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In the heart of the Darién Gap, a rogue special ops unit threatens global security, forcing one man to confront the ghosts of his past and the danger of his present. "Savage" is a gripping tale of survival, deception, and the thin line between hero and villain.

Dive into "Savage," a relentless military thriller where the stakes couldn't be higher. As a rogue unit plots a coup that could change the world's balance of power, a man with a haunted past must navigate a deadly jungle and face unimaginable threats. Every choice is a test of loyalty, courage, and survival.

David Edward's "Savage" is a tour de force in military thrillers, setting a new standard for the genre. This explosive narrative thrusts readers into the chaos of the Darién Gap, where a deadly conspiracy threatens to topple global stability. With breathtaking action and complex characters, "Savage" explores the depths of human resilience and the costs of heroism. It's more than just a book; it's a visceral experience that keeps you on edge until the final page.

Back Cover Description:

IN THE SHADOWY DEPTHS of the Darién Gap, a covert mission spirals into chaos. As a rogue special ops unit plots a sinister coup, Dirk Lasher is thrust into a deadly game of cat and mouse. Faced with merciless enemies and a treacherous jungle, he must unravel a conspiracy that threatens to ignite a global crisis. "Savage" is a high-octane thriller that delves into the essence of bravery, loyalty, and the unforgiving realities of combat. In this jungle, trust is as elusive as survival.

Inside Flap Description:

DIRK LASHER, ONCE A seasoned operative, now leads a quiet life until a desperate call for help drags him back into the shadows of his former world. In the hostile terrain of the Darién Gap, he faces a rogue unit hell-bent on altering the global order. With allies scarce and enemies lurking at every turn, Lasher must navigate both the jungle and the labyrinth of his own past. "Savage" is a gripping exploration of the lengths one man will go to protect those he loves and the values he holds dear. As the stakes rise, Lasher confronts not just a physical battle but a moral one, testing the very limits of his soul. In this relentless thriller, survival isn't just about making it out alive; it's about holding onto what makes us human.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Author's Note 
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Thank you so much for reading my new thriller series. A couple of years back, I took a break from writing military thrillers starring Dirk Lasher. I explored other genres, but my heart has always been with these intense, action-packed stories and these resilient characters.

In the first six Lasher stories, each one was a unique type of thriller. Panama Red was a military thriller that introduced us to the gritty, high-stakes world of Dirk Lasher. Drive Faster shifted gears to a chase thriller, keeping readers on the edge of their seats. Meat Market offered a quick read, packed with rapid-fire tension and suspense. Ground Game delved into the dark depths of revenge, while Prayer Drum showcased explosive non-military action. Finally, Down Ballot immersed us in the cutthroat world of political intrigue. Each book tested Dirk in different ways, pushing him to his limits.

By the end of those books, Dirk had been through the wringer. He faced countless challenges, and I felt it was time to give him a break—or so I thought. The fact that he, by and large, lived happily ever after never really quite felt like where he would stop. Dirk really isn’t a quitter, and he hates the status quo. He is trying to fill a hole inside himself that he does not understand. 

This brings us to Savage, the first book in the new Dirk Lasher trilogy, Operation Falling Star. This new series takes place ten years after the first six stories, and it’s all about pushing Dirk to his absolute limits. He gets some time to enjoy his accomplishments, but then what? What happens when a good man loses everything important? Can he rebuild? Does he keep going? Does it change him? These are the questions that drive this new saga.

Writing Savage was a different experience. I didn’t need to establish Dirk’s backstory from scratch because we already know him well. But this book had to also be accessible to new readers. I believe I succeeded, but it was a lot more work than I realized it would be (which is fine; I like work). What did happen was that this strategy allowed me to focus on the ordeal ahead and dive deeper into his character. I wanted to strip everything away from him and learn what was at his core. Who is Dirk when he's lost it all? What can we learn about ourselves through him?

