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Chapter 1: A Prologue, and the Beginning
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When I flew back to the ‘States from Bogotá, Colombia, and after I’d slogged through a move from Huntsville, Alabama to Denver and accepted that I’d probably be alone for the rest of my life, something wonderfully strange happened. 

But I’m already getting a little ahead of myself. Here’s a little background.

*
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During the drive back from what Major Dorothy Kincaid of Delta Force and I thought would be our last operation together—that was also in Bogotá, but several weeks earlier—we made a decision neither of us liked: The severe time limitations imposed on our personal time by her obligations to Delta Force and my obligations to Blackwell Ops would preclude any kind of long-term relationship.

She brought it up, but I certainly understood her reasoning. After all, she’s an up and comer in Delta Force and in the Army, and I’m both an operative and the second in command at Blackwell Ops. As such, we would seldom have any time to spend with each other, so a serious relationship simply wouldn’t work for us. “Different worlds,” Dot called it. And I agreed.

But as it turned out, we were both completely lost without the other.

*
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A little over a month later, unbeknownst to me, Dot took two weeks’ leave and flew to Denver. Her plan was to find out from my boss, TJ Blackwell, how to contact me. She hoped she and I could discuss our seemingly hopeless personal situation and maybe find a way to work things out. 

And unbeknownst to either of us, my boss, TJ Blackwell, and her boss, General John Preston, put their heads together and arranged for Dot and me to meet at Blackwell Ops headquarters in Golden, Colorado, ostensibly for a debriefing. 

It was a complete surprise to both of us. Neither of us were aware the other would even be there.

But from the moment we saw each other, we both realized our original decision was ridiculous. There was nothing to discuss. We would simply spend together whatever time we could, and be happy for that.

And we did. 

Dot spent her two-week leave with me in my house in Denver, and when the two weeks of leave were almost over she called General Preston for an extension. 

He granted her another two weeks, and our whole world was right. 

*
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But soon after we woke up on the first morning of her final week of leave, my VaporStream device screeched. It was as if the device itself was reminding us that our personal time could be interrupted at any time by a whim of either Delta Force or Blackwell Ops.

I said, “Aw crap,” and flopped the covers back.

From her side of the bed to my left, Dot said, “What was that?”

“TJ. It’s probably a damned assignment.” I got up and padded across the room, crouched, and dragged my medium-sized duffel bag out of the closet. That duffel was also my ‘go bag’. I keep the VaporStream device in a zippered pocket on the outside.

I unzipped the pocket and pressed the On button of the device to silence it as I pulled it out. But just as I turned to carry it back and sit on the edge of the bed to read TJ’s message, the phone rang in the kitchen.

Dot groaned and flung back the covers. “I’ll bet anything that’s for me.”

I only nodded. “I hope not, baby.” Then again, if it is, maybe at least we’re going on the same assignment. I grinned and shook my head, then held up the device to read TJ’s message:


RTO soonest, Quito

C Dale Simmons at Q airport w/details

TWP Aregón Pinchot et al

Human trafficking



I frowned. Dale Simmons? That name’s familiar. Isn’t he a chopper pilot? But if I remember right, that was in Bolivia. 

Dot’s voice filtered in from the kitchen. “Yes, General, I understand.” 

Crap. So the phone was for her. I read over the message on the device again to commit it to memory, then pressed Accept. 

I got up and crossed the room, and as I crouched to put the device back into my go bag, Dot’s voice filtered in again. “No, that isn’t necessary, General. I’ll be on the first flight down. Could you ask Grouse to check the schedule and meet me at the airport?”

Sounds like she got an assignment too. But that’s quite a coincidence. Maybe she’s going to Ecuador too.

As I slipped the device into the pocket and zipped it shut, she said, “Yes sir. No problem, and thanks again for that.” Then there was the sound of the phone in the cradle and a little louder she said, “I’m gonna start some coffee, Sam. Wanna start the shower?”

I nodded. “Sure.” I padded into the bathroom, turned on the shower, stepped inside, and started soaping up.

A long moment later, Dot slid the frosted glass door open, momentarily clearing the billowing cloud of steam. She stepped inside and closed the door. 

I’d just rinsed the soap off my head and face. I grinned and rubbed the soap bar vigorously between my hands, then ran my palms over her upturned face. “I’ll do the honors, okay?”

She sputtered and laughed through the soap. “Honors. Right.” 

“Anytime I’m in your presence it’s an honor, baby.” As I laid the bar of soap on the dish and started massaging her face, neck and shoulders, she laughed and sputtered again, her eyes closed. 

Before she could say anything, I took her cheeks in my soapy palms and kissed her. “I love you, Dot Kincaid.” Then I gently pulled her close and soaped her torso with mine. 

