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        To the late Commander Joseph Acevedo, Supply Corps, United States Navy

        And

        The late Senior Chief Engineman (Surface Warfare) Judge Haugen, United States Navy (Retired)

        Rest in Peace, Shipmates

        We Have the Watch

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            HISTORIAN’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      At the time of this writing (mid 2020), France was involved in counter terrorist operations in the Republic Mali. This changed in February of 2022 when all French troops were withdrawn as a result of a coup d'état in May of 2021. Also, between the completion of the final draft and publication, Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II passed away, so I made all appropriate changes to reflect the start of King Charles III reign.
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        M/V Kobiashi Maru

        3,000-ton container ship

        East China Sea

        Position: 30°42’07” North by 125°34’54” East

        Course: 200° True

        Speed: 12 knots

        Time: 0200 local

      

      

      Captain Hoshi Sato stood on the starboard side bridge-wing of his small container ship. His eyes and thoughts centered on the coast of China, several hundred kilometers over the horizon. He'd spent his career running illicit cargo; this voyage was no different. Well, maybe one difference – the special cargo. The Chinese and American navies don’t send you to the ocean floor for running cigarettes and booze. They would not like what he carried in his ship and getting caught by either meant a death sentence. In addition to her normal cargo of consumer goods bound for the Middle East, the Kobiashi Maru carried a special cargo bound for the Iranian port, and naval base, of Jask. He didn’t know the exact nature of the cargo but considering the obscene amount of money his North Korean customers offered, it had to be very important to the mullahs in Tehran. The Americans, of course, didn’t like anything that increases Iran’s power and influence in the region. The Chinese? Well, they hated any activities not sanctioned by their government, specifically the Ministry for State Security, and this cargo was definitely not sanctioned.

      Captain Sato opened the door into the pilothouse and walked over to his American-built Sperry navigation system display passing by both the helmsman and his Second Officer who currently stood as Officer of the Watch. So far, his ship was right on track heading for the Straits of Taiwan. From there, they’d sail through the Straits of Malacca and on into the Indian Ocean, like the hundreds of commercial vessels that ply these waters. What is it the computer hackers say, “Security through obscurity?” Moreover, since Jask sat on Iran’s Gulf of Oman coast, they’d avoid the prying eyes of the Omanis, Emiratis, and Americans by not having to transit the Straits of Hormuz.

      Sato looked out over his ship’s cargo deck, stacked three high with containers and began to think about his plans once this voyage is over.

      After this trip, I’ll have enough money to retire somewhere sunny and warm. Bali perhaps?

      He felt the change in the deck’s vibrations first and looked up to check the Sperry’s speed display. Just as he thought, they were slowing down. He turned to yell at the helmsman when he saw the man’s head explode in a pink spray of blood and brain matter. He turned in time to see his Second Officer suffer the same fate as the helmsman. As the Second Officer’s body dropped to the deck, Sato saw the figure dressed all in black holding a suppressed pistol pointing at his head.

      Fifteen minutes before Captain Sato’s soul-searching moment, a group of swimmers laid in wait along the Kobiashi Maru’s intended track. Lieutenant Commander James Robert Morgan, United States Navy Reserve and his handpicked team of U.S. Navy SEALs and Special Warfare Combatant-craft Crewmen (better known as the Dirty Boat Guys) moved silently towards the container ship’s hull. Morgan had to get this right. This was his first mission since the CIA’s Special Activities Center chain of command allowed him back in the field since his injury. He had been transferred to the Agency’s Analysis Branch during his convalesce, and while he enjoyed the work there, he preferred being out in the field.

      Normally, the Agency used operators from the Maritime Branch for missions of this nature. The Maritime Branch consisted of former SEALs, SWCCs, and U.S. Marine Corps Force Recon personnel, just like Morgan’s team. However, unlike Morgan’s team, the members of the Maritime Branch were at a greater risk of compromise. Morgan learned that lesson the hard way, and it had cost him an eye.

      The team reached the Kobiashi Maru, executed a “bottom up” assault, and began to scale the black, barnacle crusted hull by using magnetic handholds carried by each member. They moved silently aft towards the ship’s superstructure and once there divided into smaller groups and moved toward their initial objectives. Morgan and his team had to be very careful. According to the intelligence, the first requirement to serve on this freighter was a criminal record, making all of the crew members very dangerous.

