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            Chapter One

          

          
            KAFEH SUPREME - DAMASCUS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Year 2044

      

      

      Kafeh Supreme, once elegant, now bore the scars of years of conflict — wars that didn't have to happen. Sunlight filtered through bullet-riddled walls, and the floor was covered with cracked floor tiles, dirt filling the spaces between them.

      Cyrus sat at a corner table, positioned so he could see both the front and back exits. He scanned the cafe with haunted eyes that rarely blinked while he tapped the tabletop with restless fingers, and occasionally sipped from his cup of espresso.

      He cradled his coffee cup, inhaling the aroma that wafted through the café. All his life he'd smelled the unmistakable aroma of espresso, and his morning breakfast always had a steaming cup of it, even when he was in elementary school.

      Customers soon filled the café, and it buzzed with hushed conversations, but the locals avoided eye contact with strangers. They kept to themselves and spoke in whispers.

      Cyrus looked over when the door opened, letting in a blast of dusty air, a lingering hint of gunpowder riding in with it. Sandof walked through the door, a jagged scar tracing from ear to collarbone. One eye was slightly askew, but he scanned the room with practiced caution.

      As he walked across the café, Shaklam entered, his fingers drumming against his thigh. His eyes darted left and right at every sound. He moved with the nervous energy of youth.

      Rizwan followed Shaklam, and he carried himself with exaggerated confidence. He paused halfway through and lifted his head, and inhaled deeply, then made his way to Cyrus's table.

      "I never tire of the smell of good espresso. It reminds me of my grandmother's house before the war."

      "Keep those memories," Cyrus said. "You'll need them."

      A waiter, his shoulders permanently hunched, and his eyes downcast, arrived to take orders. He appeared to be not paying attention, but he missed nothing. He held a notepad clutched like a shield.

      "Your orders, gentlemen?"

      Rizwan spoke first. He had the dignified accent of education, and he spoke perfect Syrian. "Espresso, without sugar."

      "I'll have the same," Shaklam said, and Sandof echoed his order.

      The waiter turned to Cyrus. "And you, sir?"

      Cyrus grabbed the waiter's arm. "You look like Mahmoud's boy."

      The waiter nodded, a flicker of surprise crossing his face. "He taught me everything about coffee before the last bombing."

      Cyrus nodded. "Mahmoud was a good man. He always kept the customers away from my table."

      The waiter bowed. "And I will do the same."

      Their cups were no sooner empty than the waiter took them away and returned with refills. Customers were beginning to exit, leaving the café almost empty.

      Once the tables cleared, Cyrus leaned forward, steam rising from his new drink, though it remained untouched.

      "As you know, DeathMaster developed a new gaming system. What you don't know is we have an inside man, and he was able to program a way for us to do what we need: to teleport to anyplace we want in the real world."

      Cyrus's tone carried a ray of hope.

      "More importantly, he built in a way to escape. All we need to do is put the plan in motion."

      Rizwan signaled for a third cup of espresso. "If you want us to risk our lives, we need details. I'm not going into this blindly."

      "Good enough," Cyrus said. "Remember the old RPG games we played, the ones with certain places in the game where you could teleport to other areas?"

      Shaklam pushed his cup away and smiled. "I wasted half my teenage years on those games."

      Cyrus leaned forward and lowered his voice. "As I said, what our man programmed in is even better than the old video games. We can teleport to real world locations, using GPS coordinates. In other words, if we know where someone will be, we can teleport there, kill them, and disappear before anyone can find us."

      Rizwan's eyes went wide. "What?"

      Sandof leaned forward, whispering. "How?"

      Cyrus smiled. "For it to work, we must have a system at the destination, and it has to be close - fifty meters at most."

      He looked at the others one at a time. "Another limitation is we can only teleport from one spot in the game."

      Rizwan perked up. "So we need to get tournament ready?"

      Cyrus nodded. "The optimal time to get both targets will coincide with the tournament finals, so we must be good enough to reach the finals, otherwise we'll have no access."

      Sandof shook his head. "We should stick to the old ways."

