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M

onday morning started as a normal dayat the Seattle,Washington based  Central Intelligence office. That is until Josh Austin sat down at his terminal in the agency’s East Asia monitoring station and saw the following alert flashing in red:

North Korea 40.3399° N, 127.5101° E

Code Rattlesnake

Recommend: DEFCON-4

Transcript as follows.

워싱턴서부해안을목표로삼으세요.

Targetwest coast of Washington.

“Sweet Jesus,” Josh said, snatching out the transcript and running toward the elevators.

“What’s going on, Josh?” Dan Webber, the section chief asked.

“Rattlesnake!” Josh shouted as the elevator door closed. 

A security officer grabbed Josh roughly by the arm as he attempted to rush into the SIT room.Two marines, who were standing on either side of the elevator door, had their rifles trained on the back of Josh’s head.

“How can I help you, sir?”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Josh said, removing his level 1 Security badge.

“Thank you, sir,” he said, opening the door marked Communications for Josh. “I’m sorry I had to grab you like that, but I recognized you and they didn’t.”

“I’m sorry, fellas. It’s been a while since I’ve been up here.”

Inside the room were high-level members of the White House attached to the National Security Agency (NSA). They were in the middle of a morning debriefing with Deputy Director, Paul Coleman. Paul stood up abruptly when he saw Josh rush into the room.

“Well, to what do we owe this visit from decoding, Josh,” he said, extending his hand.

Josh placed the long transcript sheet in Paul’s hand.  Paul removed his glasses, and after he read the first line, his mouth dropped open. 

“Why isn’t Dan bringing this to me, Josh?”  Paul asked, taking out his cellphone. “Hi, Tammy, Paul here. I need to speak to the General.”

“Protocol is to bring Rattlesnake decodes directly to you or your designee, sir,” Josh replied.

“Okay, Josh, go back to your terminal and keep me updated.”

Josh didn’t head directly back to his terminal. Instead, he went to the bathroom, removed his cell phone, and called Heather, his wife of twenty years and mother of their two children:Robert, age 14, and Amy, age 10.

*_*_*_*

Josh and Heather met at M.I.T. in their freshman year. Josh was pursuing a language degree in the School of Humanities, Arts, and Social Sciences, while Heather was on a full scholarship in the School of Engineering. Josh was having trouble starting his car when the 5-foot, 11-inch blonde bombshell in cut off jean shorts walked over.

“Need some help?”

Josh looked up into her green eyes and found it difficult to reply until she repeated the question.

“You know anything about cars?” he asked.

“This is a 1970 Chevy Nova SS with a 350 V8, 4-speed shifter?”

Joshsat awestruck as he watched Heather walk around to the front of his car and then lean over and say, “Pop the hood.”  

Josh popped the hood before walking up to join her. As he did, he got a full view of her long legs and buttcheeks as she bent over. Heather’s full breasts stretched the Hard Rock Cafe t-shirt she was wearing.

“Grab my backpack for me,” she said.

Heather removed a fingernail file from her pack and placed her knee on the fender so she could reach the back of the engine compartment. Doing so raised her shorts so that more of her buttcheeks were exposed. The sight caused a swelling in Josh’s crotch and his heart to pound.

“Go try it now,” she said, looking coyly over her shoulder.

When the V8 roared, Josh gave her the thumbs up.

“What did you do?” he asked.

“When was the last time you tuned her up?” she asked, removing hand sanitizer from her pack.

“Um...”

“Exactly. You need to take better care of her, guy. You need to give her a full tune up and replace the solenoid switch.”

“How do you know so much about cars?”

“My Uncle Rick, God rest his soul,was the head engineering consultant for General Motors, and he taught me everything I know about cars. I’ve been able to strip a motor like this down and rebuild it since I was fourteen.”

“Wow, I think I love you,” Josh said, causing Heather to giggle.

“I bet you say that to all the girls.”

“There are no other girls like you,” he said, extending his hand. “I’m Josh Austin.”

“I’m Heather Cary. Pleased to meet you.”

“Can I give you a lift somewhere?”

“No, I have my baby over there,” she said, gesturing to the candy apple red Mustang.

“Wow, is that the new 2001 Mustang GT with the 4.6 liter in it?” Josh asked, hoping to impress her with his rudimentary knowledge of cars.