      Morgan and his partner, Special Boat Operator Second Class Jose ‘El Fantasma’ Hernandez moved silently along the deck. A noise to his left suddenly caught his attention. As Morgan turned, a crewmember attacked Hernandez with a knife, executing quick stabbing and slashing motions. Hernandez countered as best he could. As the knife ripped the sleeve of Hernandez’s right arm, he let out a grunt as the blade cut skin, Morgan fired. The Glock spat once and the silenced nine-millimeter slug dropped the crewmember with a round to the head before he could raise the alarm.

      “You okay?” Morgan asked quietly.

      “I’ll live,” Fantasma said, pain etched his face. The wound on his arm bled a lot but wasn’t too deep. Morgan tied a tourniquet and gave him a slap on the opposite shoulder. Despite his precautions, Morgan’s extended blind spot nearly cost one of his men his life.

      “Roger, let’s go.”

      Morgan and Fantasma crept up the ladders attached to the exterior of the ship’s superstructure. Morgan’s team were now in position awaiting his word. Once Sato passed though the pilothouse doors, Morgan pressed the transmission button on his throat microphone twice, the go signal.

      Down in the ship’s engine room, three members of the team, led by Special Boat Operator First Class Martin ‘The Judge’ Haugen entered ship’s engineering control station. They eliminated the two watchstanders, took control of the engine’s throttles from the bridge, brought the ship to a stop, and then headed into the engine room. They found a mechanic working on one of the ship’s main propulsion diesel engines. A single nine-millimeter round struck the man in the back of the head and the body fell into the bilge. The three then searched the remainder of the engine room and found no additional threats. Judge then checked over the local control panels for both the main propulsion and electrical generator diesel engines and saw that they were working properly. The Judge and his men now had complete control of the ship’s engineering plant.

      Lieutenant Doug Kroll, the no-nonsense SEAL platoon commander, and two of his men checked the crew’s staterooms. They quietly and quietly opened doors as they moved down the passageway and fired silenced nine-millimeter rounds into any sleeping crew members they encountered. He and his men ensured no one awoke to raise the alarm.

      The final four members of the team, led by Chief Special Boat Operator Michael ‘Dallas’ Shaw, swept the dark, cool, and damp cargo hold looking for their primary objectives. They moved around the forty-foot-long, eight-foot-high rectangular cargo containers in search of a specific one and its contents. Looking for the proverbial needle in the haystack amongst the three-high stacked containers laid out in rows stretching from the aft superstructure to the bow. They also looked for any members of the opposition lying in wait while also dodging rusted sections of the deck. The last thing Dallas needed was to become trapped after stepping into a hole.

      Morgan and his partner crept towards the starboard-side pilothouse door while two more members of the team did the same along the port side. They both entered the pilothouse, simultaneously shooting the helmsman and watch officer. Captain Sato took a swing at Morgan. Morgan easily ducked the blow and responded with a right cross to the jaw that knocked Sato to the deck. Before Sato pulled himself up off the deck, Morgan pressed an anesthetic syringe into the captain’s neck ensuring Sato’s cooperation for the trip to come. With that, Morgan and his team now had complete control of the Kobiashi Maru, well almost.

      Morgan looked at the navigation display’s speed indicator and verified that the ship had come to a full stop.

      Nice work, Judge.

      He then stepped through the open door and out onto the portside bridge wing. He keyed his throat mic.

      “Dallas, Gargoyle. How are you doing?”

      “Stand by, sir.” Chief Shaw said as Morgan heard the sounds of gunfire in his earpiece.

      Down in the hold, Dallas and his men engaged four of the ship’s crew in a gun fight around a group of containers separated from the rest of the cargo. One of his SEALs pulled a flash-bang grenade from his belt then caught Dallas’s attention. He nodded and after a three count, the SEAL tossed the grenade. It rolled to the gap between the containers Dallas hid behind and where the bad guys were, then detonated. The screams of the opposition served as their cue, and Dallas’s team attacked. Four suppressed nine-millimeter rounds impacted four skulls, permanently eliminating the threat.

      After a moment, Morgan heard Chief Shaw and his distinctive Texas twang come back on the radio. “Cargo hold secure. Search in progress.”

