their own choosing and I’m not to do anything out of the ordinary when they arrive except that only you are leaving. I’m afraid Priya and her family must stay here with us.”

“What? Where are you going, David?” Priya looked confused.

“I’m going back to work. Maybe they have found Mahmoud.”

Priya was silent for a moment as she read the email then looked up at him with tear-filled eyes.

“You can’t go back there: he’ll kill you on sight!” she cried. “You can’t go back there!”

“I will make him pay for every finger he laid on you,” David growled and held her hand. “He must be made to pay for what he’s done: to you and to this country. Just like the traitors that helped him.”

“But why you?”

“Before I left you in Tehran the first time you asked me what I did and I told you I hunted Monsters,” he said and she nodded. “That is exactly what I’m going to do now.”

“But...I don’t want you to leave me!”

“I don’t want to leave you either but I know that Special Agent McKenzie and his men will keep you safe until I return.” David lifted her small chin up to look at him. “And I will return for you, okay?”

“Promise?”

“I promise to come back for you just as I promised you that last day in Tehran.”

“Yes,” she whispered softly. “You kept your promise and came for me. You came for all of us.”

“Yes I did, and I will come again. But for now you all need to stay put and keep helping Special Agent McKenzie here, okay? I won’t be gone for long,” he told her and took back the email and set it back on the desk. “Thanks for the update.”

“Hey Dave,” McKenzie turned to face them for the first time. “It’s been good getting to know you these last few months. Be careful and bring that bastard back, okay?”

Fleming nodded.

“Count on it.”

They left the office and walked downstairs to the dining room where the rest of her family was seated around a long wooden dining table having a breakfast of eggs, sausage and toast. Jamal ushered them over and the two sat next to each other beside him. Priya was too upset to speak or eat anything and she simply sipped on a glass of apple juice as David fixed himself a full plate.

“What is wrong, my dear?” Jamal asked as he studied his daughter for a moment.

“I’m going to be leaving, Jamal, sometime this afternoon or tonight,” David answered for her. “Hopefully to go after Mahmoud.”

“I take it my daughter will not be going with you?”

David shook his head.

“I see,” Jamal said and shook his head slowly. “Do you have to bring him back alive?”

David paused before answering.

“I’m sure that’s the plan, so he can stand trial for his crimes,” he said. “I would just as soon kill him and come back home.”

“He should be shot in the street like a rabid dog and left to rot,” Jamal said with utter contempt. “He does not deserve the air he breathes.”

“Father! You shouldn’t talk like that, even about him,” Priya said, shocked at her father’s statement.

“Your father is right, My Love,” David said with a nod. “That is exactly what he deserves, but rotting in a cell for the rest of his life is also a way to punish him.”

“But it isn’t punishment if he doesn’t regret his actions, David,” she pointed out and David nodded.

“This is true,” Jamal said in agreement. “He must be made to suffer for all the pain he has caused.”

“Just because he has to be in custody doesn’t mean he has to be unharmed,” David pointed out and took a bite of sausage.

Jamal’s wife got up from the table and carefully poured him a glass of Turkish coffee and set it beside his plate. He looked up at her gratefully and thanked her. She nodded with a silent smile and sat back down again. Priya took his free hand and held it nervously, not trusting herself to speak.

Tears slid down her smooth cheeks and she wiped them away.

The time here had been filled with night terrors from her time in captivity, the escape from Evin Prison and the last battle on David’s boat when he nearly died. Not a night went by that she didn’t wake up screaming, clutching her scarred chest only to find comfort in David’s arms as he lay beside her and helped her to relax again.

How would she be able to survive without him?

“This is only temporary, I will probably be back in a few weeks,” he said to Priya. “You will all be safe here as we have always been. Now please, let’s enjoy breakfast and relax until they come for me, okay?”

Priya nodded and leaned against him, never letting go of his hand. He kissed the tip of her head and rested his chin against her.

“It’s going to be okay,” he said softly. “I’m going to be okay and you’re going to be okay.”

They’d been watching the house for months.

From their position just under the crest of a ridge, they’d been plotting their approach and had memorized the deployment and routes of the FBI’s security team as well as the timing of their shift changes. It had rarely varied in the months they’d been observing them and they had positively identified Fleming and each member of the Khobari family at least a dozen times.