“Yes, but he has a 5.4 liter in it with a few modifications I did to it,” she said, tossing her backpack in the rear seat.

“Whoa!” Josh said when she turned on the motor. “That is a beast. How much horsepower is that kicking out?”

“About 400,” she said nonchalantly.

(Whistles) “Sweet Jesus. Say, Heather, would you like to get a slice of pizza at Mario’s?”

“Well, I would but I have to study for this big metallurgy exam tomorrow.”

“Aww c’mon, Heather. It’ll be only for a half hour,” he whined.

“Okay, I’ll make a deal with you,” she said. “If you can catch me before I reach Mario’s without killing yourself, I’ll not only let you buy me a pizza, but I’ll also give you my phone number, which you’ve been wondering how to ask for."

“That’s a deal,” he said, hopping into his car.

By the time Josh arrived, Heather was already seated at a table with two slices of pizza and two sodas.

“I hope you like pepperoni on your pizza,” she said smugly.

“Where did you learn how to drive like that, Heather? Let me guess. Your dad, right?”

“No, my dad drives like an old lady. My Uncle Jimmy is a NYPD Highway cop and he taught me how to drive. My dad didn’t have time. He was always away doing something with the military. What does your dad do?”

“What a coincidence. My dad is a major in the Army but he’s more with the intelligence side of it,” said Josh, sipping his soda. “Are those anchovies on yours? It looks good.”

“Yes, want to try it?” she asked, breaking off a piece.

“Sure, I’ve never tasted anchovies,” he said, opening his mouth.

What Heather did next floored Josh and made him fall instantly in love with her. She quickly placed the piece in her mouth, pulled his face close to her, and transferred it to him during a kiss. 

“Wow, pizza will never be the same for me again, Heather,” he said, gasping for air. “How did you know I wanted to kiss you?”

“Your eyes haven’t been off me since we met, Josh. And when you looked at my face and licked your lips, I don’t know what came over me. I had to kiss you.”

“I’m glad you did, Heather. You saved me the trouble of trying to figure out how to get a kiss from you before you jumped in that beast out there.”

“Would you like another?”

“Yes, please,” he said, closing his eyes and puckering his lips.

“I meant a piece of pizza,” she said laughingly.

When she saw the dejected look on his face, she pulled him in close and said, “Just kidding, Babyboy.”

From that day forward Josh and Heather were inseparable. That is until their tenth year of marriage when Josh received a phone call.

*_*_*_*

“Who was that Josh?” Heather asked when she saw the concerned look on his face. “What is it?”

Josh struggled to find the words to tell her that he was being reassigned to a post 2,862 miles away from their home in Brentwood, Long Island. How could he tell her he would no longer be home at 5:45 p.m. sharp for dinner? Nor would he be there to read little Robbiea bedtime story and kiss him good night.

But the most difficult part was finding a delicate way to tell her after shetold him the night before that she was five weeks pregnant with Amy.

“No, this is bullshit, Josh. You call Danny back and tell him you’re not going. He promised us when he recruited you five years ago that we would not be uprooted. You call him back.”

Josh walked over and took her hands in his.

“Babe, it wasn’t Dan who called. It was Langley and Dan’s been reassigned as well.”

“Josh, did you tell them I’m pregnant?”

“Yes, hun, but listen,” he said, sliding his hands up to her shoulders. “It’s not going to be as bad as all that. I’m going to be assigned to a shift that rotates every two weeks.”

“So, what does that mean?”

“It means you and the children won’t have to be uprooted. I’ll be gone for two weeks and then back here for a week.”

“But what about...”

“When you go into labor? Danny assures me that if I’m not home when your contractions start, I’ll be driven to a company jet at the airport, and I’ll be in New York within two hours.”

“Josh, but I’m missing something or you’re not telling me something. I thought the Melville office had all this sophisticated computer equipment. Why do you have to go across the country?”

“We had the most sophisticated equipment,” he said. “They were compromised last night by a system wide cyber-attack.”

“Was it the Chinese?”

“We don’t know for sure. That’s why I need to get to Seattle. How long before the Beast is ready?”

*_*_*_*

The Beast was a pet project of Heather’s after she was hired as head of Design and Automation at the Dodge Corporation’s Research and Development plant in Brentwood.After showing the corporate executives what she could do, Heather was allowed to explore creating an urban survival vehicle in the hopes that it would draw in the big bucks.

