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INTRODUCTION
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The dusty streets of Baghdad lay silent in the early hours before dawn, but a covert team of elite C.O.R.E. (Covert Operations for Retrieval and Extraction) agents prepared to breach the stillness. Their mission: extract Ali-Shabaab, a high-value asset holding vital intelligence about an imminent terrorist attack targeting Tel Aviv. Under direct orders from Washington D.C., the team led by hardened operative Arthur Duggins had to navigate the hostile factions controlling the region while racing against the clock.
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As they infiltrated enemy territory with silent precision, tensions simmered among the tight-knit crew over conflicting loyalties and long-buried secrets. Unbeknownst to them, the very mission had been compromised by double agents embedded within military intelligence - traitors eager to dangle Ali-Shabaab as bait to lure out rival groups hellbent on revenge against both Mossad and American forces. 

––––––––
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Just as they secured the target amidst a blaze of gunfire, the betrayal burst into the open. Jose Beals, Duggins' trusted second-in-command, revealed his true colors - attempting to wrest control of Ali-Shabaab to sell to the highest bidder. With bullets whizzing past, Duggins faced an agonizing choice: protect the priceless informant at all costs or terminate him to prevent his capture.
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The moral complexities spiraled as alliances shattered and Ali-Shabaab's true identity emerged - he was not merely an asset, but someone with deep ties to the terrorist underworld that could shift the entire balance of the escalating Israeli-Palestinian conflict. In the heart-pounding firefight, a stray bullet struck the informant, mortally wounding him before he could reveal his final secrets.
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Forced to abort the mission, the battered team fled into the war-torn streets carrying Ali-Shabaab's broken body and a cryptic clue about a spectacular attack looming over Tel Aviv. The path ahead promised only more bloodshed as they sought refuge, unsure of who they could trust back at headquarters. 
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At the emergency rendezvous point, a shocking revelation emerged - Virginia Turner, the intelligence coordinator overseeing the op, was the mastermind behind the double-cross. She desperately coveted Ali-Shabaab's information to secretly trade with a sinister third party. A vicious gunbattle erupted, leaving Turner dead but confirming the worst - the terror cell's plans were already in motion to detonate a series of coordinated vehicle bombs across Tel Aviv on a holiday celebrating peace in the region.  
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With the clock ticking, the surviving C.O.R.E. agents hijacked a military transport to race to Israel, hoping to leverage Ali-Shabaab's final clues to pinpoint the attack locations. In a whirlwind final act, they tear through the streets of Tel Aviv, narrowly aborting each bombing one-by-one through desperate measures. But will they find the final lynchpin to disarm the whole operation before it's too late?
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As the smoke clears, Duggins and his team are left to ponder the harrowing choices that had to be made to prevent catastrophe. In this shadow world of tradecraft and shifting alliances, truth is always the final sacrifice when national security hangs in the balance. They return to an uncertain future, their bonds of trust frayed but ultimately stronger for having stared into the abyss together.
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CHAPTER 1
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The acrid smell of gunpowder filled Arthur's nostrils as he pressed his back against the crumbling stone wall. Bullets whizzed past, chipping away at the ancient structure that was their only cover. 

––––––––
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"Sitrep!" Arthur barked into his comm, his voice steady despite the chaos.

––––––––
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"Two hostiles at your three o'clock, boss," came the terse reply from Rodriguez, their sniper perched on a nearby rooftop. "Can't get a clean shot."
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Arthur's mind raced, analyzing their predicament. They were pinned down in a narrow alley, the extraction point tantalizingly close yet unreachable under the current barrage. He could feel the weight of responsibility pressing down on him, heavier than the tactical gear strapped to his body.
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[image: image]


"Jenkins, smoke grenade. On my mark," Arthur ordered, his eyes scanning the alleyway for any advantage.

––––––––
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"Copy that," Jenkins responded, the tension evident in his voice.
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[image: image]


As Arthur prepared to give the signal, a bullet struck dangerously close, showering him with debris. He flinched involuntarily, a rare crack in his usually unflappable demeanor. 