Expect plenty of action in Savage, even more than the first series, which held its own quite well in the genre. I wanted to ramp up the intensity and let the action scenes drive character development. My characters grow through what they do, not just what they say. I believe this approach makes the story more engaging and truer to the classic thriller genre of bygone days, before we started worrying all about feelings and whatnot. I’ve always enjoyed crafting tight, realistic action scenes, and this book is no exception. The action is relentless, serving as a crucible for Dirk's development.

There’s also a nod to Dirk’s complex family history, including his grandfather, Wade Clay, whose backstory is explored in my Noah Kayne series. This layered storytelling brings depth to the new narrative without requiring you to read the previous books, though they’re there if you want to dive in. Wade’s story, found in Noah Kayne: Southern Style and Noah Kayne: Brotherhood of the Sun Dragon, sets the stage for the complex dynamics that influenced Dirk and made him the man he became.

On the other hand, a Dirk Lasher thriller is a very specific piece of literature. The plotting is very tight; no character is safe, and everything happens within the constraints of everyday reality(ish). Dirk's not Superman. He operates within the bounds of his drive and foundational set of morals, pushing himself to the limit and achieving remarkable feats, often at remarkable costs.

Traditionally, thrillers, like many books, have multiple storylines: the A story, the B story, and sometimes even a C story. In the first series of Dirk Lasher books, Dirk's story was the A story. Characters like Kimberly Sharp had the B story, and C stories often involved other members of Dirk's team handling necessary tasks or figuring out Dirk's unpredictable actions. This multi-layered storytelling is common because it allows for different perspectives, builds tension, and honestly helps meet the publisher's word count requirements.

In the new series, Operation Falling Star, specifically in the first book, Savage, I've taken a different approach. There is only the A story. The B and C stories exist but are unseen, leaving us completely and only with Dirk's point of view. This means there's a lot going on that Dirk doesn't know or understand because he's not given that information. In traditional thrillers, the reader might have that information, but I didn't want to do that in Savage. 

This change in approach aims to intensify the focus on Dirk's character arc. We're examining what happens when everything important is taken away from him. Dirk doesn't care about money, wealth, power, or influence, even though all of those things are available to him should he choose that path. He values the small group of people in his inner circle and will do anything to protect them. This book explores what happens when he fails continuously. By focusing solely on the A story, the action sequences drive the narrative forward, making them intense and meaningful. This is a departure from the typical structure where dialogue moves the story forward, and action scenes serve specific goals, pre-established in dialog. Here, the action scenes are organic and not pre-planned, and they advance the plot, offering a fresh dynamic to the thriller genre.

I believe Savage is the best book I've ever written, so if you don’t like this book, I have nothing to offer you. It's a deep and emotional story, though those elements are buried as subtext. On the surface, it's a traditional action romp with interesting characters in a pseudo-realistic setting. It can be read as a pulp dime store reader, or as a deep piece of philosophy. Underneath, it explores Dirk's struggle where, despite winning battles, he seems to be constantly losing the war. It’s all quicksand; the more he tries, the worse it gets. This juxtaposition of surface-level success and underlying failure was challenging to achieve, and it’s why I wanted to write Savage in the first place. While I am no Dirk Lasher, I do appreciate pushing myself into better ways of telling stories. My strength seems to be in creating dynamic action scenes, but I wanted to depict a narrative where moral progress is incredibly difficult. The heroic spirit in the context of failure and loss is much more interesting to me than in the context of success and gain, and that's the essence of Savage.

I'm never quite sure how much of my background I should include in these author introductions. One of the questions that I get asked a lot is if Dirk Lasher is a self-insert for me. The answer to that is a resounding no. I'm nowhere close in any way, shape, or form to Dirk Lasher. Instead, he is a composite character of four or five different people throughout my military service who really inspired me. What I found was that it was the quiet confidence and expertise, along with a single focus and intolerance for anything less than excellence, that defined them.

You meet all kinds of people in the military. Some might not do well in civilian life but excel in the military, and vice versa. Just a bit of my background: I joined in the 1980s and ended up as a 97B20 Counterintelligence Field Agent. I was part of the team that captured Noriega, and I later served as an in-country (Panama) DEA liaison, which inspired a part of the story because it's something I understand well. Over my tenure, I ran about 150 different cases, most of them rudimentary. One case, however, garnered executive-level interest. I was also fortunate to be the Special Agent in Charge of the 1990 Panama Canal Threat Assessment Report to the United States Congress.