It wasn’t an easy sell at first, but Heather’s presentation was so convincing that several of the Board members placed their orders based on her concept. There was only one objector in the room.That person was Ralph Carlson whose position Heather was given after he screwed up.

“That’s real pretty, Heather, but I don’t see how this is supposed to draw in that much money on the consumer side, let alone a single military contract,” Ralph scoffed.

A hush came over the boardroom as members and execs turned to look at the attending CEO,Gabe Sanders, as he walked in the room. He was accompanied by his two bodyguards who were aptly and discretely referred to as the Twin Towers.

“Sorry for the delay, ladies and gentlemen, but the traffic on the expressway was horrible,” he said, sitting at the head of the conference table. “Hope I didn’t miss much.”

“Not much, Mr. Sanders,” Ralph said. “Ms. Austin...”

“Dr. Austin,” Heather corrected.

“Yes, of course. Dr. Austin was about to explain to us why we should invest 1.2 million into her soccer-mom vehicle which has no obvious military application. And how much did you say this vehicle would cost if we were stupid enough to mass produce it, Heather?”

There were muffled giggles in response to Ralph’s condescending remark that made him sit back and smile.

“One hundred fifty thousand dollars, and Mr. Carlson, only my husband, family and friends call me Heather. You’re my subordinate and I ask that you respect my title. I worked hard to earn it.”

“My apologies, Dr. Austin, but I must clear up one thing. I’m not your goddamn subordinate. I’m your coworker. You only got my job because you wore a low-cut blouse at your interview...”

“I got this job because of the defect in your braking system for the 2015 Dodge Grand Caravan that resulted in the death of two soccer-moms and their three children. How much did the recall cost this company, Mr. Sanders?”

“Fifty-eight million, Dr. Austin,” said Gabe. “Not to mention what the final figure will be when the lawsuit is finalized.”

“The only reason you’re still here and not cleaning toilets or collecting unemployment is because I requested that you be given a second chance because of your reputation in the engineering community.Now, before you make me say something un-lady like, shut the fuck up and let me get on with my presentation.”

Several mouths dropped open,and a gasp was heard as Heather returned to the drawing board. Ralph turned to Gabe for support only to find him grinning and showing him the hand.

“To answer the consumer profitability forecast of this product you need only look back at what was spent by the end of the Cold War in 1991,” said Heather, picking up a pointer. “Americans spent on average three million dollars in the1950’s, which in today’s dollars is about thirty-five million, on two thousand bomb shelters. There are over two hundred thousand privately own bomb shelters today.”

“That we know of, Heather,” a voice said from the back of the room.

“Ladies and gentlemen, and Ralph...”

Everyone laughed but Ralph who was still smoldering.

“Let me introduce my coworker and friend, Connie Brown,” said Heather, gesturing toward the back of the room. “Connie will be the lead designer on the braking, reactive suspension system, and propulsion plant.”

A tall, attractiveBlack woman with braids that ended into a regal crown on the top of her head, walked to the front of the room. She was wearing a white labcoat that was opened in the front to reveal a mini skirt and fishnet stocking. Several of the men cleared their throats when she curtseyed, andthe skirt revealed more of her long shapely thighs.

“Hello, everybody,” Connie said with a wave.

“Now, where was I, Connie?”

“You were about to tell the esteemed members of the board that the bomb shelters represent a twelve-billion-dollar industry that we can tap into with the Beast.”

“That’s twelve billion  dollars, ladies and gentlemen,” Heather continued. “And we believe that estimate is on the low side because they’re still discovering bomb shelters after sales of some of the homes in California.”

“That’s right, Mr. Sanders,” Connie said. “Eighteen additional underground shelters were discovered a few miles from Beverly Hills after that 4.7 earthquakein 2013.”

“What good is a bomb shelter if you can’t get there in one piece?” asked Heather. “The Beast will make sure you and your family arrive in one piece. Connie, the projector, please.”

The computer-generatedcreation of the modified Dodge Durango traversing every known terrain drew raucous applause from the room.

“Let’s see a Jeep do that,” Connie mocked when the model easily negotiated a rockslide.