––––––––
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'Focus, Duggins,' he chided himself internally. 'Your team is counting on you.'
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"Now!" Arthur shouted, springing into action as Jenkins lobbed the smoke grenade. The alley quickly filled with thick, choking smoke.
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[image: image]


As they made their move, Arthur's mind flickered briefly to the intel they'd recovered. Was it worth the risk? The lives of his team? He pushed the doubts aside, concentrating on the immediate threat.
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"Move! Move! Move!" he commanded, leading the charge through the smokescreen, his weapon at the ready. The sound of confused shouts from their pursuers filled the air, mixing with the staccato of gunfire.
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Arthur's heart pounded in his chest, adrenaline coursing through his veins as they raced toward the extraction point. He knew the danger was far from over, but for now, they had a fighting chance.
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Arthur's mind raced, analyzing their options as the smoke began to thin. He caught a glimpse of a partially collapsed building to their right, its crumbling facade offering potential cover.
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"Team, on me. We're going high," Arthur commanded, his voice low but firm. Without hesitation, he led them towards the structure, his keen eyes scanning for structural weaknesses.
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As they approached, Arthur noticed a rusted fire escape barely clinging to the building's side. "Jenkins, grappling hook. We're making our own entrance."

––––––––
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Jenkins, a compact man with wiry strength, moved swiftly. "On it, boss," he replied, uncoiling the hook with practiced efficiency.
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While Jenkins worked, Arthur turned to the rest of his team. "Ramirez, you're our eyes. Take position and cover our ascent."
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Ramirez, a former sniper with unparalleled marksmanship, nodded silently. Her dark eyes were already scanning the surroundings, rifle at the ready.
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"Chang, you're with me. We'll secure the upper floor," Arthur continued, glancing at their tech expert. Chang's fingers were flying over a tablet, likely already hacking local security systems.
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As Jenkins secured the grappling hook, Arthur's mind raced through contingencies. 'If we can't hold this position, we'll need an alternate escape route,' he thought, studying the building's layout.
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"Move out," Arthur ordered, leading the ascent. The rusted metal groaned under their weight, each step a gamble. 'Just a little further,' he urged silently, acutely aware of the exposed position they were in.

––––––––
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Reaching the top, Arthur pulled himself over the ledge, immediately dropping into a defensive stance. His instincts screamed danger, but the floor appeared empty.
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"Clear," he whispered, helping Chang up. "Now, let's turn this deathtrap into our advantage."
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Arthur's eyes darted to his watch, its digital face glowing ominously in the dim light. "We've got seven minutes before the security system resets," he said, voice low and urgent. "After that, this place will light up like Times Square on New Year's."
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The weight of their mission pressed down on him. Failure wasn't an option; if they didn't secure the intel hidden in this building, countless lives would be at stake.
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"Chang, I need you on that mainframe. Decrypt and download everything you can," Arthur instructed, his calm tone belying the tension coiling in his gut. "Jenkins, rig the room. If we can't take it with us, no one gets it."

––––––––
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As his team moved with practiced precision, Arthur's mind raced through scenarios. 'If Chang can't crack it in time, we'll have to physically extract the drives. Risky, but necessary.'
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"Ramirez, what's our perimeter look like?" he asked into his comm.

––––––––
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"Two patrols approaching from the east, sir. ETA three minutes," came the swift reply.
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Arthur nodded, though Ramirez couldn't see him. "Copy that. Keep me posted on any changes."
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He turned to Chang, who was furiously typing away. "Status?"
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"Firewall's tougher than expected, sir," Chang replied, sweat beading on his brow. "But I'm making progress."
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"You've got four minutes," Arthur said, his voice steady despite the growing pressure. "Jenkins, how's that demolition coming?"
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"Almost set, boss. This place'll be confetti if we need it to be."