I did a lot of fieldwork, went undercover, conducted investigations, and carried out interrogations. I helped invade Panama with the 470th MI; I was in on the briefing about five hours before the invasion where they unveiled the Stealth Fighter as the invasion was its first live-fire deployment. I was attached to the 11th Infantry when we hit the Comandancia the first night, and later, I spent six months at the Soto Cano Air Base in Honduras clearing backlogs and did the same in Cologne on the other side of the Panama Canal. I became known for my expertise in clearing overloaded cases. In addition to training at the US Army Intelligence School, I attended courses in intelligence analysis at the Defense Intelligence College and also attended the Jungle Warfare Operations training course in Panama and visited the Darién Gap on a week-long vacation, experiencing many situations like those in the stories with the locals. I also did the three-day ‘So you think you have what it takes to be a ranger’ course. This would be where Dirk and I diverge. The course was very effective in convincing me that no, in the end, I did not have what it takes. I was very physically fit, but I couldn’t turn the mental corner. I could run two, three, five, or even ten miles, but I had to know the distance up front to set my pace and tempo. If it were a ten-mile run, I would carbo-load the night before. It’s a different level for special forces, where they can run any of those distances, but they do not need to know which one it is upfront.

I also spent three months in the jungles where all these stories take place as part of a counter-narcotics team (hence the Panama Red storyline), and I rode a desk clearing counter-espionage intelligence reports attached to the 513th MI during Operation Desert Storm (much of the inspiration for Jack Williams). 

The first book, Panama Red, fictitiously summarized several of the firefights and skirmishes I was involved in as a much more junior enlisted person than the main character in these stories. After leaving the military, I completed my education, ending up with three different doctorates. The one that has served me the best is in technology engineering. As an entrepreneur, I've started many companies and worked for Fortune 500 companies as an executive in sales, marketing, and technology. I was even the president of a university for a while, but that world was much more corrupt than anything I ever saw in the armed forces.

I mention this so you know there is some personal and firsthand experience associated with the action and events in the story. The first Dirk Lasher series, Operation Just Cause, was a way for me to get onto the page, in a fictitious way, all the places I went and the things I did while trying to keep it very grounded. In this new series, Operation Falling Star, I allow the world of Dirk to open up a bit and step toward traditional fictional thrillers with a little world-building; bigger things needed to happen to set this story up and move it forward.

The key to a Dirk Lasher book is a sense of momentum, confusion, and selfless effort, which I wanted to keep in Savage. But I also wanted there to be a lot of underlying subtext. My hope is that if you enjoy the book and read it a second time, the emotional impacts become clearer. I didn't want to beat the reader over the head with them or just tell them; I wanted to show them subtly and purposefully without calling attention to them. Not all values have to be signaled. I think it works great because you can choose how deep you want to go so the story will resonate differently for different people.

I had a blast writing Savage, and I honestly believe (and hope) that you will have a blast reading it. Returning to Dirk’s world and pushing his limits while simultaneously pushing my own was both challenging and rewarding. It was fun to put Dirk through the wringer so we could start to pull back the layers of his character and see what's inside. This series allows me to explore themes of resilience, loss, identity, friendship, purpose, and the essence of what it means to be a good person under extreme circumstances.

I hope you enjoy reading Savage as much as I enjoyed writing it. Thank you for joining me on this journey. There’s much more to come, with plans for two new Dirk Lasher books a year, promising a new trilogy every couple of years. This series, Operation Falling Star, should see book 2, Vulnerable, around Christmas 2024 and the final book, Brutal, around early summer 2025.

Stay tuned and thank you for your support!

-David Edward
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Chapter 1
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Dirk Lasher sat in his booth in the back of the Fox & Hound Pub. 