The execs sat mesmerized through the rest of the demo that lasted for forty-five minutes. At the conclusion, Heather asked if anyone had any questions. Gabe had a few questions about logistics and possible costs overrun, but Ralph asked a question that he thought was sure to torpedo the project.

“That’s a great presentation, Dr. Austin, and I can see myself getting onboard with the consumer side of your idea. But I have a question. Where the hell are you going to get approval to arm a domestic vehicle with military grade drones and weaponsfor that monstrosity? Like you said, what good is a bomb shelter if you can’t get there. I guarantee you, when the world goes to shit, you’re going to need those type of weapons to get to the shelters.Without it, all you did was create an oversized, overweight, and overpricedSUV.”

“That’s a very good question, Mr. Carlson.”

“I know it is, that’s why I asked it.”

“I can’t tell you what my husband does for a living but suffice it to say that he has a contact in the Department of Defense,” Heather said, walking slowly toward Ralph. “And that contact told my husband if I can get the board to agree to build a working prototype, he can guarantee a military contract that will make every board member in here a billionaire.”

Heather then leaned forward forcing Ralph to lean back in his chair.

“One more thing Ralph,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “I don’t need you to get onboard with this project. I need you to get the fuck out of the way.”

“That’s my bitch!” shouted Connie, as the oohs rose in the room.

“Mr. Sanders, are you going to sit there and let her talk to me like that?”

“Shut up, Ralph,” Gabe said. “What are you going to need, Dr. Austin?”

“I’ve already reached out to a couple of my fellow graduates from M.I.T. shown on the screen,” Heather said.

Connie switched the screen on to reveal the photos of twenty-five men and women.

“Wait, that’s Hershel Wexler from General Motors, Mr. Sanders,” Ralph said pointing. “He’s their top software integration developer. You’ll never get him to leave them.”

“He’s been consulting with my team for several weeks now, Mr. Carlson. You see he’s concerned about the growing nuclear threat from Russia and wants to see that his children survive. That’s why he’s been more than happy to join the team. All I need is your approval to bring him on board, Mr. Sanders.”

“You have it. What else?”

“Warehouse 84.”

“Wait just a goddamn minute, Heather,” Ralph snapped, pounding his fist on the table. “That’s my section.”

“You have hydraulic equipment that is strong enough to handle the estimated ten-ton payload that will be placed on the Beast’s structure.”

“Mr. Sanders, this crazy woman is building a goddamn tank. Since when did this automobile company become a military contractor?”

“As of today, Ralph,” Gabe said. “Dr. Austin, how long will it take you to build a working prototype for us to see?”

“Connie, what did we figure; eighteen months?”

“Give or take a week.”

“This I got to see,” Ralph said, crossing his arms.

“You won’t,” Gabe said. “You’re fired. I only want team players on this project.”

“You can’t fucking do this to me, Gabe. I’ll sue your ass for breach of contract.”

“Gentlemen.”

Ralph was snatched up by the scruff of his neck by one of the Twin Towers while the other opened the door for him.Ralph was thrown out of the room and the sound of him bouncing off the wall made one of the women scream, “Oh my god!”

“Any other objections or comments?” Gabe asked, looking at his watch. “Then let’s get to work on Dr. Austin’s project.”

*_*_*_*

The seven-and-a-half-mile drive to Long Island’s MacArthur Airport seemed to take an eternity because of the deafening silence. The two weeks prior to Josh’s departure were the most taxing on their marriage.

It didn’t take much for Heather’s Irish temper to flare up. A call from Dan or the mention of his name would trigger an argument.The good news is that the flareup didn’t last long before she was apologizing and kissing Josh as if it were his last day on earth.

“Hon, this is ridiculous,” Josh said, attempting to break the ice. “It’s not...”

“Don’t you dare say it’s not like you’re going to be gone for a year. I know it’s only two weeks, but in the past ten years, what’s the longest we’ve been apart?”

“Four days?”

“No, seven days when you and Dan had to go take some silly training at Quantico.And after that separation you promised you’d never leave me for that long again. How could you forget that?”

Josh’s mind flashed back to the day when Heather picked him up from the airport. The five-minute kiss was a prelude to the seven days of non-stop love making, pausing only for sleep and nutrition. Heather lost six pounds while Josh gained three pounds from her shoving food in him to keep up his strength for the next round.