      A scowl formed on Cyrus's face. "You'd rather do a suicide mission? Leave more orphans behind?"

      Rizwan scoffed at Sandof's suggestion. "They are called 'old ways' for a reason - they're for old men."

      "I don't know why we're the ones doing this," Sandof said.

      Cyrus clenched his fists, his knuckles whitening. He ground his teeth audibly, and while staring at the wall, the café sounds faded as his eyes lost focus ...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            FLASHBACK - SYRIAN WAR

          

        

      

    

    
      Cyrus and his twin brother, Tariq, ran down the street, kicking a ball. The street was bathed in afternoon light, and the laughter of many children echoed off stone walls weathered by centuries and not yet scarred by modern weapons.

      Young Cyrus, only eight-years old, kicked a worn leather ball to his twin brother. They were identical, except for a small birthmark above Cyrus’s lip. Even their movements were synchronized, a dance perfected over years of shared existence, and playing the same game day after day.

      Tariq laughed, and shouted to Cyrus. “Kick it higher.”

      The scent of roasted lamb and garlic wafted from an open window, and the distant call to prayer echoed through the streets.

      Cyrus kicked the ball with all his might. “Try to get that, brother.”

      Tariq ran backward, eyes upward, arms outstretched. As he neared the end of the street, a whistling sound cut through the air, distant at first, then terrifyingly close.

      The ground trembled, and dust shook loose from the walls.

      Cyrus screamed as the missile hit just meters from Tariq. The deafening sound only hinted at the destruction: concrete shattered, glass imploded - and bodies were blown apart, blood splattering everywhere.

      Cyrus was knocked backward, his ears ringing. The world moved in slow motion as he scrambled to his feet.

      Where Tariq brother stood was now a smoking crater. Fragments of cloth, flesh, and bone were scattered across the street — unrecognizable except for a small scrap of fabric with a familiar pattern, a birthday gift they had both received.

      Cyrus screamed as the ground vibrated again. More missiles hit elsewhere in the city.

      Cyrus ran home, his bare feet bleeding on debris-strewn streets, his tears cutting clean tracks through the dust on his face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            RETURN TO THE CAFÉ

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Year 2044

      

      

      Cyrus's coffee had gone cold, almost as cold as his stare, and no one dared question him.

      He glared at Sandof. "We're doing this because we can. Besides, it's been almost fifty years. If this is to end, we need to do it."

      Sandof pounded his fist on the table, rattling the cups and saucers. The sound echoed through the nearly empty café. "And to get that pig of a president who supports anyone who is against us."

      Sandof looked at each of them, his eyes moving from Rizwan to Shaklam, then back to Cyrus. "In case you don't remember, my cousin was your sister's husband, and the father of her children. Children who are now orphans thanks to that pig."

      Sandof lowered his head and nodded to Cyrus. His voice dropped to barely above a whisper. "I understand why you feel the way you do, but we should let Darius and his team handle it."

      Cyrus contained his resentment, though his jaw clenched tight enough that the muscles in his face twitched. "You want Darius to do this?"

      The words hung in the air like a threat.

      The few customers still at the café sensed the change in atmosphere. They hurried to leave, some dropping coins on their tables without waiting for change, others simply abandoning their unfinished drinks. Within moments, the café was empty except for the four of them and the waiter, who disappeared into the back room.

      Cyrus reached inside his jacket with deliberate slowness. His fingers found the grip of his gun, and he pulled it free. The metal caught the afternoon light filtering through the bullet-riddled walls. He pointed it at Sandof's head, the movement almost gentle until he began to squeeze. The hammer drew back with a soft, mechanical click.

      Sandof's eyes widened. Sweat formed on his forehead and ran down his left cheek, tracing a path through the dust that seemed to coat everything in Damascus these days. His hands drooped to his side, and he trembled. His breath came in short, shallow gasps.

      "I guess we'll do this ourselves," Sandof said, his voice barely steady.

      Cyrus held the gun steady for three more heartbeats. The only sound was the distant rumble of traffic and the faint buzz of flies near the window. Then slowly, very slowly, he lowered the weapon.

      "Yes, we'll do it ourselves."