It really was his booth. He owned the place and had for the past five years since he bought it in 1993 from the man who had been pretending to be his grandfather. The pub was in an old one-story flat-roof Florida building with no windows in the middle of nowhere near the South Florida Everglades. The only light during the day came from the open front door. There had been two swinging half doors, like a Wild West saloon, but they wore out and fell off years ago.

It was hot but not uncomfortable in the building; the lack of windows had the advantage of keeping the interior cooler—cooler, but not cool. The humid South Florida summer found its way inside everywhere, including the Fox & Hound. It was just before lunch, usually a bustling time. Today, however, the atmosphere was heavy, with more people than usual, but nothing was bustling at the moment; no one was talking, drinking, or doing much of anything. 

Dirk sat in the back, facing the front door. His eyes were red, and he looked forward, his stare unfocused. Jack Williams sat in the booth on the other side. He was slumped over with his back against the wall. His eyes were red, too, and he just sat there, no more animated than Dirk was. 

The afternoon passed like this: from time to time, one of the patrons would get up, walk over, say something softly to Dirk, and then leave. By sundown, after seven at night, it was just Dirk and Jack, who started to stir as it cooled off; Williams knew his role was to support Dirk.  They were both still wearing the white button-down dress shirts from the funeral, the ties and black jackets crumpled in the corner of the booth bench. Part of coping was holding to a basic routine. Williams worked his way out of the booth and almost asked Dirk if he wanted a ride home.

Almost; then he remembered. Dirk wouldn’t want to go back to his house. Not now. It was way too soon.

“You want to stay at my place tonight?” he asked Lasher once he was fully out of the booth. Williams was a big man, fit, to a degree, in that extra sandwich kind of way. Fit for a man of his size, some might suggest. 

Suggest nicely, of course.

Dirk looked up and held Williams's eyes. His face was hard to read. There was a partial look of surprise like he hadn't realized Jack was still there. “What?” he asked.

“I figure it’s too early for you to go back to your house,” Williams said, then added, which he instantly regretted, “it now being empty, I mean.”

Lasher snorted and dropped his eyes, his voice barely audible. “I hadn't given it any thought,” he confessed, more to himself than Williams.

“You can’t stay here,” Williams said, looking to the front. “There’s no door.”

Dirk seemed confused. Then he looked at the front opening, focusing on it for the first time even though it had been in his eyeline for several hours. He smiled at the joke. “No,” he finally said, “there isn’t, is there.”

Because of Dirk’s status in the community, for lack of a better term, and some other reasons, the front door could stay open and no one from drunk teen to hardened made man would dare disturb the place.

It was dark, the sun had fully set. Neither Williams nor Lasher had bothered to turn on any of the meek interior lighting. They were both still looking at the front door when the silhouette of a man appeared in it. Given the dark interior and exterior, he was hard to make out. Whoever it was cut a sharp edge, giving the outline a military impression.

“Hello?” the voice of a younger man echoed in the darkness.

“We’re closed,” Lasher said back, his voice gruff and deep, cracking at the end.

“I’m looking for Chief Lasher,” the voice returned, presumably from the man in the doorway.

Lasher looked at Williams, who nodded and walked up to the front. “Sorry, son,” Williams stated, “today is not a good day for visitors.”

“Yes, sir,” the young man's voice had its own edge but was still very polite, “I can tell something is going on, but sir, I have orders.”

Williams reached the front and could see the kid, maybe twenty-five years old, wearing first lieutenant bars on an Army Class-A uniform. His insignia was for Military Intelligence; Williams recognized the unit patch as the intelligence corps at Fort Huachuca. 

“How long have you been in, son?” Jack asked, stopping in front of the soldier, blocking the way into the building but not standing so close that it would be perceived as an aggressive move.

“Four years, sir,” the soldier said, looking Williams up and down. 

“Four years and still a lieutenant?” Williams smiled when he said it. He wanted to test the kid's actual friendliness rather than just observing good manners. The kid's name tag said Blake, his apparent last name.

“No sir,” Blake tried to look past Williams into the dark interior. “That’s actually why I’m here. I’m heading down to Panama tomorrow for my new assignment. Captain, Bravo Company, 470th MI Brigade.”