She sighed. “God... I love you so much, Sam.”

*
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Several minutes later as we were both pulling on our jeans, she smiled. “I guess you heard. I have to fly back.”

“Yep, I heard. I have to head out too. Quito. Soonest.”

She looked at me. “But we knew, right, Sam? That the nature of our jobs will—”

“Yeah, it’s okay. We knew.” I paused. “But you aren’t going to Ecuador, are you? Or anywhere in that vicinity?”

“Oh. I have no idea. Preston will brief us tonight at 1800.” She chuckled. “At least we’ll never be bored, right?”

Bored? “Okay. Well, I’ll be in Quito at first, then wherever my contact tells me to go. Or takes me. I think he’s also a chopper pilot.”

She nodded. 

“So if they do send you to Ecuador—”

She grinned. “Then we’ll have another op together.” She looked up at me. “But if not, I’ll see you as soon as I can, okay? Let me know when you’re back?”

“Of course. I’ll, uh, let the general know I guess. Should be only three or four days.”

She nodded. “Or just call my number at the BOQ.” The BOQ is the base officers’ quarters. 

I tugged on a black t-shirt, then sat on the bed to pull on my socks and boots. “Right. Either way, just be extra careful, all right?”

She’d put on her black turtleneck and a pair of short boots that zip up the inside of the ankle. She moved around the corner and sat sideways on my lap. “You too, my love.” She kissed me, then met my gaze. “It’ll be all right, Sam, really. This is just our first test.”

“Right.” I hesitated. “But you’ll call me too, right? To let me where you’re going?”

She frowned. “I’m sorry, baby, but I can’t do that. I mean, even if I knew right now, you know I can’t tell you.” She hesitated again. “Right?”

I frowned. I understand security in the military, but you can’t tell me? But I have to fly out soonest, and I don’t even know when ‘soonest’ is yet. I only said, “Oh. Sure. Of course. It’s fine. I only wanted to know in case.... You know.”

She only looked at me, then got up and went into the kitchen.

Of course, I followed her. 

The clock above the stove read 6:34.

As she poured a cup of coffee for each of us, I sat at the far end of the table, opened my laptop, and brought up the site for Denver International Airport. I searched for flights to Fort Bragg, North Carolina, first. Two flights popped up. One would leave at 7 a.m.—that was obviously too soon—and one would leave at 2 p.m. 

I glanced toward the coffee pot. “The next available flight to Fort Bragg goes wheels up at 2 p.m. Want me to reserve your seat?”

“You don’t have to do that, Sam.”

I grinned. “No, I want to. Window seat, right?”

She nodded. “Sure. Anything’s fine though.” She chuckled. “Just don’t put me in the cargo bay.” 

I reserved a window seat for her in First Class and paid for it, then searched for flights to Quito. Only one came up. It would leave at 10 a.m. and land at 8 p.m. after a one-hour layover in Atlanta.

I shook my head and chuckled. A layover in Atlanta, my old home away from home. How many one-hour layovers did I spend there on my way to or from somewhere else when I lived in Huntsville? I reserved a seat.

Dot set my cup down next to the laptop. “You reserved my flight?”

I grinned. “Yep. Window seat, first class.”

As she sat down, she beamed and put one hand on my forearm. “Baby, you didn’t have to do that!”

I shrugged. “You deserve it. Besides, you’ll be first off the plane so you can make your meeting in time.” I hesitated. “But you don’t leave until 2 p.m., and I’m heading out in an hour or so. My flight’s at 10.” I hesitated. “I’ll have to take the pickup, but I can reserve a cab for you.” I poised my fingers over the keyboard. “Say noon?”

She smiled and shook her head. “No sir. I’ll ride with you. I have to be there by noon anyway, right? And a few hours in an airport is nothing.” She sipped her coffee, then glanced around at the clock. “Hmm. It’s not quite 7 and you don’t have to be there until 8 or so. Speaking of riding with you, want to establish a new pre-assignment ritual?” She chuckled.

I’d told her about the dream I’d had of her in Bogotá. At least the happy parts.

I grinned. “Yes ma’am, of course I do. But you do know our coffee’ll get cold, right?”

She laughed as she stood up and reached for my hand. “There’s always more coffee, Sam.”

*
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We didn’t get to the airport until a little after 8:30, but I still made my flight on time. 

Once I was through the Security checkpoint, I looked back. 

Dot threw me a kiss with her right palm. 

I threw her one back. 

I hoped it wouldn’t be the last one.