––––––––
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Arthur allowed himself a grim smile. 'Good. At least we have that ace up our sleeve.'
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He moved to the window, scanning the streets below. 'Come on, team,' he thought. 'We've faced worse. We can do this.'
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Arthur's eyes narrowed as he spotted movement in the shadows below. "Incoming," he hissed, signaling his team to take cover. The sound of heavy boots echoed through the corridor outside.
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"Chang, time's up. Grab what you can," Arthur ordered, his mind already formulating a new plan. "Jenkins, those charges ready?"

––––––––
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"Armed and waiting, sir," Jenkins whispered back.
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Arthur assessed their surroundings, his gaze landing on the ventilation shaft above. "New exit strategy. We're going up and over."
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As the footsteps grew louder, Arthur grabbed a nearby chair, dragging it silently beneath the vent. With practiced efficiency, he unscrewed the grate, his fingers working swiftly.
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"Sir, the data—" Chang started, worry evident in his voice.
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"No time," Arthur cut him off. "We adapt. Jenkins, your demo kit. Now."
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Understanding dawned on Jenkins' face as he handed over the compact bag. Arthur quickly rigged a makeshift pulley system using the kit's rope and carabiners.
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"Chang, you first. Take the drive. Jenkins, cover our six," Arthur commanded, his voice low but firm.
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As Chang disappeared into the vent, Arthur turned to Jenkins. "Once we're clear, trigger the charges. That'll buy us some time and destroy what we couldn't take."
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The door handle jiggled. Arthur's muscles tensed, ready for action. "Move, now!"
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Jenkins scrambled up the rope as Arthur covered their escape. Just as the door burst open, Arthur pulled himself into the vent, yanking the grate shut behind him.
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'Not ideal,' he thought, crawling through the cramped space, 'but we're still in the game.'
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Arthur's shoulders scraped against the narrow vent as he crawled forward, the metal cool beneath his palms. Ahead, he could hear Chang's labored breathing and Jenkins' muttered curses.
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"Status," Arthur whispered, his voice barely audible over the distant shouts echoing through the facility.

––––––––
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"Clear so far, boss," Jenkins replied, his tone clipped.

––––––––
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Arthur felt a presence behind him and turned his head slightly, catching sight of Jose Beals bringing up the rear. Their eyes met briefly, and Arthur noticed a flicker of something—resentment, perhaps—in Jose's gaze.
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"Beals, any pursuit?" Arthur asked, keeping his voice neutral.

––––––––
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"Negative," Jose replied, his jaw clenched. "But we're leaving a trail. They'll figure it out soon enough."
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Arthur's mind raced, weighing their options. "We need to split up. Chang, take the north route with Jenkins. Beals and I will create a diversion."

––––––––
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As they reached a junction in the ventilation system, Arthur caught Jose's arm. "You good with this?"

––––––––
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Jose's eyes narrowed. "Always am, aren't I? It's what I'm here for."

––––––––
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The tension between them was palpable, but Arthur pushed it aside. "Let's move."

––––––––
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As Chang and Jenkins disappeared down one shaft, Arthur and Jose took the other. They hadn't gone far when a muffled explosion rocked the building.
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"Jenkins' parting gift," Arthur muttered, a grim smile tugging at his lips.
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Suddenly, the vent beneath them creaked ominously. Arthur's instincts screamed danger. "Beals, move!"
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They scrambled forward just as the section behind them gave way, crashing to the floor below. Arthur's heart pounded as he peered through the gap, seeing armed guards swarming the room.
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"That was too close," he thought, adrenaline surging through his veins. "We need an exit strategy, fast."

––––––––
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Arthur's eyes darted around, searching for an escape route. The ventilation shaft ahead was their only option, but it was rapidly filling with acrid smoke.
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"Masks on," he ordered, voice low and urgent. "We push through."

––––––––
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Jose nodded, pulling his respirator into place. They crawled forward, the metal beneath their hands growing hotter with each passing second.
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Muffled shouts and gunfire echoed from below. Arthur's mind raced, calculating their position relative to the building's layout.
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"Two more junctions," he thought. "Then we're out."