      He tucked the gun back in his waistband, adjusting his shirt to cover it. When he looked up, his expression had softened slightly, though his eyes remained hard.

      "But first, we have to deal with the GhostWalkers. They will likely be our opponent." He paused, letting the words sink in. "If we can't beat a team of American teenagers in a game, we have no business going after their president. The tournament gives us cover, gives us access, and gives us the means to escape. But only if we're good enough to reach the finals."

      Rizwan leaned forward. "Then we practice until we can't be beaten."

      Cyrus nodded. "Exactly."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Four

          

          
            CYPRESS HIGH SCHOOL

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        2044 — Weeks later

      

      

      Joey Lugullo, 17, talkative and all smiles, strutted down the hall, moving from one class to another. His buddies, Ritchie McGill, 17, with hair cropped short, walked by his side. Ritchie had a sarcastic wit, and he was usually pessimistic. Pete Moritz, 18, trailed them by a few steps. Pete was opinionated and dramatic.

      Joey's brother Tony, 15, focused, observant, sometimes blunt, and not developed socially, lagged behind, his head lowered. Headphones hung around his neck, blaring music as he walked.

      The hallway buzzed with the chaos of class change. Students rushed past, shouting to friends, slamming lockers, checking phones. The fluorescent lights overhead flickered occasionally, casting uneven shadows across the worn tile floor.

      Joey, enthusiastic as always, spoke loudly enough to be heard over the noise. "Don't forget, slackers, we have a game this weekend."

      Pete playfully punched Joey's arm, rolling his eyes. "You remind us every damn hour."

      "I know these are only practice sessions, but we already lost one, and we can't afford to lose another."

      Ritchie adjusted his backpack and sighed. "Count me in, but we can forget winning. Chad's not playing."

      Joey stopped dead in his tracks, his expression crumbling. Students bumped into him from behind, muttering complaints as they flowed around him like water around a stone.

      "Chad's not playing? Christ's sake. When did he tell you?"

      "Last night. His parents are making him focus on his grades," Ritchie said.

      "We got no chance without him," Pete added, shaking his head.

      Tony stepped forward, weaving between his brother and Pete. His eyes were shining and his voice brimmed with confidence. "I can do it."

      Pete crossed his arms and laughed, the sound sharp and dismissive. "Yeah, sure."

      Tony's eyes narrowed as he stepped closer to Pete, closing the distance until they were almost chest to chest. "Last season I scored the winning shot when Chad was out. You afraid I'll show you up, Moritz?"

      Brief tension erupted. A few students slowed down to watch, sensing a possible confrontation.

      Then Ritchie interjected, stepping between them. "If Tony's in, who's out?"

      Joey's brow furrowed. He glared at Tony, who held his ground, his jaw set and his shoulders squared.

      "I'll challenge any of you, including Joey. If I win, I play."

      Joey spoke as if he'd made up his mind, though his voice carried an edge of doubt. "Tony can be backup for now, and since Chad quit, he's out for good. If Tony performs, he's got a spot."

      "That's bullshit," Pete said, his face reddening.

      Joey glared. "That's the way it is, Pete. Deal with it."

      

      Joey and Ritchie turned down a hallway lined with floor-to-ceiling lockers on both sides. The sound of metal against metal reverberated through the halls as locker doors were slammed closed, and the chatter of teens filled the air. Someone's phone blared music until a teacher yelled for them to turn it off.

      Pete and Tony turned left down a long hallway. The crowd thinned out here, with most students heading toward the main exit. About midway down, a group of girls passed by, smiling and giggling among themselves.

      A cute girl with auburn hair broke away from her friends and smiled at Tony. "Tony, are you going to the dance?"

      The auburn-haired girl's blonde companion stepped closer, her smile seductive. "Hey, Tony."

      Tony nodded once, his expression unchanged, and kept walking. He didn't even slow his pace.

      The girls exchanged glances, then giggled again as they continued down the hall.

      Pete looked at him and shook his head, watching the girls walk away. "Goddamn, that's the third girl that's hit on you today."

      When Tony didn't respond, Pete tried again, louder this time. "Christ, talk to them. Do something. They're interested in you."