      “Roger, Chief.” Morgan took another quick look around and seeing they were all alone in the inky blackness of night, changed his radio’s channel, and keyed his throat mike.

      “Gargoyle to Buckeye, we’re ready.”

      About a mile from the ship, a hulking, black shape emerged from the star lit depths. U.S.S. Ohio, SSGN 726, came to the surface. Morgan spotted one of the guided-missile submarine’s lockout chambers opening, the one he and his team swam out of less than an hour ago, followed shortly by several sailors moving about her broad turtleback.

      Lieutenant Kroll joined Morgan on the bridge-wing.

      “Sir, we’ve secured the deck logs, manifests, and our guest.”

      “Very well, Doug. Get everything to the port side and deploy the pilot’s ladder.”

      “Aye, aye sir.”

      On the cargo deck, several large boxes came up through an open hatch from one of the lower cargo holds while the unconscious form of Captain Sato moved down the port side ladders courtesy of two of Doug’s SEALs.

      “Gargoyle, Dallas. Sir, objectives secured.”

      “Thanks, Chief. Get them to the port side of the ship.” Morgan called back to Ohio.

      “Buckeye, Gargoyle. Send the CRRCs, and we need the corpsman to meet us on the turtleback.”

      Two five-meter combat rubber raiding crafts made their way from the sub towards the port side of the cargo ship. Morgan switched his radio back to his team’s frequency.

      “Judge, open the engine room main drainage system discharge and suction valves and get you and your team back up here.”

      “Yes, sir,” Morgan’s engineer replied. Morgan had worked with Petty Officer Haugen before while serving as Officer in Charge of a Mark V Special Operations Craft detachment. The Judge was a U.S. Navy Engineman specializing in main propulsion diesel engines before transferring to the SWCC community and knew his way around a ship’s engine room. Morgan trusted him to get the job done.

      Morgan joined his team on the cargo deck and looked over the gunwale at the incoming CRRCs. He felt a slight tilt to the deck as the ship began to settle by the stern.

      Looks like Judge is finished.

      He heard footsteps to his left and saw Judge and the other two members of the engineering team walking towards him.

      “All drainage valves opened as are all the watertight doors in the cargo holds, sir.”

      “Outstanding, Judge.” Morgan turned towards his senior SEAL, “Doug, are all our people accounted for?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good, then let’s get out of here.”

      Morgan’s team began climbing down the ship’s pilot’s ladder towards the CRRCs with two members using a stokes litter to lower the unconscious form of Captain Soto into the boat. Once he was sure everyone from his team left the Kobiashi Maru, Morgan climbed down the ladder and boarded the last CRRC.

      The two CRRCs came along side Ohio with some of her crew assisting Morgan’s team with hauling their new acquisitions onboard as well as the boat’s independent duty hospital corpsman tending to Petty Officer Hernandez’s injury. After climbing on the turtleback, Morgan watched as the two CRRCs came up on deck for deflation and storage. While the sailors worked to clear the turtleback, Morgan looked back towards the Kobiashi Maru. The ship’s superstructure still showed barely above the surface of the water.

      The last of the deck crew started down the ladder back inside the boat. Morgan took one last look at the Kobiashi Maru before she sank. Mission accomplished. The North Koreans might now think twice about smuggling nuclear triggers to Iran. The doubts he'd had about the informants who provided the information were proved wrong. The mousy rat had seemed to be only out for a payoff as so many informers were, but not this time. He'd like to know what else the informant knew, because the North Koreans would try again, and it was wishful thinking to suppose otherwise. They always tried again.

      The Kobiashi Maru finally dipped below the ocean’s surface, the last of the air bubbling to the surface disturbing the otherwise glassy surface of the water.

      So much for the no win scenario…, he thought to himself with a smirk.

      He descended the ladder, closing the lockout chamber hatch behind him. Time for debrief in the boat’s Battle Management Center and a quick and well earned ‘Hollywood’ shower. Then rack time. Surface Warfare Officers, even former ones, never had enough sleep. As he nodded off in the troop berthing area, Ohio’s diving alarm sounded with the traditional “Dive! Dive!” passing over the boat’s announcing system, and the eighteen-thousand-ton submarine slipped silently beneath the waves.
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        Headquarters,

        2nd Foreign Parachute Regiment,

        French Foreign Legion

        Gao, Mali

      

      

      Jerry Biggs, call sign Logan, stood atop the regimental headquarters building and looked west towards the sun setting over the Niger River. Over his shoulder, to the east, lay Gao’s airport. Its lights were the only sign of modern civilization in northern Mali.

