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FILB: USMC-010172


LOCATION: Jakarta, Indonesia


MISSION: Four unidentified men have taken over the American Embassy in Jakarta. They are threatening to blow up the building, along with the captives inside.
 

OBJECTIVE: Free the hostages unharmed. Regain control of the embassy.


MISSION LEADER: Sergeant John Triton
 

STATUS: Complete. Control restored.
 

FRIENDLY CASUALTIES: O


FILE: USMC-111372


LOCATION: Tikrit, Iraq


MISSION: A convoy of American aid workers has been kidnapped. The kidnappers demand to exchange the hostages for Iraqi criminals being held for war crimes. One hostage has already been executed.


OBJECTIVE: Free remaining hostages unharmed. Neutralize threat.


MISSION LEADER: Sergeant John Triton
 

STATUS: Complete. Threat neutralized.
 

FRIENDLY CASUALTIES: O


FILE: USMC-011373
 

LOCATION: Pavlodar, Kazakhstan


MISSION: The facilities of an American oil company operating in Kazakhstan have been taken under siege by Russian separatists. The separatists are protesting the transfer of ownership from the now incarcerated Yevgeny Mislovec to the American corporation. The chief officers of the company have been killed. The separatists claim they will kill the rest of the hostages, one by one, until the company agrees to relinquish ownership to the separatists and return to the U.S.


OBJECTIVE: Free remaining captives unharmed. Regain control of the facility.


MISSION LEADER: Sergeant John Triton


STATUS: Complete. Threat neutralized.


FRIENDLY CASUALTIES: O


FILE: USMC-111473


LOCATION: NW Frontier Province—Afghanistan/Pakistan Border


MISSION: Three Marines on a routine scout have been ambushed and taken by an Al Qaeda militant group. The group has claimed responsibility for a gruesome series of recent beheadings, and they have threatened to continue their cause with the current hostages. OBJECTIVE: Gather intelligence of location and exact number of hostiles. Secure position and wait for supplemental forces.


MISSION LEADER: Sergeant John Triton
 

STATUS: In progress ...
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Sergeant John Triton looked out over the dark desolate landscape below him. He could see dim lights off in the distance, but little else. He heard nothing but the sound of the rushing wind. This was the dangerous part of the mission. Some would say the entire operation was dangerous. Some would say it was a suicide mission. Some did, in fact. But John Triton wasn’t about to die. He was simply doing what had to be done.


The rushing air blew past him as he waited. He’d traditionally pull his chute at two thousand feet. If he was in a playful mood, maybe seventeen-fifty. But tonight he’d wait until he was only fifteen hundred feet from the ground. The difference between the three heights was mere seconds, but those seconds were also the difference between life and death.


Triton checked his altimeter and waited. His mind went blank. On a mission like this, he tried not to think of anything but the job. He wasn’t worried about the fall. He didn’t care about the enemy. And he especially refused to think of his beautiful wife, Kate, back at home, because if anything would distract him, it would be that.


At fifteen hundred feet Triton pulled the ripcord, sending the black parachute billowing out of his pack. It slowed him only slightly, as the momentum he had built was still carrying him quickly to the ground. He allowed himself a brief flash of concern. Did I wait too long to pull the cord?


Triton quickly wiped that thought from his mind. For three Marines, he was the only hope of rescue. He would complete his mission even if he shattered his legs upon landing and had to drag himself to the compound.


He hit the ground in under a minute. The landing was hard, but not too painful. More to the point, he had managed to evade detection. The lack of shouts and shooting told him that. Not that he expected anything to happen; infrared had shown him that he was at least a mile away from any signs of human life before he’d jumped.


Even though both he and the parachute were all in black and the jump occurred on a moonless night, there had still been a risk Anyone on watch with a good set of night-vision binoculars could have made him out. That person only had to be looking into the sky at the right angle. It wasn’t as if that scenario was entirely out of the question. Terrorists nowadays were surprisingly well funded and usually had the newest in surveillance technology before the U.S. Marine Corps could get hold of it. The level of risk had been acceptable as far as Triton was concerned.


But the jump was in the past, and Triton wasn’t  thinking of the past as he removed his pack and bundled up his chute. He quickly dug a shallow hole in the sand and dropped the chute inside, throwing sand over it to keep it covered for the time being. By the time anyone stumbled across the parachute in the middle of the desert, he would be long gone.