“You’re right hun,” said Josh, picking up her hand and kissing it. “I’ll make sure I keep up my strength, so you won’t kill me after this two-week break.”

Heather and Josh’s eyes met momentarily after the remark before they broke out into gut wrenching laughter.

“I love you so much, Josh, and if you weren’t driving I’d jump your bones right now.”

“And I’d pull over and let you, but I know there would be no way I could explain showing up three days later. Speaking of time, you never answered me about when the Beast would be ready?”

“We’ve had a few setbackswith some corporate espionage and a sabotage attempt by Ralph.”

“How stupid was he to think a Molotov cocktail could destroy the Beast,” Josh chuckled.

“No, but he was aiming for the exposed computer board that Dr. Wexler was working on. In his haste to get home, Dr. Wexler forgot to reattach the protection panel. If the security hadn’t shot Ralph before he threw the bomb we would have been screwed.”

“So, how long do you think?”

“Connie says we can have the scaled down protype ready in six months. Long before Amy is due.”

Heather patted her swelling belly and smiled.

“That’s great hun,” Josh said, reaching over and rubbing her stomach. “When I get back, your father and I will start building the stand-alone garage to park the Beast in. Gabe did say you can have the first one for free, right?”

“Yes, but I think you’re going to need to build a bigger garagethan the one we had planned.”

Six years later.

Heather had just finished putting away the breakfast dishes when she heard the familiar sound of her father’s pickup truck pulling into the circular driveway.

“Daddy’s home, Mommy,” shouted Amy.

“No, Amy, that’s your grandpa coming over with his people to work on the garage. Daddy won’t be home for another week.”

Robbie ran over to the window where Amy was and shouted, “It’s really Dad, Mom!”

Heather ripped off her apron and ran to the door, but the kids had beat her to it. Josh stood in the doorway hugging and kissing the children who had jumped into his outstretched  arms. When he saw Heather, he looked at her as if he had not seen her for years.

“Okay, kids, it’s your mother’s turn,” he said, setting them down.

“No, Daddy,” protested Amy, clinging tightly to his arm. “You will be kissing her for hours.”

“Don’t you think Mommy deserves a little time with Daddy too?”

“She sleeps with you all night, Daddy.”

“Okay, I’ll make a deal with you. If you let me give Mommy her turn to hug Daddy, I’ll read you a bedtime story tonight. Deal?”

“Deal,” said Amy with a salute.

“Spoiled brat,” Robbie teased.

“You take that back,” Amy said, running after him with her fist balled up.

Before Josh could tell the kids to behave, Heather had wrapped her arms around his neck and was shamelessly kissing him. She didn’t break the lip lock until Robert, her father and for whom Robbie was named after, cleared his throat loudly.

“Oh, hi, Dad,” she said, walking over and giving him a kiss on the cheek.

“I didn’t mean to interrupt but your husband’s bags were getting heavy.”

“Oh, let me get those, Bob,” Josh said, grabbing for the luggage.

“No, as you were, soldier. I maybe a retired Army general, but I can still carry two suitcases. I’ll just put them in the bedroom for yah.”

“Thanks, Bob,” Josh said, taking Heather into his arms. “You heard the general’s orders. Carry on.”

There were two more members of the Austin family waiting to greet Josh. They were two-year-old Doberman Pinschers named Sika and Claus. They were Christmas gifts to Robbie and Amy from Robert.

“My, those puppies are getting big,” Robert said that night at the dinner table. “I hope the kids are not overfeeding them and making sure they are getting their exercise.”

“No, I make sure of that, Dad,” Heather said. “And this house sits on an acre. Trust me, they get plenty of exercise.”

“Amy gave Claus her lollipop,” Robbie said.

“Did not!”

“Did too!”

“Children, knock it off,” Heather snapped. “Now, Amy, tell the truth. I won’t get mad. Did you give Claus your lollipop?”

“Well, no, not really, Mommy.”

“You either did or you didn’t, Amy.”

“I just wanted him to lick it, but then he took the whole thing.”

“He almost ate her hand, Dad,” Robbie said with a chuckle.

“Is that how you got the cut on your hand the other day that you claimed you got from falling?”

Amy held her head down and whispered, “Yes.”

“I’m sorry, Amy, I couldn’t hear you? If you can speak loud enough to tell me
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