      Tony kept his eyes forward, his headphones still around his neck, music bleeding out loud enough for Pete to hear the bass.

      Pete slowed down as Joey raced to catch up to him, his sneakers squeaking on the polished floor.

      Out of breath, Joey spoke in halting speech. "I've decided. Tony's playing, so you need to get used to it. Besides, there's no way he won't perform."

      Pete looked ahead at Tony, who was now several steps in front of them, oblivious to their conversation. He yelled to him. "That right, Tony?"

      When he got no answer, he yelled louder, cupping his hands around his mouth. "Tony, is that right?"

      Still nothing. Tony walked on as if he were alone in the hallway.

      Pete turned to Joey, exasperation clear on his face. "Christ, is he deaf?"

      Joey shrugged, a slight smile playing at his lips. "He's probably got his headphones tuned to some weird damn music. Some noises mess with his head, and he can't focus. When he's like this, he tunes everything else out."

      Pete squinted as he looked at Joey questioningly. "What do you mean, 'noises mess with his head'?"

      Joey lowered his voice, glancing ahead to make sure Tony was still out of earshot. "Christ, he's autistic. You know that."

      Pete's expression shifted from confusion to concern. "Then how the hell is he going to play? I mean, if sounds bother him and he zones out like this..."

      Joey stopped and turned to face Pete, his expression serious now. "He's got abilities that make him a lot better than the rest of us, especially as a sniper. Trust me on this."

      "And you think Tony's our best chance?"

      "Nobody can pull off kill shots like him. I've watched him practice. It's like he sees things we don't, calculates things in his head that would take us forever to figure out."

      Ritchie had been tagging along, listening but remaining silent. Now he spoke up. "I just thought he was weird. You know, quiet and stuff."

      Pete turned sharply, his eyes flashing. "You shouldn't be talking about weird, Ritchie."

      Ritchie's face flushed red. "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "It means you live in a glass house, man. We all got our shit."

      The bell rang, signaling that they had three minutes to get to their next class. The hallway began to empty as students scattered in different directions.

      Joey clapped both of them on the shoulders. "Look, we're a team. Tony's in, and we're going to make this work. Practice is at my place tonight. Seven o'clock. Don't be late."

      He jogged off down the hall, leaving Pete and Ritchie standing there.

      Ritchie adjusted his backpack again. "You really think Tony can do this?"

      Pete watched Tony disappear around a corner, still lost in his own world. "I guess we're about to find out."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Five

          

          
            DEATHMASTER

          

        

      

    

    
      Rick Tilson, 50, with a full head of hair and a stoic expression, stood and greeted Ernie Prelle, 45, cynical and someone who questioned everything.

      "Your message said it was important," Rick said.

      Ernie closed the door behind him and crossed the spacious office. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked downtown Seattle, but neither man paid attention to the view.

      "We've had another increase in complaints — tens of thousands more. People are tired of the login issues."

      Rick leaned against his desk, arms crossed. "We've still got the best game on the market."

      "For now."

      Ernie sat in a chair across from Rick, dropping a thick folder onto the desk between them. "And therein lies the problem. We've increased the customer base by almost tenfold, but that increase — while it did great things for our bottom line — exposed us to other problems."

      Rick picked up the folder and flipped it open. Charts and graphs showed complaint trends, user satisfaction scores declining, and competitor analysis.

      Ernie paused and stared at Rick. "We have major issues with passwords and extensive login problems, and the continual hacking makes everything worse. The customers won't put up with it for long."

      "How long do we have?"

      "Six months, maybe a year before we start losing serious market share. The forums are already filling up with people threatening to switch to competitors."

      Rick tossed the folder back onto the desk. "Hackers are a problem everywhere. Got any ideas?"

      Ernie leaned forward, his eyes lighting up with the intensity Rick recognized from their early days building the company. "We've been working on it, and I think we can solve it. If we're successful, we'll have the world by the balls — by the goddamn balls."

      "I'm listening."

      Ernie handed Rick a printout showing his report. The pages were covered in technical diagrams, security protocols, and implementation timelines.

