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Chapter 1: Cave and Woman

Chapter 1

Cave and Woman

Each crystalline snowflake, delicate as lace, brought to memory the pristine white blanket that covered Woodbine College's sprawling campus thirty-five years ago. The sight conjures the image of my dearest friend, Laura Hutchinson, with her copper-red hair and emerald eyes that sparkled when she laughed. We spent countless hours together during our internship at Brightlane Chemicals, a towering glass structure on the outskirts of town. This vivid memory transported me to our college graduation ceremony, where golden tassels swung from caps beneath a cloudless azure sky. Despite our closeness, Laura remained mysterious—she never revealed her birthplace, keeping that secret locked behind her guarded smile.

Laura Hutchinson vanished on that momentous day, taken by a stern-faced man and a tight-lipped woman. Before that day, Laura was never collected by these strangers—her routine was solitary walks back to her dormitory, her canvas bag slung over one shoulder. During Thanksgiving break, in the warm glow of candlelight at the campus dining hall, I questioned Laura about her family. Her face hardened like granite as she replied, "Don't ask me questions if you want to be my friend." Those words, sharp as icicles, have echoed in my mind for decades.

Now, as I watch the snow dust the frozen surface of Wells Lake like powdered sugar, questions swirl in my mind like the snowflakes dancing in the bitter wind. I inhaled deeply, the frigid air burning my lungs, and gazed at the pine trees bowing under their heavy white burden. Whatever secrets lie buried beneath this wintry landscape, I remain certain she's been a captive all these years.

I called her name that day, my graduation gift—a silver bracelet with a small sapphire charm—clutched in my trembling hand. She never turned to say goodbye, her shoulders stiff beneath her black gown. The tall man, his gray overcoat buttoned to his throat, nodded curtly while the woman, wrapped in an emerald coat that matched Laura's eyes, gripped Laura's slender arm with gloved fingers.

Countless questions haunt me like ghosts in the night. Why did her lips remain sealed in silence? Why didn't she break free from their grasp and run toward safety? Was Laura sacrificing her freedom to shield me from some unknown danger? The truth remains elusive, but I know her as Laura Hutchinson, and I must uncover the answers that have eluded me. Though Laura mentioned various American cities in our late-night conversations, Seattle stands out in my memory like a lighthouse beam cutting through fog. Could a sinister connection exist between Woodbine College and this elaborate conspiracy? My weathered hands grip the steering wheel—Woodbine College awaits my return.

Woodbine College sat nestled in a small Arizona township that felt both achingly familiar and disturbingly foreign. I parked my car and stared at the administration building, my hands refusing to release the steering wheel. Part of me wanted to drive away—what if I'd fabricated this whole conspiracy in my grief? But I couldn't leave. Not again. Inside, unfamiliar faces crowded the halls where memories should have been. Thirty-five years ago, everything seemed so clear-cut—or had I simply been too young to see the complexities? The truth I'd clung to for decades wavered: was she truly abducted before everyone's eyes, or had I missed something crucial?

I yanked open the door, my heart hammering against my ribs. "Good morning, madam," I said, forcing calm into my voice. A woman's voice shot back from behind a partition: "I'm Jennifer Wolfe." My fingers tightened around the doorframe. "Mrs. Timmons?" The woman's eyes flashed. "Murdered. Ten years ago." My throat went dry. "Jack Morrison," I managed. "Navy SEAL Commander, retired."

"Laura Hutchinson," I said, watching her face for any reaction. "She vanished. Graduation day." My voice cracked. "Someone took her." I ripped open my black rucksack and slammed the yearbook onto her desk. "Look!" Mrs. Wolfe's fingers trembled as she flipped through each page, her eyes darting across the photographs. "Where is she?" I demanded, leaning over her desk. "She's not here," Mrs. Wolfe whispered, her face draining of color.

"The records," I pressed, my voice dangerously low. "Thirty-five years of files. I need them. Now." Mrs. Wolfe's eyes widened with something like fear. "There was a fire," she breathed. "Everything's gone." My fist crashed onto her desk. "Convenient," I growled, unaware that the administration building I remembered had been reduced to ash three decades ago—along with every trace of Laura Hutchinson.

The telephone shrieked like a warning siren. Mrs. Wolfe snatched it up, her knuckles whitening around the receiver. She stalked toward me, her face hardening into a mask of steel as she locked eyes with mine. "You're finished with your questions," she hissed through clenched teeth. "Some things must remain buried." Her voice dropped to a dangerous whisper. "My associate, Mrs. Darlene Vargas, will escort you off campus immediately." She jabbed a finger toward the door where a stone-faced woman materialized. "Don't test Mrs. Vargas's patience." The arctic blast that hit me as I slid into my black Corvette matched the ice in my veins. Thirty-five years of records—conveniently incinerated. My alma mater had just exiled me, but one word blazed in my mind like a beacon: Seattle.