––––––––
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Suddenly, a burst of gunfire pierced the vent directly beneath them. Arthur instinctively flattened himself, feeling the heat of bullets passing inches from his face.
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"Move!" he hissed to Jose, pushing forward with renewed urgency.
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They scrambled through the smoke-filled shaft, lungs burning despite the masks. Arthur's muscles screamed in protest, but he forced himself onward.
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As they approached the final turn, a deafening explosion rocked the building. The vent buckled, twisting metal shrieking around them.
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"Jump!" Arthur shouted, kicking out the nearest vent cover.
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Without hesitation, he launched himself into open air, Jose right behind him. They hit the ground rolling, debris raining down around them.
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Arthur sprang to his feet, assessing their surroundings. They were on a narrow ledge, a sheer drop on one side and flames licking at the building's exterior on the other.
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"Options?" Jose asked, voice tense.

––––––––
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Arthur's gaze locked onto a maintenance crane nearby, its arm extending just within reach.
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"We jump," he said, already moving. "Now or never, Beals."

––––––––
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As they sprinted towards the edge, the ledge began to crumble beneath their feet. Arthur leapt, arm outstretched, fingers grasping for the crane's metal frame.
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Arthur's hand clamped onto the crane's cold steel, muscles straining as he swung his body. He glanced back to see Jose barely make the jump, grabbing onto Arthur's boot.
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"Hold tight," Arthur grunted, assessing their precarious position.
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The crane groaned under their combined weight. Arthur's mind raced, plotting their next move. They couldn't stay here long.
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"There," he said, nodding towards a rusty access ladder on the building's side. "We need to reach that ladder. It's our only way down."

––––––––
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Jose's voice was strained. "How? It's at least ten feet away."
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Arthur's eyes narrowed, scanning their surroundings. A coil of rope hung from the crane's arm, just within reach.
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"I've got an idea," he said. "But you're not going to like it."

––––––––
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Without waiting for a response, Arthur reached out, snagging the rope. He quickly fashioned a makeshift harness, looping it around Jose's waist.
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"When I give the signal, you're going to swing," Arthur instructed. "Use the momentum to reach the ladder."

––––––––
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Jose's eyes widened. "Are you insane? What about you?"
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Arthur's jaw clenched. "I'll be right behind you. Trust me."

––––––––
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He could see the doubt in Jose's eyes, but there was no time for debate. Arthur began to swing the crane arm, building momentum.

––––––––
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"Now!" he shouted.

––––––––
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Jose let go, arcing through the air. For a heart-stopping moment, it seemed he wouldn't make it. Then his hands grasped the ladder rungs.
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[image: image]


Arthur allowed himself a brief sigh of relief before focusing on his own escape. The crane was becoming increasingly unstable.

––––––––
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"Your turn, old man," he muttered to himself, preparing for the leap.

––––––––
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As he tensed to jump, a sudden explosion rocked the building. The crane lurched violently, nearly dislodging Arthur's grip.
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"Arthur!" Jose yelled from the ladder. "Jump!"

––––––––
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Gritting his teeth, Arthur launched himself towards the ladder, time seeming to slow as he sailed through the air.

––––––––
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Arthur's fingers grazed the cold metal of the ladder, nearly slipping off before he managed to secure his grip. The impact sent shockwaves through his arms, but he held on, adrenaline surging through his veins.
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"Nice catch," Jose grunted, already climbing down.
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"Save the compliments," Arthur replied, his voice taut. "We're not out of this yet."

––––––––
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As they descended, Arthur's mind raced, assessing their next move. The explosion meant their window of opportunity was rapidly closing.
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"Eli, status report," he barked into his comm.

––––––––
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Eli's voice crackled through, tense but controlled. "Hostiles converging on your position. ETA two minutes. Extraction point is compromised."
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Arthur's jaw clenched. "Virginia, we need an alternate route."