Williams was taken by surprise; that was his and Lasher’s unit in Panama from a decade prior. His expression must have changed.

“Yes, sir,” Blake continued, “I know who you are too, Mr. Williams. I know that's your old unit.”

Williams recovered. “All well and good, Blake, but this is about the worst time possible for any kind of reunion or whatever the reason is for your stopover.”

Blake tried to look into the dark interior again to no avail. He looked back at Williams, and his expression changed.

“Sir,” Blake started, “Bravo is now a QRF.” - Quick Reaction Force - “I’ve got a rogue special ops unit that has gone dark. It’s a real-time situation, sir. I’m happy to explain, but I would prefer to save time and talk to both of you so I don’t have to do this twice.”

“Let him in, Jack,” Lasher's voice came from the dark behind Williams. A few moments later, a dim lamp was turned on. It wasn't very bright, but it was enough to turn the balance and allow Blake to see inside.

Williams looked Blake up and down, returning the gesture, and held eye contact with him for a long moment, making it clear that Blake should be on his best behavior, whatever that might mean. Then he stepped aside and led him back to Dirk's booth, where Williams slid into his side and offered Blake a chair at the end of the table. 

Lasher watched them approach and get situated, but he didn’t say anything. Blake had put his hand out to shake Lasher's hand. It was an uncomfortable few moments as Lasher just watched until Blake retracted it and sat down.

“Sir,” Blake said, looking at Lasher. “I’m sorry if this is a bad time. I can see something happened. Was this a wake this afternoon?”

Lasher’s expression didn't change, but he did look over at Williams, then back to Blake.

“Why are you here, soldier?” Lasher asked instead of providing an answer to the question.

“Right, yes sir,” Blake nodded to himself. “Sir, we have a real-time situation. It’s devolved from a TIC” - Troops in Contact - “to heavy contact FUBAR.” – you can look this one up yourself – “We’ve lost two companies, including Bravo. I’m basically reforming it from scratch.”

Lasher was surprised that he felt interested. It was the first positive emotion he had in the past several weeks. “You said Bravo is now a QRF? I’m having a hard time following, who were the troops in contact with?”

“Yes, sir. Sorry sir. The 7th Special Forces out of Fort Bragg. X-Ray Company, 7th Battalion, counter-narcotics. They’ve had southern Panama as their AO” - Area of Operations - “for the past couple of years. They took over your mission as DEA liaison.”

“Wait,” Lasher reacted, “but who were our troops engaged with? Those are both US assets.”

“Yes, sir,” Blake nodded. “This is all within the family. As I mentioned, we have a rogue special ops unit.”

Lasher showed no emotions, but Williams did. “You’re still chasing that squirrel?” Williams said quickly, referring to the DEA liaison role. The conversation was getting confusing.

Blake turned to Williams. “Kind of, sir. The mission doesn’t have the same clear edges it did in your time. It’s mostly a SNAFU vacation. The real focus has been trying to get the southern region stable enough to finish Father Time...”

Lasher interrupted him, “Father Time?”

“The Torrijos-Carter Treaty. The end of 1999 is only 18 months away.”

Lasher looked at Williams.

“It’s confusing, I know,” Blake continued. “The current threat to Father Time is FARC. Do you know who they are?”

Neither Lasher nor Williams did. Lasher made a face showing his irritation at all the new jargon.

Blake nodded. “Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia. Basically, the military wing of the Colombian Communist Party. The Colombian government started negotiations with them late last year. They number over 10,000 soldiers. Colombian President Andrés Pastrana granted them a demilitarized zone as part of peace talks. The area is like 16,000 square miles and was intended to facilitate dialogue and build trust between them and the Colombian government.”

“Let me guess,” Williams said, sitting forward, “instead, they used the land as a training ground, and now they’re organized.”

Blake nodded. “Yes, but it's worse than that. The most out-of-the-way land in Columbia is in the northern jungles.”

“Which borders the Darién Gap,” Lasher said, wanting to move things along. “Which is in Panama.”