Before departing for Seattle, I retreated to my mountain cabin nestled among towering pines in the Rockies, where the air tasted like ice and silence. Sitting before the stone fireplace, embers glowing orange against the gathering darkness, I questioned whether I had plunged myself into a labyrinth of danger beyond my capabilities. The weight of my Naval Seal commander's insignia, though no longer on my uniform, still pressed upon my conscience. My battle-honed instincts screamed that this mission demanded solitary execution.

The thought of involving my former team—men whose faces I could still see illuminated by distant explosions, whose breathing I could time in perfect synchronization during midnight raids—made my stomach clench. Though these brothers in arms would undoubtedly relish the adrenaline surge of a new mission, their lives weren't pawns to be sacrificed on my personal chessboard. The Navy had forged us into precision instruments, but even the finest blade can be broken against an unknown enemy.

My journey to Seattle commenced at 3:17 AM on a bitter January morning when even the wolves had abandoned their hunting. After forcing down a breakfast of black coffee and day-old toast that scraped my throat like sandpaper, I navigated my vehicle through a dense fog that transformed the mountain pass into a ghostly corridor of white nothingness.

This time, my tactical gear—including the 9mm Beretta that had saved my life in Kandahar—rode shotgun in a locked case. The dark SUV hugged the treacherous curves, its engine growling against the silence. As I crossed the state line, memories ambushed me: my last trip to Seattle had ended with three dead informants and a bullet lodged two inches from my spine. The scars on my back tingled with warning. Every instinct honed through twenty-seven years of special operations whispered that I was driving straight into the crosshairs.

As I climb the slope, my eyes scan the tree line, lingering on each parked car. A mud-splattered van with tinted windows. A silver sedan with Washington plates, engine still ticking from recent use. At Point Sound, I ease my Corvette next to the rusty gas pumps, pretending to check my phone while watching the rearview mirror. My hand instinctively touches the holster beneath my jacket. Three vehicles pass without slowing. A fourth—black SUV, government-issue tires—cruises by too slowly. My pulse quickens as Laura's graduation photo slips from my pocket onto the passenger seat.

Upon my arrival in Seattle, I made my first stop at 1441 Circle Drive—a barren stretch of cracked asphalt surrounded by towering Douglas firs dripping with morning mist. The empty parking lot stretched before me like an abandoned battlefield, not a single vehicle in sight, just faded yellow lines barely visible through patches of stubborn weeds. A solitary figure in a charcoal overcoat trudged up the steep incline, shoulders hunched against the relentless drizzle. I approached him, my boots crunching on scattered gravel. "Excuse me," I called, my breath clouding in the damp air. "I'm looking for 1441 Circle Drive. Was there ever a house here?" His weathered face creased with suspicion as he regarded me through narrowed eyes. The property's ownership remained a ghost in Seattle's records—a fact that set off warning bells from my years of Naval intelligence training. The back of my neck prickled with unease. I needed to extract myself from Seattle before whoever was watching made their move.

I screeched into a Fast Lane service station, my fuel gauge flirting with empty. Back on the road, hunger gnawed at my insides like a trapped animal. The diner's flickering sign mocked me—"Next hot meal: 47 miles." Damn it. I slammed my fist against the steering wheel and pulled in anyway. One stale cupcake and bitter coffee later, the room began to spin. My vision tunneled as I fought to stay conscious. Someone had drugged me. My training screamed warnings as darkness swallowed me whole.

I jolted awake in a frigid cave, wrists raw from restraints, head pounding like artillery fire. Three figures materialized from the shadows—two men with military precision in their movements and a woman whose smile promised violence. "Who the hell are you people?" I growled. The taller man backhanded me, splitting my lip. Blood trickled down my chin as the woman leaned in, her whisper arctic: "You're playing a game you can't win, Commander. You're completely out of your league."

Today, I thought I could learn something here—until a man’s cold voice cut me off: “You’re not in a position to ask questions.” Before I could react, a gunman’s fist slammed into my skull and darkness swallowed me. Through stars in my vision, a woman’s low tone reached me: “The one you’re after doesn’t exist. Stop meddling in classified affairs.”