He dropped his night-vision goggles over his eyes and surveyed the landscape. The goggles gave a dark green tint to the world around him. Out in the middle of the desert there was little ambient light for the goggles to pick up, which made the few lights off in the distance even more distinguishable. The compound wasn’t large, but it was easily seen from the air during the day. Due to its location, any approach while the sun was up was impossible.


Once Triton confirmed that the area was clear, he began his mile-long hike to the compound. He was well versed at running through the desert at night by now. Years of practice had taught him how to be aware of nighttime predators. Most of the animals that came out after dark weren’t a threat to someone his size. It was the land itself that was the problem, Uttered as it was with bumps and burrows. A man could easily hurt himself if he had not honed his skills of observation.


Triton ripped the goggles off as he approached the compound. The flames rising from the barrels placed at various intervals across the desert ground made the glasses unnecessary. Unsurprisingly, the place seemed low-tech from the outside, but he knew that there was enough jamming equipment on the premises to make it impossible to get a clear read from the sky on the number of people inside. He only hoped that he’d be able to get a comm signal out. If the terrorists were that well funded for equipment, Triton could only imagine the kinds of weaponry he would encounter.


Oddly, there was no one guarding the perimeter. It didn’t take long for Triton to realize why. Two video cameras were stationed on the high wall around the compound. He considered it surprisingly light security, especially considering it was no problem for him to sneak by them unnoticed. Once inside, he waited for sounds of alarm, but there were none. The cameras continued to scan the night desert, uselessly.


The compound consisted of four ramshackle buildings of varying sizes spread out over the area, surrounding one large building in the rear that looked the most formidable of the bunch, which wasn’t saying much. It seemed likely that that building would be the one where the action was taking place, but Triton needed to check them all out first. Moving from building to building, he easily confirmed his suspicions that they were empty. Still, he didn’t like it.


Unconfirmed intel had indicated that there might be an underground bunker on the compound. Triton’s new commanding officer, Major Wilson, hadn’t lent much credence to that report. Far less, in fact, than Triton would have liked. He had been through enough of these missions to know that he had to expect the unexpected. It wasn’t like he was about to just ignore the possibility that there was another unseen part to the compound.


Although “building” was a rather generous term for the shack he was standing beside, Triton considered entering it. Surveying the area, he realized that if there was a bunker, it wouldn’t be under the main building. That was too much of a target. It would be under one of the outer buildings. He knew that he was on a timetable, but that wasn’t as important as securing the area. As such, he decided to give another attempt at reasoning with his superior officer.


Triton confirmed that the area wasn’t currently under surveillance. No one was within earshot to hear his communications. There was what he considered an acceptable risk for him to make contact. He switched on his radio, hoping that the signal could break through any interference.


“This is Ghost Two reporting in,” Triton said into the comm.


“Are you in position?” Major Wilson responded.


“Negative,” Triton replied. “Have conducted preliminary surveillance of outer buildings. Request permission for further reconnaissance to verify unconfirmed intel.”


“Negative,” Major Trison replied. “Proceed with mission.”


Triton was disgusted by the major’s shortsightedness. He needed to confirm that there weren’t going to be any surprises when the choppers came in.


He tried again: “Request permission—”


“Negative!” Major Wilson shouted into the comm much more loudly than necessary. “Proceed with mission. We don’t have time for any of your flights of fancy.”


Triton didn’t know what the hell the major was talking about. He didn’t particularly care for the man’s tone or his odd choice of words either. He couldn’t believe he was taking orders from some desk jockey who had recently been transferred to the field and didn’t know anything more than what was written in the training manuals.


The problem was that he was taking orders. As much as Triton hated this part of the job, he was a Marine. He was sent in to do a mission. There was no time for debate.


“Understood,” he said through clenched teeth as he switched off the radio.


Triton took one last look at the small outer shacks before moving toward the main building. As he crossed the compound, he saw two guards stationed outside the door. They did not look like much of a threat, but taking the guards out so soon was too big a risk without knowing who was in the room.


Triton made his approach, careful of the exterior guards. Now that he knew the location of the objective, he could set up surveillance from outside the building. Slipping around to the side, he found the thin walls would be perfect for his needs.