      Another desert shithole, lovely.

      Between Logan’s years in the U.S. Marine Corps and his work as a consultant for Constellis, he’d been in Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, Kenya, Chad, Libya, and now Mali. Still, he shouldn’t complain too much; the money was excellent. Way more than he earned as a United States Marine Corps officer. Still single in his mid-thirties, Jerry used that money to enjoy himself wherever, and with whomever, he wanted. His ‘don’t give a shit’ demeanor, tough, cruel features, black curly hair, and stocky build were irresistible to many women around the world.

      He particularly liked the ladies he met when stationed at Camp Courtney, Okinawa while on the staff of 3rd Marine Expeditionary Brigade. A bevy of Japanese, Korean, and Filipino women came into, and out of, his life at a substantial rate while out in the Western Pacific.

      Just like that little Filipina hottie Bob Morgan married. Wonder how ol’ Bob is doing these days. Hadn’t heard from him since his divorce and return to the boat teams…

      Jerry shook his head and took one last look around before headed back into the building and its blessed air conditioning. He headed to the lounge and saw the parachute regiment commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Jean-Charles Bethune, smoking a cigarette. Jerry liked working with the Foreign Legion. They were tough, smart, and very professional operators who didn’t take to the politically correct agendas of the other armed forces back in Europe or in the States. The regiment Jerry advised had, until recently, gave the Islamic insurgents, like the Jama’a Nusrat ul-Islam wa al-Muslimin, a run for their money. They’d wiped out several cells in their area of operations. The effort supported the overall French-led anti-insurgent campaign known as Operation: Barkhane. The operation began on August 1st, 2014 in cooperation with five countries, all former French colonies that spanned the Sahel: Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania, and Niger.

      Lately, the JNIM has counter-attacked French forces all over the country with results deadlier than expected. The French intelligence folks out of their headquarters in Niamey, Niger worked day and night trying to figure out how this was happening and more importantly how to stop the onslaught.

      “Bonsoir, Mon Colonel,” Jerry said.

      “Good evening Monsieur Logan. How are things outside?”

      “Same as it was yesterday. Hot, dry, dusty, and thankfully quiet.”

      “Good, I like quiet.”

      “Any word from H.Q. on JNIM activity?”

      “No, those JNIM bâtards seem to have melted away. Our drones out of Niger haven’t found their base of operations yet.”

      “Could satellite imagery help?”

      “Maybe. Do you have some handy?”

      “Not quite, but I know who to call…”

      Explosions suddenly rocked the building, knocking Jerry and Colonel Bethune off their feet. A siren wailed. The Colonel grabbed a radio off his belt.

      “Voici le Colonel Bethune. Que se passe-t-il?” (This is Colonel Bethune. What's going on?)

      “This is Caporal-chef Vannier. We’re taking artillery and mortar fire and armored vehicles are approaching the fence line.”

      The two men exited the lounge and stared dumbfounded at the utter carnage they saw. Flaming buildings lit the compound. Bombs and artillery shells had flattened others. Smoke hung thick in the air, stinging Jerry’s eyes. Outside the fence, they saw five German-built Boxer armored fighting vehicles rumbled towards the gates. Each eight-wheeled vehicle mounted an Israeli-made Samson Mk II turret complete with 30-millimeter cannons, 7.62-millimeter machine guns, and Spike anti-tank missiles. The Boxers smashed through the gates and the surrounding fence. The turret guns spat flame, the detonations thumping loudly, laying down suppressing fire as the rear doors opened. Eight JNIM insurgents exited from each vehicle firing their AK-47s as they moved. Three of the regiment’s Véhicule de l'avant blindé armored personnel carriers attempted to reach the battle, but the Boxer’s Spike missiles made short work of them. Behind the Boxers, additional insurgents poured through the now flattened fence. They used the Boxers as initial cover, then spread out over the base. A single Puma helicopter gunship approached the Boxers, but a sixth Boxer responded. That Boxer was equipped with a Swiss-built Oerlikon Skyshield 35-millimeter anti-air cannon. It thundered once and blew the Puma out of the sky.