When I came to, I was blindfolded, wrists chafing against unforgiving handcuffs. The same man loomed, lips curling: “I know about your naval friends. Cross us again, and we’ll end you. You have exactly one hour to disappear.” His words hammered in my head as a clock began ticking—inexorably—just inside the mouth of the cave.

Footsteps approached; the woman knelt beside me, a faint scent of roses drifting through the stale air. She slipped something icy and metallic between the cuffs. My pulse thundered. One minute passed. She whispered, “This is your way out.” With trembling fingers, I snagged her hidden key and clicked the shackles free. The black box by the cave entrance ticked louder—ominous, alive. I recognized the wires: a bomb rigged to trigger an avalanche that would bury the town below.

Sweat stung my eyes as I pieced together the fuse, the twisted cables dangling lifeless. Time bled away with every heartbeat. I worked desperately, hands slick with fear, recalling the mystery woman who risked everything for me. At last, the timer stuttered, the ticking slowed, and then...silence.

I bolted into the gray dawn, lungs burning, mind reeling. As I fled, I muttered to the wind, “What a trap.” My head swam, heart pounded—alive, but hunted still.

The neon Fast Lane sign flickered through the fog after my boots had pounded a mile of wet asphalt. My throat burned with each ragged breath as I squinted up the hill where my four-by-four waited, a dark silhouette against the gray sky. Inside the station, the clerk's eyes darted to the security camera, then back to me. "Wouldn't linger if I were you," he muttered, sliding my change across the counter with trembling fingers. Behind the wheel, I gripped my satellite phone, thumb hovering over Oliver's number. The rearview mirror revealed only empty road, but the hairs on my neck stood at attention—Seattle's shadows had followed me here.

Chapter 2: Fire and Darkness

Chapter 2

Fire and Darkness

I must think of something concrete—a plan of action. The Seattle trip left me with bruised ribs and a throbbing headache that pulsed behind my left eye. Outside my cabin window, spring had arrived in full force; daffodils and azaleas perfumed the mountain air with their sweet fragrance, incongruous against the danger I'd just escaped. The name "Bright Lane Chemicals" kept repeating in my mind like a military cadence, insistent and unavoidable. My gut instinct—honed through years of Navy SEAL operations—told me this was the next thread to pull. I video chatted with Douglas Oliver, my old naval comrade whose weathered face showed new lines around his steel-gray eyes. The Navy had molded Oliver into a weapons specialist with surveillance skills that bordered on supernatural; he could track a suspect through a crowded market without being noticed. Oliver would have been invaluable in that Seattle warehouse with its shadowy corners and hidden threats. Five years had passed since our last communication, though I knew he never stayed in one place long, constantly moving between continents on classified assignments. With determined fingers, I powered up my encrypted laptop. The screen glowed blue in the dimly lit room just as an incoming call alert flashed across the display.

A woman's voice crackled through the phone, her tone flat and clinical as she delivered the news. "Mrs. Timmons, the registrar of Woodbine College, was killed ten years ago. The case remains unsolved." Before I could press for details, the line went dead with an abrupt click that echoed in my ear like a gunshot.

The dusty highway to Woodbine, Arizona stretched before me like a sun-bleached ribbon, heat waves shimmering off the asphalt. Two critical stops awaited: the weathered brick building of the Woodbine Police Department with its faded blue awning, and the sterile white complex of Brightlane Chemicals that loomed on the town's outskirts. As I gripped the steering wheel, my knuckles whitening, a nagging question burned in my mind. Could this mysterious caller be orchestrating an elaborate trap?

Whoever had silenced Mrs. Timmons might still be stalking the shadowy corridors of Woodbine, watching, waiting. The hairs on the back of my neck stood at attention. Was I driving straight into an ambush? Once I completed these two reconnaissance missions—alive, I hoped—I would contact Douglas Oliver, whose tactical expertise might be the only thing keeping


















































Chapter 3: The Drone

























Chapter 4: Unseen World




































Chapter 5: Suitcase















Chapter 6: Saint Petersburg





































Chapter 7: Welcome to Asia!


























































Chapter 8: Safe House















Chapter 9: Shroud Cliff Institute




















Chapter 10: New Revelations
























Chapter 11: Battle for The Castle
































Chapter 12: Deep Water





























































Chapter 13: Land Down Yonder





































Chapter 14: Into the Forest





































Chapter 15: Lab and Things








































Chapter 16: Laura & Mandy



















Chapter 17: Moving Day



















Chapter 18: Fish and Drones




















Chapter 19: Operation Take Back!












Chapter 20: Top of The World








Chapter 21: Things are warming up
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