He bent down to his knees and took his tools out of the pack he had slid off of his back. He slipped three metal rods together into a makeshift hand drill. Finding an especially weak point in the construction at the base of the building, he started to drill a small hole into the wood. It only took a few seconds before he could see light spilling out from the inside. He put away the small hand drill and took out a video camera.


Slipping a cable through the hole, Triton worked the controls on the video machine to adjust the angle on the camera at the other end of the cable. With the controls, he was able to send the cable snaking up the wall slightly to get a better shot as he turned on the video screen.


The screen rippled. A dropout line cut across the darkness, followed by static. Eventually, a grainy video image flickered on, revealing a grim scene. Three Special Forces Marines were sitting on the floor with their hands tied behind them. Their faces were covered with cuts and bruises. Even on the rough video, Triton could see that they were exhausted.


Seven terrorists wearing black balaclava masks were lording it over the prisoners. The leader held a machete defiantly over the head of one of the captives. He was spewing some propaganda into a video camera held by an eighth terrorist.


Triton didn’t know what the terrorist was saying, but he could probably figure it out. The speeches were always the same, decrying the “infidel foreigners” who “rob the riches of their country.”


He recognized the voice from the tapes he had listened to while prepping for the mission. It was Mohammed Abgaryan, just as his superiors had suspected. Abgaryan had been recently making a name for himself with a series of beheadings of journalists and civilian security agents. He had made similar speeches on video, broadcasting the taped murders via the Internet. These were the first American Marines he had managed to capture. As a result, Abgaryan’s rhetoric seemed to be kicked up a notch. The megalomaniacal ramblings betrayed a distinct joy at the terrorists’ presumed good fortune.


Little did the militants realize that capturing Marines was to be the worst thing they could have done for their cause. And for their own lives.


Triton focused his own miniature camera on the Marines. They were strong men. Special Forces were among the best of the best. But even Triton could understand the fear he saw in their eyes. They did not know if help was on the way. They did not know that John Triton was just on the other side of the wall.


The confirmed intel, at least, had been correct. Seven terrorists were in the room. Numbers eight and nine stood outside the door. Those rumors about the bunker were still a concern, but Triton couldn’t do much about that. He was already later than he would have liked to be in making contact with the count confirmation.


He surveyed the room through the camera as well as eyeballing the building from the outside. The priority was to get the three prisoners out of the room safely; he could keep an eye out for the bunker later. The last thing he needed was an extra detail of terrorists interfering with the rescue.


Triton shut down the monitor. He checked around him to confirm he was still alone. There weren’t any cameras back here, as far as he could tell. The guards to the building were still a safe distance away around front. Once again he turned on his radio.


Triton whispered into his head mike. “Ghost Two in position. Intel confirmed. Nine hostiles and three Marines.”


“Copy that, Ghost Two,” replied the voice of Major Wilson. “Your extraction will be at Ob-One-Hundred.”


Screams drew Triton’s attention away from the communication. Well-trained Marines did not shout like that without reason. The agony was heart-stopping. Triton froze. He could hear Abgaryan’s voice grow louder as he continued spewing his rhetoric. The man was gearing up to make his statement; the one without words.


Triton knew what had to be done.


“Negative,” he said back into the comm. The men inside could not wait.


“Ghost Two, you are not to engage,” Wilson said. “Repeat: Do not engage. Alpha team is on the way. Pull back.”


“No time,” Triton said. Another scream indicated that they were already wasting more time than they had. Not checking the buildings for a reported secret bunker was one thing. He wasn’t just going to sit back while three Marines lost their lives.


“Pull back, Ghost Two,” Wilson insisted. “That is a direct order. Wait for—”


Triton yanked out his earpiece and moved toward the screams.
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Triton knew better than to go bursting into the room. Even though time was short, he would be no good to the Marines inside if he died before he could rescue them. So he waited, but only for the right moment to present itself.


As Triton waited for his moment, one of the guards left his station. Maybe he doesn’t have the stomach for what’s ahead. Triton didn’t care. He stepped back into the shadows as the man passed and continued toward one of the side buildings. One less enemy to worry about for the moment.


Triton could hear the propaganda that the terrorists were spewing inside the room. He still couldn’t translate the language, but the anger had ratcheted up another notch. Triton didn’t need to know what the man was saying to get the gist from the volume of his words. The deaths would be starting soon. Little did they know that it wasn’t the prisoners who would be dying.