They had formulated a plan that would involve a quick strike at the morning shift change and getaway, but their biggest concern was the FBI emergency response team on constant alert that could arrive within thirty minutes if alerted. They had to destroy everything before the alert went out or they’d be trapped on one of the two roads leading out of the valley. It would certainly mean their capture or death if they were trapped and forced to fight back.

As the primary assault team moved slowly down the mountain to their assault positions, a second team had begun setting up the portable launchers they’d packed in over the last few months. Carefully concealed under several sets of camouflaged netting, they arranged the twelve large M47 Super Dragon anti-tank rockets in 2 pairs so there would be no fumbling to find and fire them when they were ready to kick off the assault. The buildings were easily within the 1500-meter range of the older anti-tank missiles: their only concern was that the extreme cold might have cracked the fiberglass launch tubes or degraded the infrared aiming viewers they needed to control the rocket’s flight.

The six men checked each tube carefully, changed out batteries and mated the controllers to the thick launch tubes. They extended the bipod legs, locked them into place and turned the infrared viewers on to check them. Each man finished setting up his firing position that would give him a clear view of the three buildings and wouldn’t tangle the guidance wires that trailed the rockets when launched.

To one side of the camouflaged shelter, a pair of Stinger anti-aircraft missiles lay propped against a fallen log ready to be fired at a moment’s notice in case of discovery. Their assault vests, personal weapons and packs were neatly lined up side by side on the other side in anticipation of a quick departure.

No words were spoken as they accomplished their tasks and double-checked their weapons as they monitored the assault team’s progress over the secure radio.

“Control, this is Blue Six, we are passing Checkpoint Two and proceeding to Checkpoint Three,” came the status report.

“Roger Blue Six, we estimate you will encounter the first motion detection systems at Checkpoint Three,” came another voice from “Control.”

“This is Red Six, all systems are functional and ready to engage targets,” one of the six men spoke for the first time.

“Roger, Red Six, Extraction Teams are in position. As soon as you engage Targets, commence egress.”

“Roger that, Control,” the man said again with a satisfied nod.

“Blue Six, your extraction team will arrive approximately ten minutes after you begin your assault. That doesn’t leave you a lot of time on target to secure your objective.”

“Control: that gives us plenty of time on target.”

“Roger that.”

They moved silently between the trees in a single file, avoiding branches, bushes, or fallen logs that could give away their positions. They were bent under the heavy packs they carried which made the going that much slower. Dressed in white and grey camouflage, they were practically invisible from more than thirty meters away.

Their movement was achingly slow and precise, adhering to a path they’d discovered during previous night infiltrations. The trail skirted the property and reached an area where the motion detectors that lined the property were less effective because of a stream that attracted deer and elk. In the quiet morning air, they could hear the bubbling of the stream a short distance ahead and they froze.

“Control, this is Blue Six: we are at Checkpoint Three,” the Team Leader whispered into his headset.

“Roger, Blue Six, we need you to hold what you’ve got, there’s been a change in status.”

“Change in Status? What does that mean?” someone whispered as the team halted.

They each dropped to a knee and faced outward to pull security, their weapons tracking the area in front of them.

“Is this mission cancelled?” the Team Leader asked curiously.

“Not cancelled, we need you to delay your assault until we figure out what is going on. Can you get into your assault positions and remain there undetected?”

“Not for more than an hour,” the Leader said. “We know exactly where the Security Team will be at any point of the day and there isn’t any one location that they don’t cover at some point. We’ve calculated the time of the assault for the best chance of success.”

There was silence over the net.

What the hell was going on? Why the delay? He thought and looked around. He knew each member was listening in and wondering the same thing.

After a minute, the voice came back.

“We recommend delaying your assault for twenty-four hours until we know what is going on. Just keep up the reports and let us know what happens,” Control ordered and the men sighed with disappointment. “Your transportation will remain in position until your assault.”

“What are we expecting to happen?”

“We think they may be relocating the targets,” Control answered. “Be prepared to initiate a hasty assault if you think they are about to be moved.”

“Roger that, Control,” the Team Leader said with a frustrated nod. “We’ll set up a patrol base near Checkpoint Three so we can react. Red Six will let us know whether to go in or not.”

“Sounds solid.”

“Red Six copies.”

“Control out.”

Silence returned to the forest as the ten men scanned the woods between them and the houses for another few minutes, anticipating discovery at any minute but finding themselves alone. The Team Leader stood up slowly, his eyes carefully scanning the forest ahead of them, and signaled his team to reverse their course.