      Colonel Bethune and Jerry launched into the fight. They engaged the insurgents with their FAMAS Valorisé and M-4 assault rifles, but the heavy fire from the Boxers drove them back into the regimental headquarters. More reports crackled over the Colonel’s radio, sounds of machine gun fire drowning out the Legionnaire’s voices. The insurgents were overrunning French positions with cries for help coming in fast and unheeded. The Colonel looked out the door.

      “Merde! Where the hell, did they get those things?”

      Logan looked out and saw a swarm of insurgents heading their way.

      “Don’t know, but I’m taking as many of those sons-of-bitches with me before I go. You with me?”

      “Oui, let’s go my friend.”

      The pair opened the door and charged out into a hail of gunfire, firing as they ran. Colonel Bethune received a barrage of 7.62-millimeter rounds and was dead before his bullet ridden body hit the desert floor. Jerry responded with a three-round volley from his M-4, killing the insurgent that took his friend’s life. He knelt down on one knee and continued to fire until his weapon ran out of ammunition. He threw the now useless M-4 on the ground and drew his K-Bar fighting knife, a souvenir from his days in the Marine Corps. He plunged the blade into the abdomen of the first insurgent within reach, a quick zig-zag move disemboweled him. Before the body hit the ground, he was already striking upwards, into the soft palate of the next insurgent, as he raised his AK-47. Moving swiftly towards the third insurgent, his body jerked as several rounds struck him in the torso. He kept going and when he finally fell from the rounds aimed at his legs, he caught a glimpse of eight bodies surrounding him.

      Ha! Eight to one, nice kill ratio…
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        CIA Headquarters

        Langley, Virginia

        Two Days Later

      

      

      CIA Deputy Director of Intelligence, Ronald Bailey, strode through the seventh floor hallway towards his office. Seating his tall, athletic frame behind his desk, which held the day’s newspaper and a file folder next to a picture of his family.

      “Jags still finding ways to lose,” the Jacksonville native said to himself as he scanned the sports headlines. He’d played corner back for Austin Peay, and he followed the ups-and-downs, mostly downs, of the Jaguars since the team’s founding.

      He opened the file and perused the dossier on an operative that, he hoped, was best-suited for the escalating Mali situation, James Robert Morgan.

      The file told story of an officer with extensive background in maritime intelligence, naval operations, and both Navy and Agency special operations. An injury suffered while on mission with the Maritime Branch led to his transfer to the Analysis Branch.

      “Hmph, allegedly transferred to the Analysis Branch…” Director Bailey said aloud.

      Bailey skimmed the rest of the file. It told him that Morgan, on paper, was the man to handle the current crisis, quirky (Morgan’s psychological profile said he was very introverted almost to the point of misanthropy), but very effective. He’d have to see if reality matched the history. The file contained Morgan’s official CIA photograph, taken after his injury that led to his transfer. It showed a young man with a close-cropped head of brown hair with a hazel colored right eye, a patch over his left eye, and a Van Dyke beard. The right side of his mouth curled into what could only be described as a smirk. It reminded him of the 1970s era comic-book hero, the Green Arrow. The eyepatch also gave him a somewhat piratical look.

      The Deputy Director picked up the phone and dialed his secretary.

      “Coleen, where is Commander Morgan?”

      “Virginia Beach, sir. He’s on his two-week active duty period at the Navy and Marine Corps Intelligence Training Center.”

      “Please get me NMITC’s commanding officer on the line.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      We need Commander Morgan back up here as soon as possible.

      

      Morgan sat at his table at his favorite restaurant in Norfolk, Streats. He could have gone to one of the many places on the Virginia Beach oceanfront much closer to where he was staying out at Dam Neck. However, they all had the same problem, too many people. He preferred the smaller, relatively quieter places in Norfolk’s Ghent neighborhood, with Streats being his favorite. After all, they had the James Bond martini on the drink menu. Add in a raisin-free bread pudding du jour, and the results were spectacular.