Once Triton was sure that the lone terrorist was inside the other building, he emerged from the darkness. The remaining guard was focused on closing the door on the screams. Triton’s chance had come.


He rushed the guard as the man turned. Triton threw an elbow to the man’s chin, knocking him cold and sending his gun clattering to the ground.


The chatter in the room stopped. They were probably wondering about the noise outside. The damn gun had to fall—Triton would punish himself for that later. Someone would be coming out soon enough to check on the guard. Triton had lost the element of surprise, but he knew how he could get it back.


He lifted the guard’s unconscious body and threw it through the already battered wooden door.


The door imploded, sending splinters of wood in every direction. There was no time to think as he followed the body into the room. Triton was moving purely on instinct, barely pausing to take stock of the situation.


The Marines were still alive. They looked both relieved and terrified as they saw John Triton’s black-painted face as he entered the area. Surely they would have heard of him. He knew his name was whispered among the rank and file in a mixture of awe, respect, and maybe even some fear. John Triton, Virtuoso of Violence .. . avenging Michelangelo of Death.


At least, that’s what he had heard.


The Al Qaeda leader, Mohammed Abgaryan, had a machete poised above the nearest captive’s neck. Triton had been right in thinking there was no time to spare. His unexpected entrance had likely saved the man’s life. He’d have to remember to bring that up to Major Wilson if any questions came up over his actions.


But he was no longer thinking. He was like a man possessed. A killer instinct was raging inside him. A fierce, almost animalistic hunger was bubbling up from within his soul.


The cameraman recording the event for a future webcast turned his camera to the direction of the noise. Triton gave him something worth filming as he fired a single shot at the man. The bullet hit its mark, slamming into the man’s head and killing him instantly. The man dropped to the floor, with his camera falling beside him. Triton almost wished that the terrorists were broadcasting the images live. There would be no better way to send the message not to mess with American Marines.


Abgaryan pushed the prisoner’s face down to the ground and charged Triton with his machete, screaming, “Allah hu akbar!”


Triton holstered his pistol, then raised his machine gun and began firing on the leader. The bullets struck the bastard squarely in the chest, knocking him off his feet and pitching him backward to the ground. His machete dropped to the ground during the fall.


Triton’s rounds continued to strafe the walls in front of him, hitting an unmarked container. The barrel exploded, setting off a massive fireball that engulfed the bodies of the two nearest terrorists in flames. Now the screams of horror were coming from a different source as the two men flailed about in the fire.


Before Triton could get off more shots, another terrorist came at him with a combat knife, slashing Triton’s arm. Pain shot through him right up his shoulder, causing him to drop the machine gun. It fell to the ground along with some of his blood. Triton barely registered the injury. He had more important concerns at the moment


Another Al Qaeda operative joined his buddy, and the two men faced off against Triton. They were both armed with knives, but they weren’t the only ones who had come prepared. Triton slid his hands down to his belt and pulled out his own knife, readying himself for close-quarter combat. He had been through worse. However, this one had the additional challenge of one enemy who was right-handed while the other was left. It made the defensive maneuvering slightly different, but far from impossible for an experienced Marine like Triton.


Rightly attacked first, leading with his knife. It was a stupid move. Triton swung into the man’s attacking arm and nearly knocked the knife free. The attacker maintained his balance and punched with his weaker hand. Triton easily held off the blows and the renewed knife attack.


As they fought, the other man charged Triton, mistakenly believing the Marine was distracted. Triton kicked the new attacker in the chest, sending the man backward. Triton then used his momentum to spin and jam his knife into the neck of his first assailant.


The downside to that maneuver was that when the terrorist pulled away, choking in his own blood, he had also taken Triton’s knife with him. Triton assumed the terrorist would have preferred not to have it in him in the first place but, in battle, people didn’t always get what they wanted.


One of the other terrorists, still alight in flame from the earlier explosion, refused to go down. Motivated by either faith or stupidity, he went for Triton with flames trailing behind him. Triton picked up the man’s fiery body and tossed it across the room. It continued right through the wall, the flames refusing to subside.


In the brief moment of distraction, the man Triton had dubbed “Lefty” rushed up behind Triton again and cut a nasty slash in his back. Triton jumped forward to prevent further injury and saw that he no longer needed his combat knife. The militant leader’s machete was lying only a few feet in front of him.