The Darién Gap is a wild and untamed region, a dense jungle stretching between Colombia and Panama. Towering trees and tangled underbrush dominate the landscape, where the air hangs heavy with humidity and the sounds of wildlife echo through the foliage. The terrain is rugged and challenging, with steep hills, fast-flowing rivers, and swamps that can swallow a person whole. The jungle is a riot of colors, from the deep greens of the leaves and vines to the bright reds and yellows of tropical flowers. This harsh environment remains largely untouched by modern civilization, serving as both a natural barrier and a refuge for those seeking to disappear from the world.

In this remote and dangerous landscape, travel is slow and perilous. The thick jungle canopy blocks out the sun, creating a dim, shadowy world beneath the leaves, where flashes of color from exotic birds and insects occasionally break through. Paths, when they exist, are often little more than muddy tracks winding through dense foliage, which includes everything from broad-leafed plants to towering ferns. The Darién Gap is known not only for its physical challenges but also for the presence of armed groups, wildlife, and the threat of disease. 

“Ten thousand soldiers is a lot of soldiers,” Blake continued. “It looks like FARC might have some secret agreement with Pastrana. They seem to be training for urban assault. If we’ve truly got a US special forces company that's gone rogue and is helping them train, we could have a very dangerous new threat. Intelligence suggests the plan is to take Panama and the canal as soon as the US leaves, per the treaty. If these Narco-Communists can get control of the world's most lucrative shipping lanes, they will be able to hold any nation, but especially the US, hostage.”

Blake’s last statement hung in the air. No one said anything for a few moments, absorbing the information.

“Who was leading X-Ray?” Williams asked when he realized it might matter.

Blake nodded. “You both know him. Jim Cruz.”

Lasher shook his head as if to clear it. That name didn’t make any sense. “The same Jim Cruz who reported to me ten years ago as a warrant officer?” he asked, still trying to connect the dots.

Williams jumped in, talking more to Dirk than Blake, “I thought Cruz ran off and was killed by Bill Barber's men. How does he show up ten years later as a Captain in the 7th Special Forces Group?”

They both turned to Blake.

“You don’t know?” Blake said. Now, everyone was even more confused. “I would have thought you were involved. He basically followed the same career path you did. About a year after you got out, Cruz was recruited by the DIA. He ran Central America for a couple of years, then ended up with a full commission and heading up the military tactical side of the operations.”

“No, that’s not possible,” Williams interjected with some authority. “Near the end after the election, there was still the fog of war, but we’ve pieced a lot together, and we’re pretty sure Cruz called in Storm Fire then hightailed it north to Costa Rica, where Barber’s men caught up with him. That guy, Dirk? Brick. The Russian guy. He told us.”

Dirk nodded along with William's explanation until Brick was mentioned. “Of course, they suspected Brick had turned, and they fed him false information to see. It makes sense. I can vouch for Brick; a number of things went down where he unquestioningly did the right thing; the story about Cruz always seemed extra gruesome and out of place. Now we know why,” he said to Williams.

“Ah,” Blake said, “so you really don’t know. What about Kimberly Sharp? Do you know about her?”

Lasher’s expression changed to one of anger. “Son,” he said to Blake, using a soft, kind voice with a lot of powerful undertones in it, “you might want to get to the ask here because I’m in no mood for a trip down memory lane, today of all days.”

“Yes sir,” Blake said but didn’t change the topic. “Sir, I don’t know what happened, and I’m sorry for your loss, but you will need this information to help us with the mission outline.”

“Lieutenant,” Dirk started, then calmed himself and kept his voice soft even though Blake could feel the rage underneath it. “Captain Blake,” Dirk corrected himself, “Both Jack and I are a decade removed from this world you are describing. We left it behind for a reason. While it may be true that you have orders, I can promise you one hundred percent that it doesn't have any bearing on Jack or me.”

“Yes, sir,” Blake was unfazed. “When you transferred to the DIA in 1988, you signed a contract with a ten-year reserve status,” he finished, staying very neutral and watching Lasher closely.