But just in case, I really wish I knew where she was going.  
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Chapter 2: The Flight to Atlanta, and Aspen
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The flight left on time from Denver and the plane set down in Atlanta a little less than three hours later. Of course, I had to change planes, and as I made my way from one gate to the other, Aspen popped into my head. Aspen’s my now ex-wife. After six-plus years of marriage, we’ve been divorced for only around two months. It was her decision.

Still, it seemed strange not to look for a pay phone so I could call her. How many times did I call her in Huntsville as I spent a one-hour layover here on my way home from wherever? In fact, I usually called her during the outbound layover too, just to be sure she was all right before I flew out to wherever. 

Things were different back then. 

She was a contact for Blackwell Ops when we first met. We got along from the very beginning, and soon we were together full time and then we were married. It all seems like a whirlwind now. Anyway, she’d always said she didn’t care what we were doing, nothing could ever make her want to be away from me.

Later she walked away from her job as a contact, which was fine. My salary as an operative was more than enough money. Later, that money increased substantially when I became TJ Blackwell’s second in command and his heir apparent.

Then during a meeting, TJ let go with an apparently errant thought and I told Aspen about it. 

That gave her the idea that I’d be taking over Blackwell Ops sooner rather than later, an idea that TJ himself later vehemently refuted.

But Aspen locked onto that thought, and eventually she issued an ultimatum: Unless I’d promise to dismantle the company when it passed to me, she wanted a divorce. 

Long story short, I don’t respond well to ultimatums. 

Anyway, before she dropped that gauntlet, I’d always seen her as my lovely, dainty, precious little bride. Someone to be cared for and protected at all costs.

Silly. I shook my head to clear the thought. 

Besides, all of that was months ago, Granger. Everything’s different now.

*
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Still, the memories of all the phone calls I’d made to her in Huntsville from Atlanta during one layover or another were good memories, and in my job there are few enough of those to render them precious.

No doubt she’s still in the house in Huntsville. She loved that house. 

I smiled. Correction. She loves that house. Present tense. That house is probably the one reason she’d insisted that I shut down Blackwell Ops if and when TJ passed it along to me. Funny how things change. 

As I found my next gate, I spotted a pay phone. Of course I had my cell phone with me too, but I hardly ever use it. Aspen and I bought cell phones in the first place so I could stay in better touch with her. And less than a month later, we went our separate ways. 

I glanced at the clock. It was still probably 15 or 20 minutes to the boarding call. 

I grinned, and on a whim I walked to the payphone, took the receiver off the hook, punched in the number, and swiped my card.

Aspen picked up on the third ring. “Hello?”

That beautiful, fragile—well, fragile sounding—southern voice. I shook my head and smiled. “Hey Aspen.”

“Sam?” As always, she pronounced it in two syllables: Say-um.

I chuckled. “Yeah, it’s me. I’m, uh, in Atlanta. I kind of had a habit of calling you from here, remember? During layovers?”

“Of course I remember.” A smile sprang into her voice. “So are you incomin’ or outbound?”

“Oh.” I jerked a thumb over my shoulder. “Outbound. In fact, my plane’s boarding in a few minutes. I, uh, live in Denver now, so I flew out of there. But where I’m going, they, uh, routed me through Atlanta.”

Yeah, but I could’ve picked Houston or Miami for the layover. But those layovers were longer.

“Well, how are you, Sam? It’s great to hear from you.” 

“Is it?” 

Apparently she’d covered the mouthpiece on her end. As I said that, a quiet “It’s Sayum” came through the line.

Oof. I closed my eyes, opened them. “I’m sorry, Aspen. That didn’t come out the way I meant for it to sound.”

Quietly, the smile gone from her voice, she said, “No, it’s all right.” 

I cleared my throat. “Anyway, how are you?”

“Oh, you know me. I’m fine. Listen, Mama’s visitin’ right now. You wanna say hello?”

“No.” I hesitated. “No time right now. I guess I just called to say hello.” I hesitated again. “I, uh, really hope you’re happy, Aspen. I mean with the house and your garden and, you know, everything.”

Still quiet, she said, “Oh it’s all right. I guess.” She hesitated. “It was better when you were here.” She hesitated. “I really miss you, Sam.”

Oh bullshit. Do you? Really? Heat rose in my neck and cheeks. I wanted to say that all of this was her stupid idea. I wanted to say she shouldn’t have issued me a damned ultimatum. She should have trusted me instead to do what was right for both of us when the company came to me. If the company came to me. 

But I also wondered where all of that was coming from. So instead I frowned and said something almost as bad. Or maybe worse, I don’t know. “Aspen, why would you miss me? You’re with someone new, aren’t you?” 

“What? No!”