Triton dove for the machete, grabbed it off the floor, and completed a roll to bring himself back to his feet. Spinning, he saw Lefty and another man rushing him. He blocked the first knife blow from Lefty with the tip of the machete he held in his hand. But the second attack from the other enemy landed across his arm, cutting into it deeply.


Triton raged on despite the pain. Swinging the machete, he cut a wide swath through the air and then through both of the terrorists. Their deaths were painful, but quick Triton watched as their bodies slowly fell to the floor.


By Triton’s count, the fight was over, but the Al Qaeda leader refused to die. He lashed out one last time, screaming with the howl of a wounded animal. He raised his pistol to fire at Triton, but before he could get the shot off, Triton dropped the man with his own machete.


Blood sprayed Triton’s black-painted face. Abgaryan was dying. Abgaryan’s death wasn’t part of his initial mission profile, but it was a satisfying conclusion anyway. Triton jammed his steel-tipped boot down on the man, snapping his neck.


Silence.


Triton stood in the center of the room, surrounded by bodies. The USMC prisoners were looking at him with shocked faces. He knew what they were silently asking themselves. He’d heard many others mumbling it after similar rescue missions. They wondered if what they had just seen was true. They were questioning whether or not it was a dream. They would probably continue to doubt that it had happened for months, if not years.


Triton dropped the machete and retrieved his knife from the neck of one of the dead terrorists. He used the man’s clothes to wipe the blood off the blade, then cut each of the hostages free.


The three soldiers stocked up on their captives’ weapons, jamming in fresh clips as the bodies of the Al Qaeda terrorists lay dead around them.


Outside the building Triton heard a familiar sound. Two HCH53-E Super Stallion helicopters were approaching the coordinates. The sound was quickly followed by gunfire from the ground. Then they heard massive return fire back from the helicopters.


By Triton’s estimation, he had taken out eight of the nine terrorists on-site. Apparently the unconfirmed intel had been correct. There was a bunker under the compound. All that ground fire couldn’t be coming from one man.


Triton looked at the Marines. They weren’t out of this yet.


“Can everyone move?” Triton asked. They were beaten, but none of their injuries looked debilitating. Triton could probably get them out of there on his own, but he would need both of his hands and couldn’t stop to carry anyone.


The three men nodded that they would be fine. Triton expected no less from the Marines. They were young, but he could tell that they were already battle-scarred like him. He imagined that being taken prisoner had hardened them even more. It was the one good thing about their capture—they would need that strength to get them through the next few minutes.


“Sir, what’s the best way out of here?” the youngest one asked.


Triton locked and loaded his HK-MP5 before turning back to face the men. “Behind me.”


He led the men out of the building behind the staccato burst of machine-gun fire, explosions, and the sound of helicopters.


About a dozen terrorists were spilling out of one of the smaller outbuildings, the one that the guy Triton had seen earlier had gone into. There must have been a trapdoor leading to the secret room in there, because Triton hadn’t seen anything during his cursory recon earlier. He silently cursed Major Wilson, though there wasn’t anything that could have been done. Had Triton gone to check the small buildings, the Marines would surely have died before he could get to them.


But that was a debate for another time. The compound in front of him was exploding in gunfire and screams. Two choppers were hovering above, looking for a clear spot to land. Triton knew that the only clearing was outside the high walls of the compound. There were only about a dozen terrorists between him and his escape. With three Marines getting his back, Triton didn’t think it would even be a fair fight—for the terrorists.


Triton took a break from firing and threw his arm forward, giving the signal to move out. Two terrorists had dropped during his initial attack coming through the door. Triton continued firing as he reached for a grenade in his belt. He pulled the pin and threw it at the small building, causing an explosion that collapsed the building in on itself. If there was anyone else inside, they wouldn’t be coming out any time soon.


The terrorists nearest the building all dropped from the blast, but about half of them got back on their feet and kept firing. Between the chopper fire and the Marines on the ground, they would be mowed down soon enough.


Once the other Al Qaeda had gotten back to their feet, they renewed the attack. Triton and the former captives were three-quarters of the way to the outer wall. Everything slowed for a moment as a bullet breezed by Triton and struck one of the Marines in the leg. The man fell hard.


“Cover me,” Triton yelled to the other two.