––––––––
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"Working on it," came her clipped response. "There's a maintenance tunnel 200 meters east. It'll be tight, but it should lead you to the outskirts."
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They reached the ground, Arthur's knees protesting as he landed. He scanned the area, spotting the tunnel entrance partially hidden behind a stack of rusty containers.
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"Move," he ordered Jose, breaking into a sprint.
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As they ran, the sound of shouting and gunfire erupted behind them. Arthur's mind flashed to Ali, wondering if their enigmatic ally had made it out or if he'd been the source of the explosion.
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They reached the tunnel, Jose diving in first. Arthur paused at the entrance, drawing his sidearm.
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"Go," he told Jose. "I'll cover our six."

––––––––

[image: image]


Jose hesitated. "Arthur-"

––––––––
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"That's an order, soldier," Arthur growled, his piercing eyes brooking no argument.
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As Jose disappeared into the darkness, Arthur took a deep breath, steeling himself for what was to come. The mission wasn't over – far from it. But as he heard the approaching footsteps of their pursuers, a grim smile tugged at his lips.

––––––––
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"Let's see what you've got," he muttered, raising his weapon and preparing to face whatever came next.
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CHAPTER 2
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The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead as Arthur Duggins surveyed his team, their faces etched with grim determination. The secure briefing room felt like a pressure cooker, tension building with each passing second. Duggins' eyes darted to the reinforced door, his jaw clenching imperceptibly.
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"Stay sharp," he murmured, his voice low and steady. The team responded with barely perceptible nods, their postures rigid and alert.
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Duggins' mind raced, analyzing potential scenarios. What new hell would Virginia Turner unleash upon them this time? He'd learned long ago that her calm exterior often masked a storm of calculated ambition.
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The door swung open with a soft hiss, and Virginia Turner strode in, her presence immediately commanding the room. Duggins' gaze locked onto her piercing blue eyes, searching for any hint of her true intentions.
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"Gentlemen," Virginia greeted, her voice smooth as silk. She moved with practiced grace, each step measured and purposeful.
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Duggins couldn't help but notice the impeccable cut of her tailored suit, a subtle reminder of the power she wielded. He tensed, preparing for the verbal sparring match that was sure to come.
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"Ms. Turner," he acknowledged, his tone clipped. "I trust you have a good reason for calling us in on such short notice."

––––––––
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Virginia's lips curled into a smile that didn't quite reach her eyes. "Oh, Arthur. When have I ever wasted your time?"

––––––––
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Duggins felt a flicker of irritation. He knew her game all too well – the dance of half-truths and calculated revelations. He leaned forward, hands clasped on the table.
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"Cut the pleasantries, Virginia. What's the situation?"

––––––––
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She arched an eyebrow, clearly savoring the moment. "Impatient as always, I see. Very well, let's get down to business."

––––––––
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As Virginia began to speak, Duggins studied her carefully, searching for any tell that might betray her true motives. He knew the stakes were high – they always were – but something about this felt different. More dangerous.
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Whatever Virginia had in store for them, Duggins silently vowed to keep his team safe. No matter the cost.

––––––––
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Virginia's piercing blue eyes swept the room, commanding attention. "Gentlemen, we have an imminent threat to Tel Aviv. A terrorist attack of unprecedented scale is in its final stages."

––––––––
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Duggins felt his pulse quicken. The urgency in Virginia's voice was unmistakable.

––––––––
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She continued, her tone sharp and focused, "Our intel suggests we have less than 72 hours to prevent a catastrophe that could destabilize the entire region."

––––––––
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"What's the source?" Duggins interjected, his mind already racing through potential scenarios.

––––––––
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Virginia's lips tightened almost imperceptibly. "That brings me to our key player. Ali Shabaab."

––––––––
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The name hung in the air, heavy with implications. Duggins leaned forward, his interest piqued.
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"Shabaab is a ghost," Virginia explained, her voice lowering. "A man with deep ties to every major terrorist cell in the Middle East. He's agreed to provide us with critical intelligence, but extracting him won't be easy."
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Duggins' eyes narrowed. "And we're sure he's legit? This isn't some elaborate trap?"
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Virginia's gaze locked onto his, unflinching. "Shabaab's information has already prevented two attacks. He's our best chance at stopping this one."