      Rick paced the office, his shoes making soft sounds on the hardwood floor. He nodded as he read the report, occasionally stopping to reread a section or study a diagram more closely.

      "Biometric authentication," Rick said, still reading.

      "DNA-based login. Completely unique to each user. No passwords to remember, no login credentials to steal, no way for hackers to break in."

      Rick looked up from the report. "You're talking about a massive infrastructure overhaul."

      "I am. But look at the projections on page seven."

      Rick flipped to the page. His eyebrows raised as he scanned the numbers. "These savings are real?"

      "Conservative estimates. We eliminate almost all customer service calls related to login issues. We eliminate password reset protocols entirely. We cut our security team needs by sixty percent because we're not constantly fighting credential stuffing attacks and brute force attempts."

      "And the customer experience?"

      Ernie stood and moved to the window, looking out at the city below. "Instant. They touch the sensor, the system reads their DNA, and they're in. Three seconds, maybe four. Compare that to the current average of two minutes dealing with password managers, two-factor authentication, and inevitable reset requests."

      Rick set the report down and walked to stand beside Ernie. "What about privacy concerns? People are already nervous about giving us their DNA."

      "We're not storing actual DNA sequences. We're storing a mathematical hash derived from specific genetic markers. It's a one-way encryption. Even if someone stole our database, they couldn't reverse-engineer anyone's DNA from it."

      "The press won't understand that distinction."

      "Then we educate them. We make it transparent. We show them exactly how it works and why it's safer than anything else on the market."

      Rick was quiet for a moment, thinking. "Cost?"

      "Eighteen million for development and implementation. Another twelve for the hardware rollout — we'll need to ship sensors to existing customers and build them into new systems."

      "Thirty million."

      "Against projected savings of eighty million over three years, plus the competitive advantage of being first to market with truly unhackable authentication."

      Rick returned to his desk and sat down, studying the report again. "What's the timeline?"

      "Nine months for full development and testing. Three months for rollout. We could have the first systems in customer hands within a year."

      "Too long. Competitors are moving."

      Ernie turned from the window. "If we rush it and it fails, we're done. The backlash would kill us. But if we do this right, we own the market for the next decade."

      Rick tapped his fingers on the desk, a habit Ernie recognized as his thinking mode. The office was silent except for the muffled sounds of traffic from the street below.

      "You're onto something big," Rick finally said. "Get this to work, and we're golden. Nobody will be able to touch us."

      He stood and paced behind his desk, energy building in his movements. "Pull everybody off whatever they're working on and concentrate on this. It takes priority over everything. I don't care about the new maps, the weapon updates, the cosmetic items. This is survival."

      "What about the Christmas release?"

      "Push it. Tell marketing to spin it as quality control. Tell them we're perfecting the experience."

      Ernie smiled and stood to leave. All that was missing was a salute. He picked up his folder and headed for the door.

      "Ernie."

      He stopped and turned back.

      Rick looked at him seriously. "Don't screw this up. This company's future is riding on it."

      "I know."

      "And one more thing. Keep it quiet. If word gets out before we're ready, every competitor will race to copy it. I want to announce this when we're ready to ship, not a day before."

      "Understood."

      Ernie left the office, closing the door softly behind him. Rick stood at his window, looking out at the city, already thinking about the press conference, the marketing campaign, the future of the company.

      Thirty million was a lot to bet on one project.

      But Ernie had never let him down before.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Six

          

          
            LUGULLO HOUSE

          

        

      

    

    
      The doorbell rang and Joey rushed to answer it. Pete and Ritchie stood on the porch, smoking cigarettes.

      Joey shook his head. “Get the hell in here, assholes; It's raining.”

      Ritchie smirked. “Says the man who took so long to answer the door.”

      Joey held the door open while Pete and Ritchie wiped their feet on the mat.

      Pete seemed eager to start playing. “Let's get going. I don’t have all night. My old man will be stalking me soon.”

      Joey led them down the hall. “You better practice first 'cause I'm gonna kick your ass.”

      Pete chortled. “What we need is competition. We already beat the best teams out there.”