The men quickly jumped between him and the terrorists, firing wildly at them. Triton picked up the fallen Marine, flung the guy over his shoulder, and resumed firing. All twelve of the terrorists were dead by the time Triton and the other Marine reached the wall.


Triton considered waving good-bye to the security cameras on his way out, but decided against it. He figured that there was probably no one left to monitor the image on the other end anyway. He carried the Marine out to the landing chopper, and all four of them boarded.


“He took one in the leg!” Triton yelled to the medic as he laid the wounded man out on the floor of the helicopter.


He moved out of the way to let the medic do his job, but the wounded Marine grabbed at Triton’s arm, not letting him go.


Triton leaned back to him. “You’re gonna be okay. Let the medic take care of you.”


There was no fear in the Marine’s eyes, only respect. “Thank you, sir,” the Marine said as he saluted Triton. It was clear that the man was holding back tears.


Triton moved to the back of the helicopter, surprised to find that Major Wilson had come along for the ride. Triton had suspected the man was overseeing the mission from a comfortable chair at the staging area.


Wilson was not looking at him with esteem or admiration in his eyes. “I gave you a direct order,” he said. “You were not to engage the enemy.”


“If I hadn’t, these men would be dead,” Triton answered.


“That was not your call to make,” Wilson replied.


“Well, someone had to make it,” Triton said, going toe-to-toe with the major. “The same person that should have made the call for a complete recon of the area.”


As the chopper lifted off, the two men stared at each other threateningly.


“Consider yourself on report,” Major Wilson said.


“If that’s all, Major,” Triton said, “I’m just going to sit back here and continue bleeding, if you don’t mind.”


Triton didn’t wait for an answer as he pushed past the man and headed for the back of the helicopter. He wished he had a bigger place to get away from the jackass. Triton knew the medics should look at his wounds too, but they were busy with the Marine who had been shot. The cuts still ached, but it was nothing compared to the anger burning inside him, which was directed solely at the major.
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Kate Triton sat in the break room of University Hospital of South Carolina, trying to cram a semester’s worth of biochem into a half hour lunch. Between her seemingly endless nursing shifts and attending medical school full-time, she hardly had any time to keep up with her studies. With finals coming, she had a tremendous amount of catching up to do if she was going to continue with the program. Her grades weren’t really the problem, it was mostly the time commitment. At least she didn’t have to worry about a social fife with John away, God knows where.


She tried to push thoughts of her husband out of her mind. Thinking about him was a surefire way to avoid learning or retaining the information she so desperately needed to absorb. But she couldn’t help that her mind would continually drift to thoughts of him throughout the day. It was bad enough that his life as a Marine took him away from her for so long, but what was worse was that she never knew where he was. Considering the current state of global conflicts, she didn’t want to think about any of it.


Even though Kate had known that John was a Marine when she married him, she never really understood what it would be like to be a Marine’s wife until she’d become one. Not that she regretted the decision for a moment. She knew John. He was doing what he needed to do. She understood that. But the knowledge didn’t make it easier every time he had to say goodbye.


She shook her head vigorously, physically trying to stop herself from going down this road once again. Studying was what she was supposed to be doing, not thinking of John. That was just one of those things that was easier said than done.


Kate did manage to push John from her thoughts for a few minutes to make some headway in her reading. It wasn’t like she was really far behind. She saw examples of her biochem studies every day in her nursing duties. All she had to do with her reading was learn how the information would apply to her future career as a doctor.


“Hey, Kate,” her friend and coworker Carol said as she came into the break room.


“Please don’t tell me Mister Davidson is asking for me again,” Kate said in frustration. “If he calls me ’the little blond nurse/ one more time, I’m going to accidentally misplace his bedpan and forget to answer his page when he calls.”


“Oh, I’ve taken care of Davidson,” Carol said with a laugh. “I’ve scheduled Jorge to give him his next sponge bath.”


Kate laughed as well. Jorge was a considerably large orderly who was probably one of the nicest guys she’d ever known, but certainly not the person Mister Davidson would want sponging him down.


“I’d almost want to be there to see the look on Davidson’s face when Jorge comes into the room,” Kate said. “But I’ve got studying to do.”


“I know,” Carol said, “but you’ve also got a call.”


“Can you please take a message?” Kate asked. “I’ve got to get through this chapter.”


“Do I look like your receptionist?” Carol joked. “Anything you want me to type up for you while I’m at it?”