I closed my eyes, opened them, came to my senses and put up one hand. “Oh damn. I’m sorry, Aspen. I have no right to ask if—” 

“Why in the world would you think I was with someone new?”

What the hell is wrong with me? I don’t want to get into all this. I shouldn’t have called. What a moron! 

But I couldn’t stop, so I shrugged. “For one thing, you had the divorce papers drawn up even before you issued your stupid ultimatum.” I paused. “Like you expected me to say no.”

She hesitated. “Well,” she pronounced it ‘way-ul’, “you’re right, I did do that. And to be fair, you did say no, Sam. But I never should have—”

“Right, so there you go. So anyway, I just assumed—” I closed my eyes, opened them. “Anyway, I shouldn’t have assumed. Anything. Sorry.”

“No, Sam, I’m sorry. Like I was sayin’, I never should have—”

I chuckled, mostly to put the right tone in my voice again. The plane was boarding and the line was growing shorter. “Hey, you know what, Aspen? It’s all good, okay? But I really have to go.”

“You do? Oh, Sam, I—”

“Listen, it was nice talking with you again, but they’re boarding, so—”

“Call me again, Sam. Please? I won’t ask you to promise, but call me any time. Well, when you have more time. An’ maybe we can talk a little?”

I closed my eyes, shook my head. Jesus. Even calling you this time was a stupid mistake. Why would I want to call you again? I opened my eyes. “‘Bye Aspen. Love to Georgia, okay?” And I hung up. 

What a stupid thing to do. The call, not the hanging up. Jesus.

I shook my head and went to the line to board the plane and get the hell out of Atlanta.
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Chapter 3: The Flight to Quito
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As I settled into my window seat a little over halfway back in the plane, I shoved my bag hard under the seat in front of me and shook my head. I muttered, “Frankly, I’m thrilled Dot and I are together.” Then I settled back in the seat and closed my eyes.  

Well, when we can be together. And what was that about us not being bored? She did seem actually happy our assignments came in.

Why didn’t I make love to her when I had the chance? Our first time in Bogotá. Maybe things would be more on the up and up with us now if we had. Well, if I had. She made it pretty obvious she was available whenever. Jesus, what is wrong with me? What man wouldn’t leap at the chance to be with Aspen? 

Oh crap. Of course, I mean with Dot. 

But Aspen too, really. Why isn’t she with anyone else yet?

But back to the real and present danger. At the moment, Dot and I are in semi-permanent situation at best. And she’s right, this is our first test. It’s the first time I’ve gone in one direction and she’s gone in another since we’ve known each other. Well, into harm’s way, at least. Well, as far as I know we’re going in different directions. I don’t actually have so much as a damn clue where she’s going.

And why wouldn’t she fudge on the rules just a little to tell me where her op would take her? I mean, when we talked she didn’t know. But she said she wouldn’t tell me even if she did know. What the hell is that all about?

I do understand military security. I was a sniper in the Marine Corps for Christ’s sake! But if you can’t tell the person you love where you’re going without being certain they won’t blab, maybe your relationship isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.

Trust— Absolute trust— Trust is everything in any relationship, but especially in what you hope will be a long-term relationship. 

Besides, you never know what might happen. In the kind of stuff I do nothing’s ever official. And in the kind of stuff Dot does, sometimes it’s official but a lot of the times it isn’t. And if something bad happens, I want to at least know where I can go to— To save her if I can. Or to retrieve her. Or even just to retrieve her little body if it comes to that. And I want her to know where I am for the same reasons. 

How the hell does she not get that?

But whatever. It’s all right for now. It’s early in our time together. We’ll just have to work on that a little. When we’re both at home together again, I’ll explain my reasoning. Then we’ll figure it all out. 

I mean, if we can’t trust each other with everything in every way—especially in our f—ked-up professions—what’s the use? Mistrust kills couples faster than anything.

I shook my head. For now I need to forget about all of that and focus on the current operation. Even when Aspen and I were together I was able to set thoughts of her aside and do my job. Well, most of the time....

*
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Sometime or other I must have drifted off. When I opened my eyes again, I had no sense of where we were or how long we’d been in the air. I cleared my throat and touched the call button for a flight attendant.

When a trim, stately redhead came along the aisle, smiling and her hair piled high, and leaned over my seat with her eyebrows arched, I said, “Could I just get a bottle of water, please? I’m a little dry.”

She smiled. “Yes sir.”

As she turned away I went back to my thoughts.

Not about Aspen or Dot. I went back to the thoughts I should be having. Thoughts about the task at hand.

I recalled the assignment message.

So... Aregón Pinchot et al. Human trafficking. And Dale Simmons, of all people, is my contact. Well, and probably my chopper pilot. 
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