      Pete plopped on the sofa alongside Ritchie and Joey. He picked up a remote control and pretended to press buttons rapidly with his thumbs.

      Tony grabbed a remote and a headset and sat on the floor. Pete, Ritchie, and Joey donned their gear, then lit cigarettes and started playing. The cigarettes dangled from the left side of their mouths as they played.

      Tony brushed his hand in the air and coughed. Then he got up and opened the window.

      "Put those things out. Christ, Joey, my asthma is killing me. I can barely breathe."

      "I'll put my smoke out if you close that damn window. It's raining like hell out there," Ritchie said.

      All of them sat up straight and gripped their controllers. They mashed the buttons which were used to move and fire weapons, among other functions.

      Pete grabbed his remote and took a spot on the floor.

      "You hear the news? DeathMaster announced that a revolutionary new system is on the way. Even better, whichever team wins the new tournament will get a system for each team member, including backup players."

      "I thought they'd be giving money. I'd rather have that," Ritchie said.

      "No, idiot. You get the money and the system."

      "Then we better get practicing."

      "Get practicing is right because no matter who we face in the tournament, they'll be good. Damn good. And I intend to win a major tournament before wasting my life in college," Joey said.

      "Who you think we'll be up against?"

      "I'm guessing WolfDen, but we won't know until the semifinals are over."

      

      After they enter Joey’s room, Pete plopped on the sofa alongside Ritchie and Joey. He picked up a remote control and pretended to press buttons rapidly with his thumbs.

      Tony, already sitting in his favorite beanbag, grabbed a remote and a headset.

      Pete, Ritchie, and Joey donned their gear, then lit cigarettes. The cigarettes dangled from their mouths as they played.

      Tony brushed his hand in the air and coughed. “Put those things out. I can barely breathe.”

      Joey smacked the sofa with the palm of his hand. “Sit tight. I've got goddamn login problems — again.”

      “They need to fix this shit,” Ritchie said.

      A loud knock was heard at the door, and Joey's mother, Missy Lugullo, 40, always calm, logical and concerned, hollered into the room. “If I hear any more of that language, I'll switch the circuit breaker off.”

      Joey yelled back. “You got it, Mom.”

      Joey looked at the others and grinned, then whispered to Pete and Ritchie. “Y’all need to watch your mouth, 'cause she'll do it.”

      Pete raised a hand to his mouth and gestured that he’d zip his lips closed, causing the others to laugh.

      “Get ready,” Joey said. “It looks like I'm logged in.”

      All of them sat up straight and gripped their controls. They mashed the buttons which were used to move and fire weapons, among other functions.

      “Y’all need to get your shit together,” Joey said. “We've got a tournament coming up.”

      Pete kept firing, but responded sarcastically. “That's more than six months away, so stop worrying. We'll be ready.”

      

      After nearly four hours of playing, the door opened and Missy poked her head in. “Don't you think it's about time to wrap things up? It is a school night.”

      Joey continued mashing the buttons on his controller. “Ten more minutes, Mom. I swear.”

      “All right. But ten minutes is all you're getting.”

      They successfully defeated the competition, high-fived each other, then Pete and Ritchie went home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Seven

          

          
            THE F.B.I.

          

        

      

    

    
      Sean Lugullo, 40 and meticulously dressed, parked in the garage of a six-story building and presented his ID to the guard who granted him access. He then removed all metallic objects and passed through the scanner.

      The metal detector beeped twice before giving him the all-clear. He'd forgotten to take the keys out of his pocket again. The guard, a heavyset man named Martinez who'd worked the building for fifteen years,  waved him through with a knowing smile.

      Once through, Sean crossed the tiled floor of the lobby, rode the elevator to the fourth floor, exited, and headed down a long corridor to his office. The fluorescent lights overhead hummed with their constant electrical buzz, and the faint smell of industrial cleaner lingered in the air.

      He unlocked the door and sat at his desk, which was immaculate. Even his trash can was clean. Everything had its place: pens lined up parallel to the desk edge, files stacked by priority, coffee mug positioned precisely on a coaster.

