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Chapter 1: Home Again

"Burgers are up!" Taylor took the last couple of burgers off the BBQ grill, dropping them onto the plate, as Kat was spooning beans into a bowl. 

The spring sun cast warm hues over their Lake Tahoe cabin, where Taylor, his friends and family enjoyed a quiet moment of normalcy. The scent of grilling meat mingled with the fresh mountain air, and laughter floated between the pines as Digger Graves and his wife, Sheila, settled into folding chairs by the barbecue. They watched as their golden retriever, Bud, chased Taylor’s Labrador, Ted, in endless circles around the deck, their busy tails showing off the height of their pleasure.

Taylor came in from the deck, setting the burgers down on the counter, next to where Kat stood. Their recent travel to Germany and Norway was an enlightening adventure to chase their genetic roots, but turned out to be less than a relaxing vacation when distant relatives and ancient familial feudal conflicts reared their ugly heads. 

Kat began taking plates out to the picnic table on the deck. Their young son Eddie, always curious, tugged along, at his mother’s side, his eyes darting between the adults and the food.

They all settled in at the table for a comfort-food meal of burgers, chips and beans. "I thought I smelled pineapple," Sheila said. "Look at that! Fresh pineapple slices, and they're grilled?"

Taylor smiled, "Skin it, cut the ends off and slice it into ½-inch slabs. On the grill they just get cooked until they show the grill stripes, and then come off. The heat breaks down the sugars a bit, making them really sweet. Wait till you taste 'em."

"I love it!" decried Eddie as he stuffed a piece of grilled pineapple in his mouth, with a grin.

Sheila cut a chunk and tasted it, "Holy Sh...." (she glanced at Eddie) "Moley! That's delicious! I'd have never thought of it!"

Digger chimed in, "When you spend as many years as Taylor did, on commercial shipping vessels, you get to try delicacies from all over the world and that is one we have both enjoyed around the Pacific."

"You never mentioned it, before," Sheila gave Digger a sour look.

"I never think about what's going on in the kitchen. You know that about me, by now. I just enjoy what comes out of it."

“Feels good to be home with everyone, doesn’t it?” he asked. Digger took a sip from his beer, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth, glancing at Taylor, who lifted his glass of Crown Royal, in toast. “Don't get too comfortable, just yet,” he began, clearing his throat, “I got a call yesterday from a familiar voice, the kind that tends to drag us back out into the fray.”

Taylor glanced up, his brow furrowing. “Not Watson?”

“Oh, the very same. He wants us to check something out down in San Francisco. Says there’s been something going on at the docks, that they can't figure out.”

Taylor’s face fell. “I thought we were done with those guys.”

Digger chuckled, shaking his head. “You’d think so, right? But Watson pointed out those deposits that show up in your account each month, courtesy of Saville Row Textiles?”

Taylor raised an eyebrow, his hand holding the glass of whiskey, as he thought back. “I assumed that was for services rendered—past tense.”

Digger laughed, leaning in with a mischievous glint. “Nope, my friend. That payment was the $150K they dropped on us after we prevented a terrorist group from nuking New York Harbor. You can't whine about that. These little payments are MI6’s way of saying, ‘You’re still on our payroll.’”

About 3 years earlier, Taylor had been recruited by MI6 to help them thwart an attempt by an Iranian group to smuggle a WMD into and detonate it at the harbor of New York. He and his good friend Harold "Digger" Graves, were instrumental in stopping the attack, which was orchestrated by using a cargo ship to carry the constituents of the weapon into the harbor, where a mole on the crew would set the attack in motion. Fortunately, Digger, Taylor and another crew member, MacIntosh, were able to thwart the plan and call in Homeland Security, shortly before they arrived in New York.

Taylor sighed, finally setting down the glass. “Well, can’t fault a guy for hoping. What’s the issue?”

Digger leaned back, his tone shifting. “Apparently, they're working with CIA on a case where they suspect some Chinese company’s been sneaking in chemicals through the docks. It’s all tied up with fentanyl production, and they think someone on our side of the ocean is making it happen. Watson wants to meet us tomorrow at the Grand Sierra Resort, in Reno—over lunch, no less—to go over the details.”

Kat looked over, eyebrows raised. “And here I thought you two were retired.”

“Retired?” Digger scoffed, giving Taylor a sidelong glance. “Seems we’re more like... ‘on call.’”

Taylor took a long breath, sensing the inevitable. He met Digger’s gaze, nodding slowly. “Alright then. Lunch at GSR it is. But after this, I expect at least a month off.”

"Don't hold your breath," returned Digger.

The rest of the afternoon was pleasant and uneventful, with Eddie and the dogs playing catch me if you can around the cabin, Sheila and Kat catching up and trading stories and Digger, dozing off between Eddie's joyous, playful squeals.
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