––––––––
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Duggins couldn't shake the feeling that there was more to this story. He watched Virginia carefully, searching for any cracks in her composure. But her mask remained firmly in place, revealing nothing but steely determination.

––––––––
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As Virginia delved deeper into the briefing, Duggins found himself caught between the urgency of the mission and the nagging doubt about Shabaab's true motives. One thing was certain – this was going to be one hell of a dangerous game.
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Duggins glanced around the room, gauging his team's reactions. Their faces had hardened into masks of grim determination, jaws clenched and eyes focused. He recognized that look – it was the same one he'd seen countless times before high-stakes operations. A mixture of adrenaline, fear, and unwavering resolve.
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Captain Sarah Reeves, his second-in-command, caught his eye and gave a slight nod. Her usually jovial demeanor had vanished, replaced by the steel-eyed focus of a seasoned operator. Beside her, Tech Specialist Mike Chen's fingers twitched, likely already running through the necessary equipment checks in his mind.
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Duggins felt a swell of pride. This was why he trusted these people with his life. Their loyalty to the mission, to each other, was unshakeable.

––––––––
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He turned back to Virginia, his voice low but firm. "Ms. Turner, while I appreciate the urgency, we need to discuss contingencies. What if Shabaab isn't what he claims to be?"
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Virginia's eyes flashed. "Are you questioning our intelligence, Mr. Duggins?"

––––––––
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"I'm questioning everything," he replied evenly. "That's my job. We've seen double agents before, and the stakes here are too high to take anything at face value."

––––––––
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"Your caution is noted," Virginia said, her tone clipped. "But we don't have time for paranoia. Every minute we waste could cost lives in Tel Aviv."
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Duggins leaned in, his voice dropping to a near-whisper. "And every minute we rush could lead us into a trap that costs even more. I need to know you've considered all angles here."

––––––––
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The tension between them crackled, two immovable forces locked in a silent battle of wills.
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Virginia's piercing blue eyes narrowed as she met Duggins' gaze. "Your concerns are misplaced, Mr. Duggins," she said, her voice laced with a calm certainty that only deepened Arthur's unease. "Our intelligence is rock solid. Ali-Shabaab's information has been independently verified through multiple channels. The team's abilities, combined with this intel, make success all but guaranteed."

––––––––
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Duggins felt his jaw tighten. The dismissal was too quick, too absolute. It reeked of overconfidence – or something worse. He opened his mouth to argue further, but Virginia had already turned away, addressing the room at large.
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"Prepare for immediate deployment," she ordered. "Time is of the essence."

––––––––
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As the team sprang into action, Duggins pushed his misgivings aside, focusing on the task at hand. He strode to the equipment locker, methodically checking each piece of gear.
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"Run it down for me, Chen," he said, slipping on his tactical vest.
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Mike's fingers flew over his tablet. "Comms are encrypted and synced. Satellite uplink is green. I've loaded the latest structural plans of our target building onto everyone's devices."
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Duggins nodded, his mind racing. Something about this didn't add up, but right now, his team needed his full attention. He watched as Sarah expertly field-stripped and reassembled her rifle, her movements fluid and practiced.
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"How're we looking on ordnance?" he asked.