      The phone rang incessantly, but he ignored it and focused on the computer monitor. He was reviewing case files from the overnight shift, looking for patterns, connections, anything that might have been missed.

      Joan, a competent assistant in her 30s who was always polite but stern, poked her head in the door and knocked to get Sean's attention.

      "Mr. Lugullo, your phone is ringing."

      Without looking up, he waved her off. "I heard it."

      Joan stood in the doorway, hands on her hips. She wasn't going anywhere until he picked up.

      "All right. All right," Sean said, reaching for the receiver. "I'll get it."

      Joan nodded and pulled the door closed behind her.

      Sean picked up the phone. "Lugullo."

      Director Samuels' voice carried urgency. "We've got a potential situation, so we'll need you to be on hand — day and night."

      Sean sat up straighter, his full attention now on the call. He grabbed a pen and pulled a notepad closer. "What kind of situation?"

      "The CIA picked up chatter from an unknown cell, and it came across as real. From what we've deciphered, they are hinting at a high-level assassination."

      "Shit, that doesn't sound good. Any idea who?"

      "So far, they don't know who they plan on targeting. Even worse, they don't know who's planning it. It could be a Syrian operation or an Iranian one. Either one is a viable option, so keep your team alert."

      Sean wrote "Syria/Iran" on his notepad and underlined it twice. "What makes you think it's them?"

      "We've been at odds with them for almost fifty years. Remember when we killed their leaders and overthrew the regimes?"

      "Unfortunately, I do, but I thought that was over."

      Director Samuels gave a bitter laugh. "Those emotions are tough to bury, and when you do, there's a danger they'll erupt at any time. We've been monitoring increased chatter from both regions over the past six months. References to revenge, and settling old scores. Most of it's just noise, but this feels different."

      "Different how?"

      "It's organized. They're being careful with their communications, using encryption we haven't seen before. That level of operational security suggests this isn't just talk."

      Sean made more notes. "Any specifics on who they're targeting? Or their location?"

      "Not yet. They're using encrypted phones, and they're in hostile territory, so it's tough to track. NSA is working on breaking their codes, but it's slow going. What we do know is they've mentioned timelines. Something about 'when the time is right' and 'after the tournament.'"

      "What tournament?"

      "No idea. It could be code for something else, or it could be literal. We're running it through every database we have."

      Sean circled the word "tournament" on his notepad. "What about potential targets? If this is revenge for regime change, we're talking about high-value political figures."

      "That's our assumption. We've already increased security around the President, the Secretary of State, the Vice President, and several former intelligence directors who were involved in those operations. But without more specific intel, we're shooting in the dark."

      "How many people are we looking at in this cell?"

      "Unknown. The intercepts suggest at least four, maybe more. They're disciplined, professional. This isn't amateur hour."

      Sean felt the familiar tightening in his chest that came with major threat assessments. “What resources do I get?”

      "You'll have whatever you need. I'm authorizing overtime for your entire team. I want eyes on every piece of intelligence that comes through. I want daily briefings. And I want to know the second we get anything actionable."

      "Understood. I'll brief my team this afternoon."

      "One more thing, Lugullo. Keep this compartmentalized. Need-to-know only. If this leaks and we spook them, they'll go dark."

      "You have my cell and home numbers, sir. I'm reachable at all times."

      "Good. Because if this is what I think it is, we're on a clock."

      After the line went dead, Sean sat back in his chair and stared at his notes. Syria. Iran. Assassination. Tournament. Four words that didn't make sense together, but somehow they were connected.

      He picked up his phone and dialed his team lead. "Carter, it's Lugullo. I need everyone in the conference room in thirty minutes no matter what they're doing. This takes priority."

      He hung up and looked at the photo on his desk. Missy and the boys, taken last summer at the beach. Joey was making a face at the camera. Tony was looking off to the side, probably distracted by something in the sand.

      Fifty years of bad blood, he thought. And now someone is ready to collect.

      He closed the case file on his computer and opened a new folder. This one he labeled: UNKNOWN THREAT - PRIORITY ONE.

      Then he got up and headed to the conference room. It was going to be a long day.

      And probably a longer month.
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