“Please?” Kate pleaded. “This is important.”


“Okay,” Carol said, continuing to poke fun at Kate. “I get it. You’re going to be some big important doctor. Have to keep us nurses in our place. Fine. I’ll take a message. Probably not important anyway. Just some guy who says he’s your husband.”


Kate forgot all about her book and jumped out of her seat. “John? John’s on the phone? Why didn’t you say something?”


“I thought I just did,” Carol said.


Kate hardly heard her friend as she, Kate, ran through the door and down to the nurses’ station.


“Line three,” Carol called after her.


Kate reached the station, bypassing the desk to go to the small private office in back. The head nurse didn’t like them taking personal calls, but Kate was on her break, and—really—who was going to have a problem with her talking to her Marine husband, currently stationed abroad serving their country? She’d actually like to see someone raise a stink about it. That would make a great story on the eleven o’clock news.


The light on line three was blinking about as quickly as Kate’s heart was beating. She took a moment to compose herself before she answered, but then realized it was pointless and picked up the receiver.


“John?” she said with excitement.


“Hey, honey,” he replied. “How’s my future doctor?”


“Missing you more and more every day,” she replied, hoping she didn’t sound like one of those needy wives, but realizing she didn’t really care if she did.


Just hearing his voice was enough to toss all logic out the window. They hadn’t spoken in over a month and hadn’t seen each other since the semester had started. Sure, there were always e-mails. He dropped her a line as often as he could, but there was never any regularity to their correspondence because he was always going off for one mission or another. And even when he did write, he couldn’t really tell her anything specific, like even where he was.


Hearing his voice live on the line was different. For one thing, she could immediately tell that something was wrong, even though he had hardly said much more than a simple greeting. That kind of thing she couldn’t pick up on e-mail.


“I didn’t interrupt anything, did I?” he asked almost timidly. As if he was afraid of bothering her. This was not the John that she knew.


“Nope,” she replied, wanting to give him a chance to get to the problem before she forced it out of him. “I’m on break. You have great timing.”


“It’s those video cameras I secretly placed before I left,” he said in a halfhearted attempt at a joke. “I’m keeping an eye on you so I know when to call.”


“Then it’s so nice of you to wait and not interrupt me when I’m with my boyfriend at the house,” she played him right back.


“Yeah,” John continued, but Kate could tell that his heart really wasn’t in it. “I should mention I took him out with some C-4 I placed under the foundation in case something like that happened. Just so you know, the house is pretty much gone too.”


“John,” Kate said, cutting to the chase. “What’s wrong?”


“Well, my wife just admitted to having an affair,” he went on.


“John,” she insisted.


“There’s been a bit of a situation,” he said, meandering toward the subject.


If there’s one thing a Marine’s spouse can’t stand, it’s stalling. “What happened?” Kate asked, trying not to sound frightened. “Are you okay?”


“Oh, no, it’s nothing like that,” John replied. “I’m fine. Well. .. physically, there’s nothing wrong with me.”


Kate sat down on the desk, worried. Physical wounds she could handle. As long as John was able to talk to her, she’d be able to deal with any injury that he could bring home. But this sounded different. John wasn’t big on opening up about his problems. Not that he was cold and closed off like his father had been. He just didn’t like to worry her about the stuff going on inside his head. And that’s where it sounded this conversation was going.


“What kind of situation are we talking about?” Kate asked.


“Well, I can’t quite tell you,” he said.


“Of course you can,” she replied. “John, you can tell me anything.”


“No, Kate,” he said, struggling with his words. “I mean I can’t tell you. What I can say is that I did something. Something that needed to be done. Something that I would do again . . . But, you see, I kind of disobeyed orders to do it.”


“Oh, John,” Kate said with concern, not disappointment. She knew John well enough to know that he wouldn’t go around ignoring his superiors without a good reason. But still, the Marine Corps didn’t look kindly on that kind of thing. “What’s going on?”


“Well, I’m not quite sure right now,” John said. “I’ve got someone working on my case.”


“Your case?” Kate said before she could stop herself. Images of the brig filled her head. Not that she knew what a brig looked like, but she couldn’t imagine it was a good thing.


“Now, I’m sure it’s ail going to work out,” John said. She could tell he was trying to sound reassuring for himself as well as for her. “I know I was in the right. It’s just... I don’t know how it’s gonna go yet.”
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