      Streat’s owner, Mr. Neil Boden, handed Morgan the check.

      “How was everything this evening?” he asked.

      “Great as always, Neil.” Morgan replied as he handed Neil his government issued travel credit card.

      As Neil turned away to finish the transaction, Morgan’s phone rang. Looking at the caller ID, he knew he had to answer and not let it go to voice mail, as was his preference.

      “Morgan,” he answered.

      “Bob! It’s Clint Peters.” the voice on the other end replied. Clint was Morgan’s boss in his new home at the Agency’s Analysis Branch. “How’s the vacation?”

      “Wonderful. Anytime I can spend outside the cubicle farm at Langley is great. However, I would not call my annual two-week active duty period a vacation, exactly. Putting in some serious work at NMITC.”

      “What are they having you do?”

      “I’m revamping their curriculum for the basic intelligence course. It is way out of date, especially concerning what the Agency can bring to the table.”

      “Outstanding. We could use all the good word we can get. However, I need to cut your trip short. Deputy Director Bailey wants to see you back up here as soon as possible.”

      “I still have a week to go…”

      “I know, but the Director has contacted the C.O. there, and you’re cleared to finish up with full credit given for your annual training.”

      “I’ll be back tonight.”

      “I’ll let the General’s office know to expect you first thing tomorrow morning.”

      “Any idea what’s going on?”

      “Not a clue.”

      Morgan ended the call as Neil handed the check and card back to him.

      “You look rather annoyed, sir. Everything alright?” Neil said with a look of concern as Morgan passed him back the signed check with his customary high ‘glad I don’t have to deal with the people you do’ tip.

      “Unexpected work-related news. Have to get going a little sooner than I planned.”

      Morgan climbed into his 2013 Corvette Grand Sport parked across Twenty First Street from the restaurant and headed back to the beach. The car’s Cyber Gray Metallic paint and red heritage stripes on the front fenders shining brightly in the early evening light.
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        CIA Headquarters

        Langley, Virginia

        The Next Day

      

      

      Morgan arrived at CIA headquarters early to beat the horrible morning traffic in and around the D.C. area. He wore dark grey dress slacks, a light grey button-down dress shirt with a scarlet and grey regimental-style stripped tie. He also sported an Omega Seamaster 300-meter diver’s watch on his left wrist. A sharp, tailored navy-blue blazer with two distinct lapel pins rounded out his attire. The first was a gold pin showing a ship’s bow over two crossed swords, the emblem of a United States Navy Surface Warfare Officer. The second was silver, showing a patrol boat over a crossed cutlass and flintlock pistol, the emblem of the U.S. Navy’s Special Warfare Craft Crewman community. Two miniature versions of the pins he wore on his Navy uniform representing two of the three warfare specialties Morgan had mastered. He was currently working on his third.

      Morgan walked, or as his ex-wife Julie used to say, swaggered, along the seventh-floor hallway and into General Bailey’s outer office. His eyes widened as he first saw the attractive, brown-eyed brunette sitting behind the secretary’s desk.

      “Good morning. I have an appointment to see the Director Bailey.”

      “Name please?” the raven-haired young woman asked as she stared at her computer screen.

      “Morgan, James Morgan. My friends call me Bob,” Morgan offered his hand.

      The secretary looked up, smiled, and shook Morgan’s out stretched hand and replied, “Colleen Biggins and my friends call me Colleen. Director Bailey is finishing a teleconference, but he’ll see you shortly.”

      “A pleasure Colleen and thank you.”

      Morgan began to wander around the office, stealing a glance now and then at Ms. Biggins, who bore a very strong resemblance to the singer Shania Twain.

      Director Bailey’s outer office held many souvenirs from his time in the service. One item in particular caught Morgan’s one good eye. It was a framed, green t-shirt with a distinctive logo at the upper right, a numeral two pierced by a Marine K-Bar combat knife. A small plaque mounted to the bottom of the frame read:

      
        
        To Colonel Ronald Baily, USMC,

        Commanding Officer, 2nd Regimental Combat Team,

        Task Force TARAWA,

        Operation Iraqi Freedom, 2003

      

      

      Morgan recognized the unit’s name. He had taken some of those Marines up the Euphrates River during the drive towards Baghdad.