“Blue Three, find us a place to hunker down about a hundred meters out,” he said. “We’ll take our time and catch up to you.”

“Roger that,” came the reply and ahead of him, one of his men scampered ahead of them and disappeared from sight a few seconds later.

It was mid-afternoon when the faint echo of rotor blades disturbed the valley and David stood up from the rocking chair on the front porch area where he and Priya had been relaxing. What started as a low thud...thud...thud grew steadily louder and he stepped off the deck to get a better look.

“Priya, I want you to go inside right now,” he told her in a serious voice. “Tell McKenzie there’s a helicopter somewhere in the valley.”

“Maybe they are here to pick you up,” she suggested and he nodded.

“Probably right, but I want you out of sight just in case we’re wrong,” he said and she quickly obeyed him and ran inside to find McKenzie.

Fleming looked around and thought he saw a small black dot in the distance. He climbed back onto the porch and leaned against the wall, hands shoved into the pockets of his blue North Face parka and waited.

Minutes later, the black dot turned into a camouflaged UH-60 Blackhawk helicopter with US ARMY emblazoned on the side. The helicopter roared overhead and circled the three buildings before slowing to a hover and touching down on the far side of the frozen pond in a whirlwind of swirling snow and ice.

David turned away from the icy barrage and heard the engines begin to wind down, easing the din of the turbine engines. Once the rotors had slowed to a halt four figures exited the aircraft, walked carefully around the frozen pond and stepped up onto the front porch before removing their helmets.

Billy Aguilar, Mike Carr and Aaron Sullivan stood before him along with another man Fleming didn’t recognize. There was laugher and hugs as the four men greeted each other and Fleming ushered them inside out of the cold. Priya practically cried as she recognized the three men, and ran over to hug each of them in turn.

The reunion was complete as Dara ran over to Aaron and hugged him tightly. Aaron, for his part, was in tears as he hugged the young boy and picked him up in his arms as if he were his own son and held him.

“It’s good to see you!” he told the boy, who wouldn’t let him go. “I’ve missed you.”

“Welcome!” Jamal said with a laugh and pointed at each one with his cane. “It is wonderful to see all of you once again!”

“As it is to see you, Jamal,” Aaron replied with a big smile. “All of you are looking great! Either the mountain life is agreeing with you or the FBI is giving you the Royal Treatment here.”

“Both I think,” Jamal agreed with a laugh and shook hands with each of them in turn.

“Priya...” Billy said, staring at her for a moment. “You look absolutely beautiful. One would never have guessed what you’ve gone through...”

She blushed and looked down at her feet.

“Seriously,” Billy gushed. “I know it’s only physically, but if I didn’t know you had scars already, I would never know they were there.”

Priyas hand reached instinctively for her belly and gave a shy smile.

“Thank you, Billy, I appreciate that.”

“I trust that David here is taking good care of you? If not, let me know so I can step in and take his place.”

She laughed and nodded.

“Trust me: he’s putting up with a lot!” Jamal joked.

“I see he’s put on a lot too.” Aaron patted the slight paunch forming in Dave’s midsection. “Too many home cooked meals. Don’t worry, we’ll run it out of you soon enough!”

David laughed at that.

“I’m a civilian now, remember?” he pointed out. “I don’t have to do PT anymore!”

“Well, then you’d better say your good byes and get your civilian ass onto that bird out there in the next fifteen minutes, we have a plane to catch!”

Mike Carr said with a laugh.

“Would you like some coffee? We always have two pots of regular coffee and an Ibrik of Turkish.”

Jamal offered and everyone nodded.

“Definitely!”

Jamal laughed and motioned them into the kitchen area where a pair of large coffee pots sat.

David and Priya waited as the others wandered over.

“This is really happening, isn’t it?” she asked and he nodded silently. “Can you call me?”

“I’m not sure, I will try to get messages to you through Mackenzie.”

David hesitated, unsure of what to say.

“I’ve never had to say goodbye to anyone before,” he said nervously. “Not anyone I loved.”

“I love you too, David,” she replied and they kissed slowly, not wanting it to end.

When it did, he realized he’d been holding his breath and let it out.

“I put a phone in your purse. It only calls two places and I’ve got one of the phones,” he started. “The other number is for Erik. If anything happens: call him first and then call me. Promise me you will call if there is an emergency?”
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