“It’s been ten years, and it feels like twice that,” Lasher scoffed, more to himself than Blake, doing some quick math in his head.

“It’s been nine years and three hundred twenty-eight days, sir,” Blake said.

Lasher stared at Blake for a very long time. Williams thought about interjecting, but it didn’t feel right saying anything. Dirk was working things out in his head, and Williams didn’t know what to expect.

“What’s your first name,” Dirk finally asked, breaking the silence. He was intently focused on Blake, so much so that Blake couldn’t meet his intense stare.

“Benjamin, sir,” Blake said.

“Ben,” Dirk did everything he could to present a calm and helpful exterior, “I appreciate the situation you are heading into. I know you think it's important, but to me, what’s important just left me. I know two things to be true; the first is that I am going to spend the next little bit in mourning. The second is that, because of the first, I know for a fact that I am not getting on any plane with you tonight or tomorrow and that I will never set foot in Panama ever again.”

Blake's young face showed his conundrum as Lasher finished. He didn’t know how to move forward. “Sir...” he started, but Williams jumped in.

“Captain Blake,” Williams said, “what is it you needed from us?”

Blake nodded, realizing that he didn’t get to finish his story. “I’m going to be heading into the AO blind, and we’ve lost all in-country MI field assets, as I mentioned. It’s a terrible situation. General Hampton recommended we reach out to you. Based upon this SNAFU, you two are the ranking military experts on the Darién Gap.”

Williams looked to Lasher, who made a dismissive gesture, then turned back to Blake, “Son, get specific; don’t make me guess,” Williams said.

Blake nodded. “Yes, sir. I’m in an accelerated readiness posture. We need to move in now, but without some basic training and planning, we’d just be more fodder for the canons. I need someone with tactical knowledge of the terrain, someone who has fought in those jungles before. It’s going to be a dog fight. We need every advantage we can muster.”

Lasher started to reiterate his objections when Williams spoke first.

“I’ll go,” Williams said.

Blake looked relieved.

Lasher looked confused.

Williams continued. “It’s fine, Dirk. I don’t have any of the emotional ties you do to any of this. But I do know the area, and I’ve been in combat in the Gap, just like you. I’ve got a decade of tactical planning and real AO field experience.”

Blake looked from Williams to Lasher, then back. “Mr. Williams, I appreciate the offer, but you are not obligated under contract like Chief Lasher is...”

Williams cut him off, “It ain't all written down, son, “ he said. An unspoken moment passed between him and Lasher.

Lasher nodded a thank you to Williams, then said, “This is the best you are going to get, Captain.”

Blake could sense the truth in Lasher’s statement. “Yes sir,” he stood up from his chair. “Mr. Williams, sir, I will send a car to pick you up at oh-four-thirty.”

Williams rolled his eyes at the early time.

“What have I gotten myself back into,” he said with a hesitant smile as he and Blake shook hands.
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Chapter 2
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Williams and Blake worked out the rest of the logistics for about another ten minutes. Once they were finished, Blake pulled away in his rented compact car, and Williams took Dirk back to his house in his old beat-up Ford pickup truck.

After maybe five minutes of silence on the ride, Dirk spoke first. “Jack, I appreciate you running interference for me, but I don’t think getting back involved in all that violence and bureaucracy is a good idea. For me, or honestly, for you either. They are reduced to fighting each other now. The snake is fully eating its own tail. What a mess.”

“I thought we were unwavering servants of the public good?” Williams said, looking over, making a mild joke.

“Jack, I’m serious. This isn’t our fight anymore. It’s a circle-jerk. The whole system is corrupt; they just use up willing idiots like us who have red, white, and blue colored glasses on.”

Williams allowed some melancholy back into his voice. “I don’t think you’re that far gone, Dirk. He seemed like a nice enough kid. He’s heading into a meat grinder. Blind. It’s not really some huge inconvenience for me to fly down and spend a couple of days giving him the lay of the land.”

They rode in silence for a while longer, then Williams had to ask even though he knew the timing was terrible. “Do you want me to check on anyone down there?”

Lasher
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