      He then wandered over to a series of photographs showing the Director during various times in his Marine Corps career. The pictures showed him from his time as a young second lieutenant and platoon commander to his retirement ceremony at the rank of lieutenant general.

      While looking at a display of several dozen challenge coins over on a sideboard, the door to General Bailey’s inner office opened and the Deputy Director stuck his head out.

      “Commander Morgan, come on in,” the General said.

      Morgan enter the Deputy Director’s office and found himself facing the tall, athletic, African American former Marine. As the pair walked further into the office, Morgan shook the General’s offered hand.

      “Please, James, take a seat.”

      “Thank you, sir, but I go by Bob.”

      “Bob?”

      “Yes, sir, middle name. My late father was James, and I went by Bob in order to know which one of us my late mother was yelling at.”

      “Ah, very good. Now for the business at hand, I heard great things about your recovery of those North Korean nuclear triggers. Well done.”

      “The North Koreans should have used a ship with a better name. Didn’t they watch Star Trek?”

      “You’d think,” replied General Bailey. “The head of the Special Activities Center had some issues with how the mission proceeded. He seemed concerned that your physical condition led to a team member’s injury, and he doesn’t want you back in SAC.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me. Malcom Stone and I never got along very well.”

      “How so?”

      “Well before he joined the agency, he was my first Commanding Officer on the Winston S. Churchill, and he slept with my now ex-wife.”

      “What!?”

      “Yes, sir. Julie was a cousin by marriage of my leading petty officer, and I met her at a divisional party early in my tour. We hit it off well, and we married a few months later. She met Captain Stone during a ship’s Christmas party, and feeling command-at-sea made him more handsome and more charming, he proceeded to seduce her. The whole thing ruined my marriage, his marriage, and almost ended Stone’s Navy career. Only his patrons in the Navy kept him from being court-martialed, and since he had already been selected for promotion to Captain, he put on his new rank, but had to retire way earlier than he planned. Since then, he’s had a bit of grudge against me.”

      “Holy crap! That’s terrible! I’ve always felt Stone is a bit of an arrogant ass, but damn.” The General continued, “Well, never mind him, but I need your maritime analysis acumen.” The General handed Morgan a file folder covered with several colorful classification markings.

      “We received a request from our French colleagues in the DGSE,” the General continued. “The counter-insurgency operations against Jama’a Nusrat ul-Islam wa al-Muslimin and other Islamic extremists in Mali are not going as well as expected. Two days ago, the Jama’a Nusrat ul-Islam wa al-Muslimin attacked headquarters of the French Foreign Legion in Mali inflicting heavy casualties. Drone and satellite imagery showed the insurgents using weapons much heavier, and more expensive, than an insurgent group should have. Self-propelled artillery, armored infantry fighting vehicles, and the like. The DGSE are at a loss as to where these are coming from, and they have requested our assistance.”

      “Where do I come in, sir? Last I looked, Mali is land locked, not exactly a big maritime player.”

      “The nature of these weapons and the fact they are manufactured by countries all over the world, China, Russia, the European Union, and even the US, suggests they have to be arriving by sea. These are not the type of things one can smuggle in the back of a Toyota Hilux pick-up truck, and we have all the potential air supply routes covered. I need you to start digging around the financials and ship tracking data to find out where these things are coming from and, more importantly, who’s bankrolling the whole thing.”

      “Yes, sir. Anything else?”

      “Not right now. We will discuss further action once you figure this out.”

      Morgan rose up from his seat and turned towards the office door.

      “Oh Bob, one more thing.”

      “Sir?”

      “Your call sign, Gargoyle?”

      “From then-Commodore Allard, my C.O. while I served on the Amphibious Squadron Eight staff. He was a previous A-6 and F/A-18 pilot, so he assigned everyone on his staff a call sign. Mine came from the brand of sunglasses I wore at the time, and it stuck.”

      “Marty Allard?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Sounds like something Mallard would come up with. I like it. Carry on.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Morgan entered the outer office and saw Colleen hard at work.

      “I hope to be seeing more of you in the weeks to come.”

      “Same here, but I do have one request.”

      “Oh?”

      “Could you please smile?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Well, you’re smirking in all the pictures of you in your file, and, if you don’t mind me saying, a man as handsome as you are should do
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