––––––––
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Sarah's reply was crisp. "Full loadout, boss. Non-lethal options included, as requested."
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As he holstered his sidearm, Duggins couldn't shake the nagging doubt Virginia's dismissal had planted. 'What am I missing?' he thought, scanning the room. His team was ready, their professionalism evident in every precise movement. But were they walking into something they couldn't prepare for?
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Duggins took a deep breath, steeling himself. His team needed him now, more than ever. He cleared his throat, drawing their attention.
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"Listen up," he said, his voice low but commanding. The room fell silent, all eyes on him. "What we're about to do... it's not just another mission. We're racing against the clock to prevent a catastrophe that could claim thousands of innocent lives."
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He paused, meeting each team member's gaze. "I know you've all got questions. Hell, I've got plenty myself. But right now, we need to focus on the task at hand. Ali-Shabaab is our key to unraveling this mess, and we're the only ones who can get to him."
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Duggins' mind raced, analyzing every angle of their approach. "Mike, I want real-time satellite feeds the moment we touch down. Sarah, you're on overwatch – any sign of trouble, you sing out immediately. Chen, keep our comms airtight. If anyone so much as sneezes in Baghdad, I want to know about it."

––––––––
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He could see the determination hardening in their eyes, feeding off his own resolve. "We're walking into the unknown here, people. Trust your instincts, watch each other's backs, and remember – hesitation gets you killed. Clear?"

––––––––
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A chorus of affirmatives rang out. Duggins nodded, a grim smile tugging at his lips. "Good. Gear up and move out. We've got a world to save."

––––––––
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As the team made their final preparations, Duggins found himself studying the briefing room one last time. The air was thick with anticipation, tinged with the faint smell of gun oil and nervous sweat. He watched his team, noting the set of their jaws, the focused glint in their eyes.

––––––––
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'We're ready,' he thought, 'but for what?' The question nagged at him as he shouldered his pack. Whatever lay ahead in Baghdad, Duggins knew one thing for certain – they'd face it together, come hell or high water.

––––––––
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The team moved with practiced efficiency, their footsteps echoing through the corridor as they made their way to the waiting transport vehicles. Duggins felt the familiar surge of adrenaline coursing through his veins, his senses sharpening with each step.

––––––––
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"Jose," he called out, falling in step with his second-in-command. "I need your eyes on Ali Shabaab the moment we land. Something about this doesn't sit right."

––––––––
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Jose nodded, his face a mask of concentration. "You think he might flip on us?"

––––––––

[image: image]


"I think we can't afford to take any chances," Duggins replied, his voice low. "This whole op feels off-balance. Virginia's pushing too hard, too fast."

––––––––
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As they approached the vehicles, the team's anticipation was palpable. Mike was double-checking his tech gear, muttering calculations under his breath. Sarah's fingers drummed a nervous rhythm on her rifle stock, her eyes scanning the perimeter out of habit.

––––––––
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Duggins paused at the transport's open door, taking one last look at his team. The weight of responsibility settled heavily on his shoulders. 'How many of us will make it back?' he wondered, pushing the thought aside as quickly as it came.

––––––––
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"Alright, people," he announced, his voice cutting through the tension. "Once we're wheels up, there's no turning back. Baghdad's waiting, and so are our friends in Ali-Shabaab's network. Stay sharp, stay alive."

––––––––
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With a final nod to his team, Duggins climbed into the transport. As the doors sealed shut and the engines roared to life, he allowed himself a moment of quiet reflection. Whatever dangers awaited them in Baghdad, whatever secrets Ali Shabaab held, Duggins knew that the next few hours would test them all to their limits.

––––––––
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The transport lurched forward, carrying them towards an uncertain future and the promise of imminent peril. Duggins closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and steeled himself for the challenges ahead. The game was on, and the stakes had never been higher.
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CHAPTER 3
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The dim glow of tactical flashlights illuminated the cramped safehouse basement, casting long shadows across the faces of the C.O.R.E. team. Arthur Duggins methodically disassembled his M4 carbine, his calloused fingers moving with practiced precision. The familiar scent of gun oil filled his nostrils as he inspected each component, his piercing eyes scrutinizing every detail.

––––––––
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"Comms check," Duggins ordered, his voice low and gravelly.

––––––––
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A chorus of affirmatives crackled through his earpiece. Satisfied, he reassembled his weapon with swift, economical movements. The weight of responsibility settled on his shoulders as he surveyed his team, each member absorbed in their own meticulous preparations.
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